1 Corinthians (7): 5.1—6.11 Shameful Behaviour

At the end of chapter 4 Paul reminded the Corinthian Christians that it was not what they said but what they did that really counted (walking the walk, not just talking the talk) and charged them with arrogance. This passage follows on & tells why he has made this particular charge: he has learned of 2 ways (1 of immorality, 1 involving legal disputes) in which the way the church lives does not match what it claims. Their behaviour in these areas is clear evidence of lives that are totally at odds with the teaching of Jesus.

· Immorality 

5.1-13

1
The problem – a church member is in a relationship with his stepmother (he has probably married her). 
The church seems to be quite relaxed about it. Paul declares it is totally unacceptable, condemned by 
the Old Testament and the Gentile world alike. 


Paul gives no further details (unlike today's press which is eager to maximise revelations). He moves 
quickly to the principles raised. 

2
The church is called to grief/shame at sin not connivance/acceptance of it, let alone, 'it doesn't matter'.  
Sin can & does ínvade the church, but when it does it is something unnatural that can only be mourned 

3-4
Discipline needs to be applied: Paul makes it clear what he thinks should happen (3) but he doesn't try 
to bypass the church, he expects there to be a meeting of the congregation (4) at which (among other 
things) Paul's teaching will be recalled, leading to the disciplining of the offender.

5-8
Paul gives 2 reasons for this discipline:


v5 The ultimate good of the offender. He is to be excluded from the fellowship and support, thrust back 
into the area where Satan holds sway, in the hope that this will bring him to his senses and lead to his 
restoration (his spirit saved on the day of the Lord).


Vv6-8 The purity of the church


Trying to minimise the affair was a big problem. It takes very little evil to infect the rest.


Yeast was a natural Jewish symbol for evil – all yeast had to be removed from a house before the  
Passover could be celebrated. This is an analogy of the way in which church purity must be protected. 
You Christians have been freed from sin so to live in it is unthinkable: you are called to a new way of 
life – sincerity/truth not malice/wickedness. The church must exclude behaviour that is disobedient to 
Christ – it drags His name through the mud and brings shame on God. 

9-11
This is not a call to the church to become a ghetto/isolated clique. Paul has been talking of standards 
within the church. There is complete freedom for Christians to associate with those outside the church 
but the standards of the church need to be above reproach. 

12-13
Nor is it the job of the church to judge outsiders – that is God's responsibility so leave it to Him.

It is not clear just why the Corinthian church were so relaxed about this sin. Although some have suggested the stepmother may have been a source of income, nothing Paul says obviously supports this. More probably they had a false understanding of God's deliverance (God has delivered me, so I am free from normal standards, can live as I like...!). But the forgiveness Christ has given us is not a licence; we must never presume on it; we need a continuous amazement at God's love for us, an amazement that leads us to take the call of God to holiness tremendously seriously.

So we have a reminder of the standards expected within the church, from church leaders in particular, but from all members in general. Here is a further reason why safeguarding issues need to be taken so seriously.

· Legal Disputes
6.1-8

The Corinthian church clearly had some internal disputes between members leading to their going to court. The Roman world had 2 kinds of court – criminal (which on the whole gave reasonable justice) and civil (which gave undue weight to the status and wealth of the parties involved). It seems that some church members, rather than resolving disputes with each other or taking advice from another church member, were resorting to civil law (almost certainly to the disadvantage of the weaker party). Paul attacks this behaviour on 2 grounds:

· The church has come to a pretty pass when its members reckon they will get fairer judgment from unbelievers (who have no standing in church) than from fellow believers! What does this say about relationships between Christians?!

· Why should they always insist on getting their own way? The Christian life is about preferring others, hence why not give way and give up rather than getting involved in a legal dispute. (We will see later in 1 Corinthians that this principle applies to worship also! Christian principles need to be applied across the board, not only in selected areas!)

why not rather be wronged/cheated?! I suspect that we are not very keen on this – but I doubt whether Paul was either. However, the issue was how he reacted (on an issue that was neither a doctrinal issue nor one where a major principle was at stake) when he had failed to change the mind of the other person by prayer/discussion/etc. There are times when we should let ourselves be trodden on – as Jesus was.

· You were..., but you are.... Live in the light of this
6.9-11

Here in a nutshell is the basis for living out the Christian life. 

· God's kingdom is  for those whose lives are transformed (by God not human effort), not for those who persist in evil – so take seriously the way you live.

· You were...but you are... Many Corinthian Christians have been changed through God's intervention – that gives hope and encouragement to all. The change is not merely a theoretical possibility. Although we may stumble we do not belong in the gutter! 

· Therefore be/become what you are – evil is an anomaly for life of the follower of Jesus: sin is not absent from our lives (as we know all too well!) but when we sin we are out of character: learn to live the new life not to sin habitually.

Drawing the whole passage together:

Paul picks up on 2 particular sins of which he is aware – he uses them not to concentrate on the sins but to draw out 2 fundamental Christian principles:

· Sin in the church is not be excused/tolerated/trivialised but eradicated, because it infects the whole like poison in the bloodstream: here the sin is sexual, but it could have been quarrels, Christians refusing to talk to one another, gossip, etc. The church is called to a purity of life that reflects the teaching of Jesus.

· Rather than extracting as much as possible from each other, we are called to look for the good of the other, to prefer the other even when it is to our own disadvantage – this can apply in church decisions, patterns of worship, etc

All this is because the Holy Spirit lives & is at work in the Christian – the rest of Chapter 6 will develop this more.

**********************************************************

1. What kind of discipline do you think there should be within the church and how do you think it should be exercised? In this day and age is it actually realistic to expect there to be discipline within the church? 

2. What do you think are the consequences of a local church living in a way that contradicts the teaching of Jesus? Do you think that there are ways in which our local community judges God adversely because of a failure to live Christianly on the part of our church? If so, what can we do about this?  

3. It is very easy for the church to be critical of 'the world' but Paul tells us (5.12-13) we are not judge those outside the church.  What have you found helps to balance a constructive criticism of attitudes in society with a spirit that is welcoming towards individuals and lacks censoriousness?

4. Why not rather be wronged?Why not rather be cheated? (6.7) How do you react to this suggestion? Why?

5. Surely a desire to 'prefer others' will lead to people unnecessarily becoming doormats and wrong decisions being taken? What would you say to this?

6. 'You were...but you are': see 1 Cor 6.11. Put into you own words what Paul says Jesus has done for you.

