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Prepare Before the Session
Read the session for today in the Study Guide. Then read the options in this Teaching

Guide, placing checkmarks beside the activities you plan to include. After you have decided
which options to use, gather the appropriate materials.

WHAT’S IN YOUR TEACHING GUIDE

This Teaching Guide has three purposes:
➤ to give the teacher tools for focusing on the content of the session in the Study Guide.
➤ to give the teacher additional Bible background information.
➤ to give the teacher variety and choice in preparation.

The Teaching Guide includes two major components: Teacher Helps and Teacher Options.

Teacher Helps

Teacher Options

Bible Background
The Study Guide is your main
source of Bible study material.
This section helps you more fully
understand and 
interpret the Scripture text. 

Teaching Outline
provides you with an outline
of the main themes in the
Study Guide. 

The next three sections provide a beginning, middle, and end
for the session, with focus paragraphs in between.

Focus Paragraphs
are printed in italics at the top of the page because they

are the most important part of the Teaching Guide. These
paragraphs will help you move your class from “what the text

meant” to “what the text means.”

You Can Choose!
There is more material in each session than you can use, so choose the options from each section
to tailor the session to the needs of your group.



Bible Background
Foolish Wisdom and Wise
Foolishness

First Corinthians 1:18-31 is one
of the clearest examples of Paul’s

rhetorical and persuasive skills. He uses a
variety of leading questions and other
carefully articulated rhetorical tactics to
impress a clear message upon his
Corinthian audience. Namely, he under-
mines the arguments of his reasoned and
reasonable opponents, while strongly
asserting the primacy of the cross and the
death of Jesus for all Christians.

Given these rhetorical and argumen-
tative subtleties, we should read this
passage with careful attention to the
intended tone that Paul’s language indi-
cates. In other words, we have to keep our
eyes open for Paul’s use of creative
sarcasm. While this use of sarcasm makes
Paul’s argument more effective in under-
mining the apparent strengths of his
opponents, it may also make it more chal-
lenging for us to understand his intended
message. Specifically, we must determine
when Paul says “wise” but means
“foolish”—and vice versa.

Paul begins by insisting “the message
about the cross is foolishness” (1 Cor
1:18). This bald assertion must have been
shocking to Paul’s original audience. At
first glance, the Apostle seems to deni-
grate the gospel message of the death of
Jesus Christ on the cross. But Paul then
elaborates: the message is only foolishness

“to those who are being destroyed.” But to
those who are being saved—who are a part
of the Christian community—it is “the
power of God” (v. 18).

In short, Paul stipulates that who we
are determines how we hear the message
of the cross, and that there is at least an
appearance of foolishness at the very
foundation of that message. “After all,”
you can almost hear Paul saying, “we’re
asking people to believe that the way to
life is through death.” Regardless, we
should hear our brother Søren
Kierkegaard reminding us, “Christianity
takes a prodigious giant-stride…a stride
into the absurd—there Christianity
begins” (71).

To reinforce his point, Paul goes so
far as to quote from the book of the
prophet Isaiah to show that God is not
bound by what humans call reasonable
and sensible: “I will destroy the wisdom of the
wise, and I will reject the intelligence of the
intelligent” (v. 19; see Isa 29:14). In doing
this, Paul insists that the apparent
wisdom and discernment of those who
are wise and discerning by worldly stan-
dards is of little account and even less
weight.

This assertion erodes the foundation
of anyone who would protest Paul’s artic-
ulation of the gospel on the grounds that
it is unreasonable. As if to anticipate this
rebuttal, Paul asks in an almost mocking
tone, “Where are the wise? Where are the
legal experts? Where are today’s debaters?”
(v. 20). Having already indicated that the
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cross is “foolishness” and having under-
mined the support of those the world
might call wise, Paul is comfortable
using a leading question: “Hasn’t God
made the wisdom of the world foolish?”
(v. 20). The anticipated answer to this
question is “Yes, that is exactly what God
has done.”

The Kingdom of Wise Fools
Paul was never one simply to walk away
from an argument just because he’d
already made it. Therefore, he goes on to
suggest that since there is something
inherently foolish about the gospel from
the world’s perspective, it seems appropri-
ate that the kingdom of God itself should
be made up of such wise fools.

Paul argues that the world did not
arrive at knowledge of God through
wisdom or reason, though he suggests
elsewhere that there was enough room
and evidence for such a thing to happen
(Rom 1:19-20). Rather, it was through the
foolishness of a crucified God granting
life that we have attained knowledge of
God and God’s will for the world. Paul
cites the world’s desire for a different
path: “Jews ask for signs, and Greeks look
for wisdom” (v. 22). In this light, what the
Christian community has to offer, “Christ
crucified,” is not easy to swallow, even if it
is true (vv. 23-24).

All of Paul’s argument about wisdom
and foolishness—about reason and faith—
hinges on verse 25. Coincidentally, or
perhaps stylistically, this is also the point
at which Paul transitions his argument to
instruct the Corinthian community.

Paul makes a statement that at first
may have seemed shockingly irreverent by
speaking of “the foolishness of God” 
(v. 25). This is a rhetorical technique
meant to establish the supremacy of
God’s plan over our plans. “Even if God’s
plan is foolish,” Paul seems to say, “it’s
still better than the greatest plan we could
formulate.” God’s will and plan—including
the cross—breaks and recasts our under-
standing of what wisdom and foolishness
really are. As Richard Hays writes,

Reason—which is always specific to a
particular human culture—must be
healed and taught by God’s wisdom,
to which we have access primarily
through the Scriptures. Reason can
never operate in a vacuum. When
reason seems to come into conflict
with Scripture, the time is at hand for
careful reassessment of our “knowl-
edge” of this world. It may be that we
are seeing things askew. (297)

Paul invites the Corinthian commu-
nity to consider themselves and the

I. Who you are determines how you hear 
(1 Cor 1:18-19)

A. The Gospel is foolishness to “wise”
outsiders (v. 18)

B. The Gospel is the power of God to
“foolish” insiders (v. 18)

C. God confronts the “wise” and
“discerning” (v. 19)

II. Foolishness and wisdom aren’t so easy to
determine after all (1 Cor 1:20-25)

A. Who can truly be called wise
anyway? (v. 20)

B. Foolish faith preferred over wise
doubt (v. 21)

C. So, it seems that the foolish path is
the path to wisdom (vv. 22-24)

D. Foolish faith in a wise God’s seem-
ingly foolish plan (v. 25)

III. The way of foolishness leads us along
the humble path (1 Cor 1:26-31)
A. The kingdom of God is full of the

foolish, weak, and common (v. 26)
B. God chose the foolish, weak, and

common for God’s purposes (v. 27)
C. God lifts up the “lesser” to humble

the “greater” (vv. 28-29)
D. God has worked the grandest of

miracles with the crudest of tools 
(v. 30)

E. This way, God gets all the glory 
(v. 31)
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❍ Francis of Assisi
Prior to class, research the story of Francis
of Assisi. Francis was an eleventh- and
twelfth-century Italian who became a
Catholic friar and preacher. He was also
the founder of the monastic order we
know as the Franciscan Order or the
Order of Friars Minor.

You might tell the story of Francis
giving away his clothing to the poor,
rebuilding a church building in Italy,
devoting himself to “Lady Poverty,” or
risking his life to seek peace with foreign
invaders.

Whichever stories you tell, push your
class to reflect on what seems “foolish”
about what Francis did and what kind of
values his decisions represent.

In this lesson, we will explore how the
message of the cross often sounds foolish
to those who have not embraced it.

❍ Foolishness Personified
Share a personal story that demonstrates
a time when you did something that
others saw as “foolish.” This shouldn’t be
a “heroic story” that has a clear faith
connection, but rather an example of a
time you made a fool of yourself (or
looked especially silly) for a good reason
that onlookers didn’t know or under-
stand. Think more along the lines of
stories that involved you being embar-
rassed and wanting to explain your
reasons to curious onlookers.

Invite participants to tell their own
stories of appearing foolish, but for a
good reason. Were these actions truly
foolish? Why is it that the wise or prudent
thing to do sometimes looks foolish? Why
do foolish things sometimes have the
appearance of wisdom?

There is a particular challenge in teaching the concept of the “foolishness” of
Christ and his kingdom. It requires us to push beyond conventional under-
standings of foolishness and wisdom. However, we are in exceptionally good

company—Paul himself took up this task in our passage. Begin the lesson by helping partici-
pants grasp the essential differences between the kind of foolishness that Paul is talking
about and a more general unreasonableness or silliness.

A Way to Begin
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people who make up their community. Has God filled the kingdom with the wise, the
discerning, the powerful, the influential, or the popular (v. 26)? This is another leading
question. It is meant to echo in the ears of those who hear it and reinforce Paul’s immi-
nent assertion that the kingdom is filled with, as Clarence Jordan puts it, “the world’s
lowly and rejected—the nobodies” in order to “put the heat on the somebodies” (253).
Paul expresses this by saying, “God chose what the world considers foolish to shame the
wise” (v. 27).

Having now articulated the fullness of the gospel’s inversion of foolishness and
wisdom, Paul is able to arrive at his final point: God received all the glory and credit for
this wise work that seems foolish to the wisest of people. God gets all the glory, and the
only way that we can brag about the way of the cross is to “brag in the Lord” (v. 31). Our
crucified God, whom we preach even though the world calls it foolish, “became wisdom
from God for us” (v. 30). This is the message Paul wants the Corinthian community to
hear clearly. It is also something we should hear clearly today. The Christian way may
seem absurd, but it is the way of salvation where our own wisdom and planning has
failed before.



❍ Rewrite!
Divide the class into groups of three or
four. Distribute paper and pens or
pencils. Have each group rewrite 1
Corinthians 1:20-24 in more contemporary
language with contemporary references.
For example, instead of “today’s
debaters,” they may choose to say “the
most eloquent politicians” or “the best-
selling authors.”

Ask each group to share their results.
As a large group, discuss how the contem-
porary language pushes us to see the
humor and cleverness of Paul’s writing. Is
Paul poking fun at know-it-alls? Is Paul
ironically praising the powerful and influ-
ential as a way of emphasizing their
overall ignorance? If so, why?

Read 1 Corinthians 1:25. Discuss what
Paul might have meant by “the foolishness
of God.”

Read 1 Corinthians 1:26-31. Ask the
following questions.

Questions
➤ When have you seen or heard of

supposedly ordinary Christians who
have accomplished great things for
Christ?

➤ In what sense do such accomplish-
ments “shame the wise” of this world?

➤ Why does God so often use “nobodies”
to accomplish God’s will?

❍ The Message of the Cross
Read 1 Corinthians 1:18-31.
Distribute copies of the
resource page “The Message
of the Cross.” Ask partici-

pants to complete the worksheet in
groups of two or three. Discuss what Paul
is trying to say about what Christians
believe. What sounds foolish about what
Christians say? Why? What sort of
answers can (or should) Christians give to
these objections?

❍ Considering the Stumbling Block
Read 1 Corinthians 1:18-31. Ask the
following questions.

Questions
➤ Read verses 22-23. Instead of “signs”

and “wisdom,” Paul preaches “Christ
crucified.” Why doesn’t the church give
the world what it wants?

➤ Reading between the lines, can you
make a guess about what the
Corinthian Christians believed about
themselves? Did they consider them-
selves wise by the world’s standards?
Explain.

➤ How do you think the original audience
received Paul’s reversal of conventional
wisdom and foolishness? Explain.

➤ Does Paul expect us to count ourselves
as among the “weak” or the “strong”?

A Way to Explore Scripture 
Having established an essential difference between the “foolishness” with which
Paul is concerned and a more general unreasonableness or silliness, we can move

on the text itself. This lesson’s text is rhetorically rich, and it can be tempting
simply to write it off as too confusing to follow. Help your class recognize the cleverness and
subtleties of this passage.
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❍ Proclaiming Christ Crucified
Distribute paper and pens or pencils to
each participant. Ask them to write “I
proclaim Christ crucified when…” in big
letters across the top.

Ask participants to take a few minutes
for silent, prayerful reflection before
beginning to write down a variety of ways
they can answer this question.

After several minutes, ask them to flip
their paper over and write the same
heading again. Without looking back,
have them complete the sentence with the
one answer they wrote on the first side
that stands out most clearly to them.

Dismiss with prayer, asking God to
grant us the foolishness necessary to
follow a crucified God.

❍ Consider Our Call
Ask participants to consider ways that
your congregation could trust more in
Christ crucified and a gospel that is fool-
ishness to our world.

Questions
➤ If everybody in our congregation

believed deeply in the “message of the
cross,” how might we act differently?

➤ How might the way we reach our deci-
sions change?

Reinforce the idea that a “foolish
message” from a crucified God has an
influence on the way we act and think
that others might not understand.

Resources
Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament (San
Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1996).

Clarence Jordan, Cotton Patch Gospel: The Complete Edition
(Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2012).

Søren Kierkegaard, Sickness Unto Death (Radford VA:
Wilder Publications, 2008).

Conclude the lesson by helping participants apply Paul’s teaching to their lives.
The “dismount” in this lesson is a tricky one, though. After all, reason and intelli-
gence are also gifts that God has also given us. We must not belittle the role of
these in our discipleship while we contemplate the foolish nature of the cross.

A Way to End
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2
Bible Background

You Are Not Ready
This passage is about dissen-

sion and conflict within a
particular community of

Christians. Specifically, it’s about a
dispute over authority and leadership in
the Corinthian church. This conflict is
quite distressing to Paul, who both indi-
rectly addresses the source of their
conflict and directly corrects and rebukes
those who are responsible. As Richard
Hays says, “Dissension in the church is
deeply worrisome to Paul, for the aim of
his apostolic labors has been to build
community, not just to save souls” (34).

Paul begins his assault on congrega-
tional dissension and division using a
simple rhetorical technique with which
nearly everybody is familiar. He indirectly
rebukes his audience by bringing their
spiritual maturity and readiness into
question. He states, “Brothers and sisters,
I couldn’t talk to you like spiritual people
but like unspiritual people” (1 Cor 3:1).
Though he calls them brothers and
sisters, indicating closeness and affection,
he also says that they could not under-
stand the spiritual teachings he gave
them.

In the two previous chapters, Paul has
indicated that the Christian path is one
where foolishness and wisdom are more
ambiguously defined. The people of this
world tend not to understand the subtle

nature of the gospel and of the crucified
God of the Christians. As such, Paul’s
rebuke stings especially for the
Corinthian community, who has just
heard the world referred to as foolish and
spiritually immature. Paul rhetorically
groups the Corinthian church with those
who cannot—or will not—understand the
essential teachings of the faith. These are
strong words. They should not be passed
over to get to the more direct rebuke that
comes a few verses later.

Paul expands upon this image—and
perhaps softens it slightly because of his
deep love for the Corinthian believers—by
referring to them as “babies in Christ” 
(v. 1). This imagery would have been
familiar to Christians at the time. It is a
metaphor we still use today. After all, the
growth of infants to toddlers, children,
adolescents, and adults is perhaps the
most obvious imagery humans have for
the process of maturation, spiritual or
otherwise. Paul extends this metaphor by
referring to the teachings the Corinthian
believers have received as food. Like an
infant, the Corinthian community is not
mature enough for “solid food” (v. 2).

Paul sums up his indirect rebuke of
the Corinthians by bluntly stating, “You
weren’t up to [solid food] yet. Now you
are still not up to it because you are still
unspiritual” (vv. 2-3). This is yet another
stinging rebuke to the community that
Paul loves. His words underscore the
destructive nature of the dissension
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within the community. It is safe to
assume that the intense nature of
Paul’s criticisms in these three verses
correlates strongly with the threat that
Paul perceives from the community’s
internal conflict and disputes.

Servants Working Together
Paul moves from indirect criticism to
direct criticism in the middle of verse 3
when he states the nature of the conflict
he is addressing. The cause of their
ongoing spiritual immaturity and unpre-
paredness is “jealousy and fighting.” Paul
insists that it is because of the presence of
these twin torments that the community
fails to live up to its high calling.

Nearly 2,000 years later, we should
take these words seriously and understand
the poisonous nature of jealousy and
fighting in our own communities. In a
sense, it almost appears that Paul is more
upset with the divisions themselves—the
tendency of the Corinthian community to
separate into factions—than he is with the
cause of the divisions.

It appears that the issue at the base of
these divisions is the existence of compet-
ing factions supporting either Paul or
Apollos, another Christian leader who
had visited the Corinthian community.
These divisions are inherently unnecessary.
Paul even goes so far as to suggest that
the need to create separate factions within
the community is only further evidence of
their spiritual immaturity and unpre-
paredness (v. 4). Paul pointedly asks,
“After all, what is Apollos? What is Paul?”
(v. 5). They are both merely “servants who
helped you to believe. Each one had a role
given to them by the Lord” (v. 5). By
describing the situation in this light, Paul
undermines the rationale behind division
and the creation of factions in the
Corinthian church. After all, if those
whom they organize around are only
servants of a greater one—God—then the
division is not only damaging, but also
pointless.

Paul says this even more directly in
verses 7-9. First, switching to agrarian

imagery, he explicitly states that neither
he nor Apollos is anything in comparison
to “God who makes it grow” (v. 7). This is
not only an example of humility on Paul’s
part, but also an example of his commit-
ment to the unity of the church itself.
Paul understands his own reputation and
esteem to be subordinate to the well-
being of those whom God has called
together in Corinth.

In verse 8, he goes so far as to unite
himself under a common purpose with
Apollos, whom many in the Corinthian
community think of as Paul’s rival. But
this common purpose doesn’t permit 

I. Paul uses a metaphor of milk and solid
food (1 Cor 3:1-3)

A. Paul builds up his audience by
naming them as family (v. 1)

B. Paul rebukes his audience by insist-
ing that they are “babies in Christ”
(v. 1)

C. Paul’s audience isn’t ready for the
weightier matters of the faith (v. 2)

D. Jealousy and quarreling are signs of
immaturity within the community
(vv. 2-3)

II. Paul explains his metaphor and corrects
the Corinthian community (1 Cor 3:4-9)

A. Factions within the community
come from misplaced loyalties 
(vv. 4-5)

B. Unity comes from common loyalty
to God (v. 5)

C. Paul and Apollos are workers, while
God is the source of growth and life
(vv. 6-7)

D. The common calling of the commu-
nity is the same (v. 8)

E. All workers will receive what they
deserve, so factions are unnecessary
(v. 8)

F. We should be united regardless (v. 9)
G. God is at work in the Corinthian

community (v. 9)
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❍ A Map of Us
Distribute paper and pens or pencils to
each participant. Ask them to draw a
diagram of the various groups, organiza-
tions, and communities within your
church.

Have participants think of both
formal and informal groupings. For
example, in addition to Sunday school
classes, choirs, committees, etc., there may
be extended families that span several of
these groups. Also, don’t forget about the
group of friends that always goes out to
dinner together after church, the folks
who live in the same neighborhood, etc.

Ask participants to consider with
which group(s) they most identify.

Questions
➤ How is the presence of multiple smaller

groups a strength for our church?

➤ How might these smaller groups
become a weakness?

➤ What issues are most likely to create
rivalry or competition among these
groups?

❍ Where I Fit
Ask participants to name some of the
roles people play in a congregation. Write
their answers on the board. Keep naming
roles until the board is full.

Questions
➤ Are all of these roles necessary for a

healthy congregation? Which might
best be called a “luxury”? (Might any of
the listed roles actually be more of a
burden?)

➤ What roles do you see your classmates
fulfilling in our church?

➤ Do you see any overlap between roles?
➤ How do Christians cooperate with each

other in achieving our goals?

This session provides a wonderful opportunity to do something excellent not
only for the spiritual health of your class but also for the spiritual health and
vibrancy of your entire congregation or community. This lesson’s passage has

the potential to mend breaks—and prevent future breaks—within the community. It is
important, therefore, to recognize each participant’s place within the congregation. Rather
than rebuking or inducing guilt, help participants to accurately assess their place within your
congregation. Challenge them to consider what God is asking of them and how they can
accomplish it with God’s help.

A Way to Begin
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idleness in the community. As John Chrysostom wrote, “In order to avoid the tempta-
tion to idleness which naturally results when everybody is treated equally, whether they
have worked hard or not, Paul adds that the rewards will be distributed to each one
according to the work accomplished” (30).

Paul rounds out his argument with a plea for Christian unity among the
Corinthians. This is a community he loves dearly and whose dissension and division
threaten their continued development as followers of Jesus. He unites himself with
Apollos under God’s banner when he says, “We are God’s coworkers” (v. 9). He further
unites himself and Apollos with the community whom he criticizes, loves, and calls
family when he names them “God’s field, God’s building.” “There is something glorious
in the works among you,” Paul seems to say, “and we are privileged to serve our own
unique roles in God’s work here.”



❍ Milk and Solid Food
Read 1 Corinthians 1:1-9. On the board,
create two columns. Label the first
column “Milk” and the second “Solid
Food.” Brainstorm issues congregations
might argue about. Categorize each one
according to whether they are marks of
immaturity (milk) or marks of a diverse
community discerning God’s will together
(solid food). List them as such on the
board. Note that the specific issue may
not be as clear an indicator of maturity or
immaturity as is the way that issue is
handled.

Questions
➤ What details in verses 3-4 reveal the

problem(s) the Corinthians’ immaturity
has caused?

➤ How does jealousy and fighting show a
failure to grasp what Paul had said
earlier about humility and “Christ
crucified” (1 Cor 1:23; see chs. 1–2)?

➤ Read verses 5-9. What attitudes does
Paul describe that can help us overcome
rivalry or competition in the church?

❍ A Common Purpose
Read 1 Corinthians 3:1-9. Ask the follow-
ing questions.

Questions
➤ When have you seen Christians indulge

in the kind of “hero worship” we see in
verses 3-4? What were the results?

➤ Does Paul reveal anything of his own
feelings toward Apollos? If so, how? If
not, what does that suggest to you?

➤ In verse 6, Paul says, “God made it
grow.” To what do you think Paul is
referring? (The church? The spread of
the gospel generally?)

➤ Why is humility important for working
together to achieve a common
purpose?

❍ Careful Words
Ask participants to find words and
phrases in the passage that seem designed
to pacify, comfort, or calm the audience.
(Possible answers include “brothers and
sisters,” “God made it grow,” “servants,”
“work together,” etc.). Write these on the
board.

Questions
➤ What stronger language might Paul

have used if he was not concerned
about unity?

➤ What might he have said if he wanted
to assert his superiority over Apollos?

➤ What does Paul’s approach suggest
about how we should handle disputes
today?

Having reflected on the interrelated and interconnected nature of congrega-
tions, it’s time to consider what this lesson’s passage has to say about division

and unity. Use the following exercises to explore the nature of division and disunity
as it relates to the overall health and wellness of congregations. At the same time, encourage
reflection on the call of all Christians to unity of purpose and devotion.

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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❍ Humility in Action
Invite participants to write a description
of what a truly humble person looks like,
sounds like, acts like, and thinks like.
This can be a paragraph or two or just a
collection of nouns and adjectives. Ask
the following questions.

Questions
➤ What would the world be like if the

church was full of people like this?
➤ What would our city be like if our

church was full of people like this?
➤ What would our church be like if our

class was full of people like this?
➤ What is stopping this from happening?

Dismiss with prayer.

❍ God’s Building
In verse 9, Paul describes the church as
“God’s building.” Lead participants to
consider the various parts of a building
and how these relate to the various
aspects of life together in a community of
faith. For example, you might suggest:

➤ The roof: what protects us
➤ The walls: appropriate boundaries
➤ The foundation: what we are built on

Invite others to suggest additional
ideas or interpretations.

Questions
➤ Where do we fit (as a class or as individ-

uals) in “God’s building”?
➤ Where does our pastor or other church

leaders fit?
➤ What parts of our building might be in

need of renovation?

Resources
John Chrysostom, “Homilies on the Epistles of Paul to the
Corinthians,” Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, vol.
7 (Downers Grove, Il: InterVarsity, 1999).

Richard B. Hays, The Moral Vision of the New Testament (San
Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1996).

We have an opportunity to follow Paul’s example of cooperative, humble service.
By doing so, we promote our own spiritual health and the health of our congrega-
tion. Lead participants to consider how they can embrace the same selfless
attitude Paul demonstrates in verses 7-9.

A Way to End



3
Bible Background

With Love in a Spirit of
Gentleness

In 1 Corinthians 4:14, Paul
articulates something that has

largely been left assumed and implied in
the passages we have studied in previous
lessons. Namely, Paul talks about the
tension between his need to rebuke the
young Christian community in Corinth
and his desire to express his love and
affection for them.

Our passage begins with this articula-
tion, where Paul writes, “I’m not writing
these things to make you ashamed but to
warn you, since you are my loved children”
(1 Cor 4:14). Though distance separates
the fledgling Christian community from
him, Paul feels a deep and vibrant connec-
tion between himself and the community
he has established in Corinth.

The language in verses 14-15 may
seem to suggest that Paul is only now
realizing the harshness of what he has
said before. He may appear to take some
of that harsh language back. It is more
accurate, however, to understand that
Paul’s biting critique still stands but, by
these words, the Apostle seeks to comfort
and reaffirm the community.

As John Chrysostom commented,
Paul absolutely had to correct the divi-
sions and sins within the community.
That correction required him to use blunt
and even harmful words. Like a good

surgeon, however, Paul also recognized
that he could not leave the wound he had
inflicted untended or it would invite
infection. Consequently, Chrysostom
reasons,

Paul apologizes for being severe,
because so far from destroying the
effect of the knife it makes it sink in
even deeper, while at the same time it
looks toward soothing the pain of the
wound. When a person is told that
these things are being said in love and
not in reproach, he will be more open
to receiving correction. (41)

Paul reinforces the image of himself
as a father and the Corinthians as his
loved children by contrasting himself
with other authoritative figures. He
names these other leaders as “mentors,”
of which the Corinthians have “ten thou-
sand” (v. 15). The word translated as
“mentor” is the Greek paidagogos, from
which we get the English words “peda-
gogue” and “pedagogical.” This word
could also be translated as “tutor” or
“teacher,” but actually implies a great
degree of responsibility for the one who is
taught. In the Greco-Roman world, a paid-
agogos lived with his student and took care
of him. He was often a slave in the service
of the child’s father (Liddell, 512).

In contrast to those he calls
“mentors,” Paul names himself as a father
(v. 15). He thus reasserts the primacy of
his position over that of others in 

Lesson Teaching Guide

LEADING

BY EXAMPLE

1 Corinthians 4:14-21



positions of authority, who are merely
“mentors.”

Paul then writes, “I encourage you
to follow my example” (v. 16). Though
his words might seem arrogant, we must
read his admonition in the context of the
rest of what he has written. Namely, we
must remember his insistence that humil-
ity is one of the essential aspects of the
message of the cross. Furthermore, Paul
has established his entire argument in 
1 Corinthians on the principle of
“preach[ing] Christ crucified” (1:23).

Though we might be tempted to be
skeptical of Paul’s humility, we should
not quickly discount his virtue. Both
Scripture itself and some of the earliest
Christian commentators attest to Paul’s
exemplary character. Consider the words
of Theodoret of Cyr, who wrote about this
passage: “Paul meant that if he was
humble, they should also be humble.
What he was prepared to suffer, they
should be prepared to suffer. They were to
glory in their hardships, not in their
blessings” (42).

“Follow my example,” Paul says. But
we must hear this not as the claim of one
who thinks he has spiritually “arrived”
(see Phil 3:12). Rather, it is the plea of one
who knows what following Jesus costs,
and who knows there is no room in the
kingdom for the sort of arrogance and
rivalry that is derailing the Corinthians.

With a Stick
To reinforce Paul’s teaching, he has sent
Timothy, whom he calls his “loved and
trusted child in the Lord” (v. 17). Timothy
is sent to serve as a stand-in for Paul in
Corinth. His mission is to remind the
Corinthian believers of what Paul not
only taught them, but what he was teach-
ing “everywhere in every church” (v. 17).

In verses 18-19, Paul confesses his
intention to return to the Corinthian
community to reinforce strong teaching
and to eliminate the “jealousy and fight-
ing” (3:3) that has created division and
dissension. At the same time, he seems to
be aware that it will be difficult for him to

make this return trip. Timothy is, in some
senses, Paul’s second best option if he is
unable to visit immediately himself.

Paul identifies some opponents
within the Corinthian community. These
have become arrogant and seem to doubt
he will ever return (v. 18). Perhaps these
are people within the community who are
furthering the dissension discussed in
chapter 3. Perhaps they are merely more

I. Paul, the father of the Corinthian commu-
nity (1 Cor 4:14-15)

A. Paul frames his rebukes and correc-
tions as that of a father for his
children (v. 14)

B. The Corinthian community has
many guardians and caretakers, but
only one father (v. 15)

C. Paul is the father “in Christ Jesus” of
the Corinthian community (v. 15)

II. Paul urges the Corinthian community to
imitate him (1 Cor 4:16-17)

A. Paul directly appeals for the commu-
nity to do as he does (v. 16)

B. Paul names Timothy as his “loved
and trusted child” (v. 17)

C. Paul sends Timothy as a “stand in”
for him in Corinth, to teach them (v.
17)

III. Paul’s upcoming visit, “if the Lord is
willing” (1 Cor 4:18-21)
A. Some have become arrogant think-

ing Paul is not coming to visit (v. 18)
B. Paul says he’s coming soon “if the

Lord is willing” (v. 19)
C. Paul is not interested in what his

opponents in the Corinthian
community have to say (v. 19)

D. Paul is interested in what his oppo-
nents do and can do (v. 19)

E. The kingdom isn’t about what you
say, but about what you do (v. 20)

F. Paul presents an ultimatum in the
form of a leading question (v. 21)
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❍ Big Names
Ask participants to work together (or in
groups if your group dynamic tolerates or
encourages competition between teams)
to name the following people:

➤ The secretary of state in 1991 ( James
Baker)

➤ The winner of the Miss America
pageant in 2013 (Nina Davuluri)

➤ Abraham Lincoln’s first vice president
(Hannibal Hamlin)

Suggest a few other more contempo-
rary people such as MVP winners from
the World Series or the Super Bowl or
unelected politicians in recent elections.

After your class has named as many as
they can, ask them to make a list of people
who aren’t or weren’t famous but have
had an enormous impact on their lives.

Encourage them to discuss which list was
easier to remember and why.

❍ The Perfect Leader
Brainstorm qualities of the perfect leader,
whether it is for your congregation, local,
state, or federal government, civic organi-
zations, etc. List responses on the board
under the heading “The Perfect Leader.”

Discuss which of these qualities can
be taught in school. Which of them can be
learned only through experience or obser-
vation of another?

Question
➤ If you could only choose one, would

you prefer a leader with limited skills
but exemplary character or one with
great skills but weak character? Why?

Our passage assigns an enormous amount of importance to role models and
their influence in a Christian community. Paul even goes so far as to send
Timothy to Corinth because that congregation is so desperate for commendable

examples to follow. We all have had role models who have influenced our lives. Help partici-
pants to connect their positive experiences of leadership with Paul’s earnest insistence on
the importance of role models.

A Way to Begin
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opportunistic—but spiritually immature—leaders who wish to gain the allegiance of
Paul’s supporters by denigrating the Apostle in his absence. Paul points out the arrogance
of these naysayers and promises that “if the Lord is willing” (v. 19), he will find out the
truth about them when he returns. He writes, “I won’t focus on what these arrogant
people say, but I’ll find out what power they possess. God’s kingdom isn’t about words
but about power”(vv. 19-20).

These are very strong words indeed! They represent a direct challenge to those who
are sowing dissension and division within the Corinthian community. In essence, Paul
reminds not only his opponents but also his supporters that talk is a poor indicator of
faith or spiritual maturity.

Paul wants to know not about his detractors’ rhetoric but about their spiritual vitality.
Do their lives give evidence of the power of the gospel? Have they, in fact, earned the right
by their service and Christlikeness to criticize the Apostle? We can almost hear Paul
quoting Jesus from the Sermon on the Mount: “Every good tree produces good fruit,
and every rotten tree produces bad fruit. A good tree can’t produce bad fruit. And a
rotten tree can’t produce good fruit” (Mt 7:17-18).



❍ Father or Mentor
Read 1 Corinthians 4:14-16.
Distribute copies of the
resource page “Father or
Mentor.” Have participants

complete the worksheet. Discuss the
distinction between these two types of
leaders, both as Paul describes it and in
terms of participants’ personal experience.
Ask the following questions.

Questions
➤ Is following the example of a parent

different from following the example of
a mentor? Why or why not?

➤ Why do you think Paul set himself
apart as one of the Corinthians’
“fathers”?

➤ Read 1 Corinthians 4:17. Why was it
important for the Corinthians to have
role models like Paul and Timothy?

➤ Read 1 Corinthians 4:18-21. When have
you seen Christians go astray because
they were following the wrong role
models? What happened?

❍ A Chain of Imitation
Read 1 Corinthians 4:14-21. Use informa-
tion in the Bible Background to explain
the distinction between “fathers” and
“mentors” in verses 14-15.

Reread verses 16-17. Draw two circles
on the board, one above the other with
some distance between them. Write
“Paul” in the top circle and “Corinth” in
the bottom one. Draw an arrow pointing
downward between the two circles. Paul
told the Corinthians to follow his
example, which meant understanding his
manner of conduct.

Add another circle between “Paul”
and “Corinth” labeled “Timothy.” Discuss
how Timothy helped make it easier for

the Corinthians to imitate Paul. Finally,
draw a circle above “Paul” and write
“Jesus” in it. Draw an arrow from Paul to
Jesus.

Questions
➤ What gives Paul the right to ask others

to follow his example?
➤ For the Corinthians, how is imitating

Paul (or Timothy) like imitating Jesus?
➤ Whose example have you followed to

learn more about following Jesus?
➤ Read Matthew 7:17-18. How do you

think this verse relates to Paul’s state-
ment that the kingdom of God isn’t
about words but power?

❍ Not Words but Power
Read 1 Corinthians 4:18-21. Ask the
following questions.

Questions
➤ How can Christian leaders communi-

cate the importance of accountability
in the church?

➤ Why does “power” matter more than
“words”?

➤ How easy is it to imitate talk? How
hard is it to imitate action?

A Way to Explore Scripture 
Consider the leadership and example Paul demonstrates in our passage. Help
participants see how Paul led by example, and the importance of this sort of

leadership in the church today.
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❍ One Hand Forward, One Hand
Backward

We can imagine the Christian path as
reaching one hand forward to grasp the
hand of those who teach us the way of
Christ and one hand backward to guide
others who come behind us. This link of
relationships forms a long chain of broth-
ers and sisters of Christ journeying
toward God.

Invite participants to reflect on those
who have guided them along the path of
discipleship. If any are willing to tell
stories of particular individuals, allow
them to do so.

Next, ask participants to reflect on
those who look to them (or who might
look to them) as an example or role
model. Once again, invite any who are
willing to share their thoughts.

Dismiss in prayer, asking God to tie
us together as followers of Jesus.

❍ Showing Others the Kingdom
Discuss what tangible and concrete
actions participants can take this week
that will live out the phrase “God’s
kingdom isn’t about words but about
power” (v. 20).

As we leave the safety of our church,
we go into the world as ambassadors of
Christ and the kingdom of God. Don’t try
to induce guilt, but rather help raise
awareness of the incredible opportunity
they have to proclaim the kingdom of
God by the way they show it—not just
how they talk about it.

❍ My Example
Invite participants to reflect on a situation
at church, home, work, etc., in which
inappropriate attitudes or behaviors are
in evidence. Challenge them to find ways
to lead by example in these situations, not
loudly or arrogantly, but simply by quietly
seeking to do as Christ would do.

Resources
John Chrysostom, “Homilies on the Epistles of Paul to the
Corinthians,” Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, vol.
7 (Downers Grove IL: InterVarsity, 1999).

Henry George Liddell and Robert Scott, Liddell and Scott’s
Greek-English Lexicon, Abridged (London: Simon Wallenberg
Press, 2007).

Theodoret of Cyr, “Commentary on the First Epistle to the
Corinthians,” Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, vol.
7 (Downers Grove IL: InterVarsity, 1999).

Paul’s words about following the right examples as well as his warning that he
intends to confront the “arrogant” (v. 19) who are setting a bad example are as
relevant today as they were in the first century. Close by helping participants to

reflect on their own need for appropriate examples to follow as well as how they can set a
good example for others.

A Way to End
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Bible Background
Hand This Man Over
Paul begins 1 Corinthians 5

with an expression of shock at
sexual immorality within the

Christian community itself. This matter is
clearly a special concern for Paul given the
pointed words he pens in his response.
Paul has barely gotten started with his
response when he levels an incredulous
judgment: “This is a type of immorality
that isn’t even heard of among the
Gentiles” (1 Cor 5:1).

The sin to which Paul responds is the
sexual relationship a community member
is having with his “father’s wife” (5:1). We
can infer that the woman in question is
the offender’s stepmother. Paul’s descrip-
tion of the sin the man is committing
comes very close to quoting Deuteronomy
22:30. Paul doesn’t directly appeal to
Scripture. As he has already noted, even
Gentiles understand this is a scandalous
offense. He therefore doesn’t take time to
stop and explain why this sin is wrong.
The matter is so obvious, there is no
point even making an argument. There
seems to be no possible way for the
community to justify this sin.

Paul’s deeper concern, however, is not
merely the sin of the individual—as
detestable as it is—but the underlying
dysfunction of the Corinthian community
in these circumstances. Paul labels the
Corinthian Christians as “proud of 

yourselves” (v. 2) and suggests that their
response to this sin has not been appro-
priate. Rather than mourning the
brokenness of their brother—since Paul
does not directly address the woman, we
are left to assume that she is not part of
the community—they seem to have over-
looked it, perhaps hoping that the matter
would work itself out.

Paul deems himself competent to
judge the matter from afar (vv. 3-4) and
levels a judgment against the community
as well as the offender. He insists that the
community must practice what is often
called “church discipline” or even excom-
munication when it is next assembled. As
such, they are to “hand this man over to
Satan to destroy his human weakness” 
(v. 5). In other words, they are to remove
one of their own from the community
and bar him from participation in its
gatherings and common life. Talk of
handing this man over to Satan for
destruction may attract our attention
more than the other surrounding phrases,
but it is probably best understood as indi-
cating the dramatic nature of the process
of excommunication. He is being
removed from the community in unam-
biguous terms.

Those Outside and Those Inside
It may be tempting to understand this
process as simple “punishment” of an
offending church member, but we must
grasp the end of verse 5, where Paul
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clearly states the purpose of such
actions: “so that his spirit might be
saved on the day of the Lord.” There is
something redemptive about Paul’s
instruction. Though we may cringe at
the idea of church discipline, Paul is
confident that it is not only best for the
community but also best for the 
individual.

This is made clear by the image of
leaven and dough. Our modern under-
standing of bread-making bias us toward
a certain image when it comes to yeast
and dough. We must remember that Paul
and his contemporaries did not have
access to prepackaged yeast. Since wild
yeast was unpredictable, they had a differ-
ent way of leavening dough. As they
finished kneading a loaf of bread, they
would pinch off a small piece of the
dough in order to mix it into the next
batch. This old dough would be slightly
fermented. When added to a new batch of
dough, it would make the dough rise. In
turn, a pinch of dough from this batch
would be used to make the next, and so on.

Paul’s reference to the Passover (v. 7)
makes more sense if we understand that
the unleavened bread of Passover broke
this cycle of leavening and fermentation.
By this imagery Paul indicates that the
discipline he demands of the Corinthian
community can bring healing. It creates a
clean separation between sin and God’s
kingdom as it is embodied in the local
community.

In 1 Corinthians 5:9-13, Paul goes on
to clarify the nature and scope of disci-
pline in the church. He begins by
reaffirming that the members of the
Corinthian community should not “asso-
ciate with sexually immoral people” (v. 9).
He immediately states, however, that this
commandment does not apply to “the
sexually immoral people in the outside
world” (v. 10). This would be impossible,
Paul says, because then “you would have
to leave the world entirely!” (v. 10). Paul’s
insistence on moral uprightness is always
to be directed inward because of the

I. Sexual immorality within the Corinthian
community (1 Cor 5:1-2)

A. A man in the Corinthian community
is having sex with his stepmother 
(v. 1)

B. The community is rebuked for not
disciplining their Christian brother
(v. 2)

II. Paul’s judgment and sentence 
(1 Cor 5:3-5)

A. Although he is physically absent,
Paul pronounces judgment on the
man (vv. 3-4)

B. The offender is to be cast out of the
community to discipline him 
(vv. 4-5)

C. This is done for the sake of his salva-
tion (v. 5)

III. Paul uses another metaphor: old yeast
and new feasts (1 Cor 5:6-8)
A. Paul compares bad influences, no

matter how small, to yeast in a
batch of dough (v. 6)

B. Community discipline is likened to
cleaning out old yeast, so the
community can be “unleavened”
bread at the Passover feast (v. 7)

C. Old yeast and unleavened bread are
contrasted in order to contrast the
Corinthian community with its
calling (v. 8)

IV. The practice and purpose of community
discipline (1 Cor 5:9-13)
A. Don’t associate with the sexually

immoral (v. 9)
B. That’s not to say avoid immoral

outsiders, because you can’t (v. 10)
C. Paul’s command is to break fellow-

ship with insiders who choose a life
of sin (v. 11)

D. No responsibility to judge outsiders,
only insiders (v. 12)

E. God will judge the outsiders; we
should focus on the insiders (v. 13)
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❍ All the Cards on the Table
Read 1 Corinthians 5. This lesson is about
the concept of church discipline. Ask
participants what they have been taught
or experienced with respect to church
discipline. If somebody brings up an
example of where they think it went
wrong, ask how it could have been
handled better.

Encourage participants to share their
opinions, feelings, and reactions to the
idea regardless of whether or not they
agree with Paul. Be prepared to share your
own opinions on the matter, especially if
the topic makes you in any way uncom-
fortable.

❍ What We Signed Up For
Sometimes our anxiety around church
discipline can arise from an incomplete

understanding of baptism and church
membership. Ask participants to name
some of the things they “signed up for”
when they were baptized. List these on the
board. Be sure to suggest some of the
more difficult aspects of following Jesus
faithfully (for example, the teachings of
the Sermon on the Mount).

Questions
➤ What does it mean to be a part of a

Christian community?
➤ How is discipleship in the context of a

church different from discipleship as
an individual project?

➤ What responsibilities do Christians
have toward each other in terms of
growing together into greater
Christlikeness?

This passage may present an entirely novel concept to some in your class: church
discipline. For others, there’s a good chance this will be an uncomfortable topic
because of anxiety produced by what the text seems to advocate and what the

individual is willing to do. Guide participants to discuss this challenging topic and consider
the merits of what Paul advises. Address people’s concerns directly and strive not to dismiss
honestly held fears and concerns.

A Way to Begin
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importance of maintaining the health of the community. It is never to be directed
outward because that is not its purpose.

Paul even goes so far as to ask, “What do I care about judging outsiders? Isn’t it your
job to judge insiders?” (v. 12). There is something special about the relationship of
Christians within the church. It implies voluntarily entering a life of submission and
shared devotion in the context of a Christian community. For the early Christians,
church was their family, their security, and their support. As such, there are intense
expectations for the church to support its members lest they be destroyed by sin that is
overlooked, if not actively tolerated, in their midst.

So Christians must practice discipline with respect to what happens within their
communities, but are not called to pass judgment on the behavior of outsiders. About
this dichotomy, John Howard Yoder writes,

We can pursue reconciling confrontation because we trust one another and because we
asked to be placed under this kind of loving guidance. To do the same things in a
nonvoluntary community gives them a quite different meaning; this is where in our
culture the word Puritan got its bad taste. (5)



❍ Pronounced Judgment
Read 1 Corinthians 5:1-6. Ask the follow-
ing questions.

Questions
➤ What does it suggest about the

Corinthians’ attitude toward sin when
Paul speaks about pride (v. 2) and brag-
ging (v. 6)?

➤ Why might they feel good about them-
selves for turning a blind eye toward
sin?

➤ What do you think Paul’s reaction
would have been if the offender were
guilty of gluttony or gossip rather than
blatant sexual immorality?

➤ Paul’s reason for insisting on discipline
is “so that [the offender’s] spirit might
be saved on the day of the Lord” (v. 5).
What does this mean to you? How
might this goal influence the way in
which Paul’s sentence is carried out?

Read 1 Corinthians 5:7-13. Using
information from the Bible Background
section, explain the significance of yeast
in the ancient world. Ask the following
questions.

Questions
➤ What other proverbs or sayings have

you heard about the company we keep?
Do these sayings ring true in your expe-
rience?

➤ Read Luke 15:1. How are Paul’s
commands in verses 9-11 the same as or
different from Jesus’ teaching and
example?

❍ For Insiders
Read 1 Corinthians 5:1-8. Summarize the
Corinthians’ problem and Paul’s solution.

Read 1 Corinthians 5:9-13. Ask the
following questions.

Questions
➤ Have you more often seen believers

holding each other accountable and
not judging others, or the other way
around? Explain.

➤ What might Jesus say about our
tendency to judge unbelievers for their
sin?

➤ What might Jesus say about our
tendency to let each other off the hook?
(See Mt 18:15-20.)

❍ Bad Yeast
Distribute copies of the
resource page “Bad Yeast.”
Have participants complete
the worksheet in small

groups. Discuss why sin is something we
must watch out for in the church.

Often when we read passages of Scripture that seem especially difficult to inter-
pret, we are tempted to pass them by quickly. We might say something like,

“Well, that might have worked back then, but nowadays…” or we might dismiss
Paul as unrealistic, misguided, or confused. Be on the lookout for a tendency to avoid discus-
sion by keeping the passage at arm’s length. Instead, encourage participants to get “up close
and personal” with this passage, even if they struggle or disagree with it.

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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❍ Unleavened Bread
Invite participants to suggest ways the
“unleavened bread of honesty and truth”
(v. 8) is at odds with the practice of
harboring secret sins—or ignoring sins
that are committed in the open.

Distribute index cards and pens and
pencils to each participant. Have them
write one or two things they could do that
would clean out the old yeast “of evil and
wickedness” from their lives and replace it
with the “unleavened bread of honesty
and truth” (v. 8). Close with prayer.

❍ A Better Way
Observe that surgery and other medical
procedures may often produce pain or
difficulty, but they can also heal and
promote life when done with skillful
hands.

Ask participants to name some ways
that church discipline heals and promotes
life both for the community and for those
who are in need of such discipline 
(see v. 5).

What kind of rules about church
discipline should be followed to make it a
healthy process? Close with prayer.

❍ Intervention
Compare the scenario Paul presents in
verses 4-5 with a staged intervention for
someone whose self-destructive behavior
is leading to disaster. (Note: full episodes
of the TV show Intervention can be viewed
at www.aetv.com.)

Questions
➤ What sort of people take part in an

intervention?
➤ What is their motivation for partici-

pating?
➤ What do people hope to accomplish

through an intervention?
➤ What differences exist between an inter-

vention and church discipline?

Close with prayer.

Resources
Bryan Findlayson, “1 Corinthians Christ Our Passover
Sacrifice, 5:6b-8,” LectionaryStudies.com
<http://www.lectionarystudies.com/easterdayee.html>.

John Howard Yoder, Body Politics (Scottdale PA: Herald,
1992).

It’s not necessary that everybody be warm and fuzzy about church discipline or be
completely convinced of its continuing validity. It is important, however, that
participants understand why Paul was so scandalized by flagrant sin in the

Corinthian church that he demanded something be done. Conclude by helping participants
recognize the need for accountability in the church.

A Way to End



Bible Background
Do You Not Know?
Following directly on the heels

of 1 Corinthians 5’s discussion
of sexual sin in the church and

Paul’s judgment that the offending party
should be removed from the community
for his own good and for the good of the
congregation, we turn to a passage that
further solidifies Paul’s vision of the
Christian community as an alternative to
the communities of the world.

Paul extends his vision of healthy
Christian community to include a more
robust and beautiful way of handling
dissension and division. Perhaps he was
writing this with the “jealousy and fight-
ing” he previously mentioned in 3:1-9 still
on his mind.

Though it sounds like Paul is asking a
question of the Corinthians in the first
verse (“Do they dare to take it to
court…?”), this is not a genuine question.
Rather, it is another of Paul’s rhetorical
flourishes. Paul knows quite well that
there are some within the dysfunctional
Corinthian church who are indeed taking
legal action against other members of the
congregation.

Paul finds this to be a critical misun-
derstanding of the nature and strength of
the Christian community. Rather than
arguing their cases before pagan judges,
they should settle their disputes within
the community itself. This is one of the

things a voluntary and Spirit-led commu-
nity is most beautifully and capably
designed to do.

At the base of Paul’s argument is a
sincere belief that the church is equipped
to settle its own internal disputes. They
have the guidance of the Holy Spirit and
the authority of Jesus Christ to help them
be reconciled with one another. As John
Howard Yoder explains, the church
possesses divine resources to exercise the
kind of moral discernment these internal
conflicts call for. They possess, he says,
not a law code but “decision-making
potential.” God’s Spirit is available to
make present the meaning of Jesus’ call,
even for future circumstances for which
they have no clear precedent (Yoder, 8-9).

Paul asks the Corinthians additional
questions to which he does not actually
expect an answer. First, he asks them if
they know that “God’s people will judge
the world” (1 Cor 6:2) This is not some
kind of quiz. He isn’t testing their recall
of his teaching or of Scripture. Rather, it
is a clever way of pointing out that their
actions do not correspond with what they
have been taught. They are living as if the
Christian community is incapable of
judging these private disputes, even
though they have been taught—and
professed to believe—that it is. He pushes
further on this point to ask them, as
Clarence Jordan renders the second half
of the second verse: “Now if the world is to
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be tried by you, aren’t you qualified to
hear trivial misdemeanors?” (258).

A peculiar inclusion for our contem-
porary eyes is Paul’s insistence that “we
will judge angels[.] Why not ordinary
things?” (v. 3). What precisely does Paul
mean when he writes about judging
angels? It’s not easy to determine from
where Paul is drawing this idea. Perhaps
it’s a matter of how we define “angels,” a
word that can be translated in a number
of ways.

In some contexts, “angels” are super-
natural creatures. In other instances,
however, the word is more accurately
translated as “messengers” and applies
to human figures, often priests and
teachers. Even early Christian commenta-
tors disagreed on this matter. John
Chrysostom was convinced that this was a
reference to judging fallen angels (i.e.,
demons), and Severian of Gabala was
confident that this was a reference to the
church judging false prophets, teachers,
and priests (50). Either way, it is easy to
see how verse 3 intensifies verse 2 and
furthers Paul’s assertion that a healthy
Christian community is capable of
judging its own disputes and reconciling
its own differences.

Why Not Rather Be Wronged?
In his discussion of authority and the
sharing of power in the Christian
community, Nigel Wright writes some-
thing similar to what we read here from
Paul:

All believers participate in Christ’s
freedom to rule and to govern and are
actively responsible and engaged
under Christ’s lordship in the shaping
of their own affairs and those of the
congregations of which they are
members. The call of Christ therefore
is not to passive subjection but to
active discernment of what is pleasing
to God. (118)

There are no spectators in a healthy
Christian community. By virtue of their
faith and their baptism, all Christians

have accepted a certain responsibility for
discernment and leadership in the
church.

Having made his argument clear, Paul
begins to explain the negative results that
come from the Corinthians’ choice to
abandon the sufficiency of the church to
handle its own conflicts. First, their
inability to reconcile their own differences
is to their shame (v. 5). This failure
suggests not only to themselves but to the
world around them that there is nobody

I. Shock at the Corinthian community’s
dependence upon non-Christian judges
to settle disputes (1 Cor 6:1-3)

A. Corinthian Christians are taking
each other to court before non-
Christian judges (v. 1)

B. Christians will one day judge the
world… (v. 2)

C. …So, shouldn’t they judge their own
trivial matters? (v. 2)

D. Those who will judge heavenly
beings should be competent to
judge earthly things (v. 3)

II. Rebuke and correction concerning the
appropriate venue for disputes and
conflicts within the community 
(1 Cor 6:4-8)

A. Non-Christian judges judging
disputes between people within the
community is a shame to the
community (vv. 4-5)

B. Surely, there must be somebody in
their midst who would be preferable
to judge (vv. 5-6)

C. Any conflict or dispute settled out of
the community is a defeat for the
community (v. 7)

D. It would be better to be wronged
than to settle disputes outside of the
community (v. 7)

E. In contrast, the community chooses
to wrong instead of being wronged
(v. 8)
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❍ A Bucket of Mud
Ask participants to imagine a bucket of
mud in the middle of your classroom. (If
you’re brave, bring in a real bucket or
bowl of mud for them to look at.)

Questions
➤ What would happen if two (or more)

people got into a mud fight in the
middle of class?

➤ Would anybody involved be clean after-
ward? Even if they never directly got
hit?

In this lesson’s passage, Paul
confronts the issue of how Christians
should handle disputes among them-
selves. Compare conflicts and disputes
within a church to the sort of mud fight
you have imagined. Observe that simply
having the fight seems bad enough, no
matter who’s “in the right.”

❍ The Supreme Court Plans a
Party

Make two columns on the board. Ask
participants to name some of the kinds of
decisions that the United States Supreme
Court makes. List these in the first
column. (The point is not to argue for or
against recent controversial decisions,
simply to note the weightiness of the
issues.)

Next, ask participants to name some
of the kinds of decisions that they might
make while planning a dinner party. List
these in the second column.

Questions
➤ Could the Supreme Court make the

decisions about a party you are going
to host?

➤ Should they?

In this passage, Paul has much to say
about resolving matters in the proper
“jurisdiction.” Church matters are for the
church to decide, not outsiders.

Paul’s instructions about lawsuits in the church sound shocking and perhaps
even absurd, but this was how the Apostle strove to drive home his point to the
Corinthian believers. Begin the lesson by helping participants imagine 
analogous situations in a contemporary setting.

A Way to Begin
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within the community who is wise enough to arbitrate their grievances. If, in fact, the
Christian community is called to be an example of the kingdom of God and its radical
way of living and thinking, then taking their cases before non-Christian authorities
abdicates this authority and calling.

It would be better, Paul says, for those wronged to be wronged and defrauded than
for them to resort to pagan judges to settle their disputes (v. 7). This suggestion may
sound scandalous to us nearly 2,000 years later.

The Apostle even suggests that taking community matters before outside authori-
ties is already a defeat for the church in the eyes of the world. After all, if the people of
God can’t solve their own internal problems, why would the world be interested in our
alternative kingdom?

To further accentuate the depth of the Corinthian community’s brokenness, Paul
reminds them that not only are they unable to suffer injustice for the sake of Christ and
Christ’s kingdom, but they are even unable to keep from perpetuating injustice against
one another (v. 8).
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❍ Questions for Discussion
Read 1 Corinthians 6:1-8. Ask the follow-
ing questions.

Questions
➤ Whom does Paul have in mind when he

talks about “God’s people” in verses 
1-2?

➤ What upsets Paul about outsiders
judging internal conflicts?

➤ Does Paul have criminal offenses in
mind or merely civil or internal
matters? Explain.

Using information from the Bible
Background section, explain the compet-
ing interpretations of Paul’s mention of
judging angels. Which of these explana-
tions seems best to you? What is Paul
trying to communicate with this
comment?

❍ Lots of Leading Questions
As you read 1 Corinthians 6:1-8, ask
participants to note the questions Paul
asks. For each question, discuss the
answer Paul seems to be expecting. Write
both the question and the answer on the
board.

Questions
➤ Why does Paul use questions like these

instead of plainly stating what he wants
to say?

➤ To what realizations might these ques-
tions lead?

➤ Note the places where Paul makes state-
ments rather than asking questions.
How do these statements get at the
heart of Paul’s message?

➤ When have you experienced (or heard
about) the sort of conflict Paul is
describing?

➤ What appropriate things can be done
when members of the church have a
falling out?

➤ Why might Paul say it’s better to be
wronged than to bring a case before
outsiders?

❍ Little Stones, Big Ripples
Distribute copies of the
resource page “Little Stones,
Big Ripples.” Have partici-
pants complete the

worksheet in small groups. Discuss the
influence of seemingly minor conflicts
and disputes for the congregation and
how we can take seriously our unity and
love of each other.

❍ Criminal Matters
Note that there is a distinction between
crimes such as embezzlement, fraud, or
sexual assault and the sort of internal
matters Paul has in mind here. Discuss
the importance of involving civil authori-
ties under appropriate circumstances.

There is a strikingly serious message beneath Paul’s mockery of the Corinthians’
lawsuits. For Paul, the Corinthians’ behavior is beneath their calling and slanders

the kingdom of God. Challenge participants to think seriously about the nature
of the church’s call to keep itself in order and to practice spiritually mature judgment and
decision-making. Raise as well the issue of submission of our own wills to the will of God and
that of our brothers and sisters.

A Way to Explore Scripture 
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❍ Inside and Outside Issues
Discuss the difference between “inside”
and “outside” issues for the church.
Inside issues are those that should be
settled within the community. Outside
issues legitimately require outside inter-
vention. (This discussion could flow
naturally from the “Criminal Matters”
option under “A Way to Explore
Scripture.”) List examples in each category.

Questions
➤ What is the appropriate first step in

handling an inside issue? (See Mt 18:15.)
➤ What is the appropriate first step in

handling an outside issue?
➤ What should we do when we are

unsure whether we are dealing with an
inside or outside issue?

❍ Already a Defeat
Discuss in what ways bringing a lawsuit
against a fellow believer is already a defeat
(see v. 7).

Questions
➤ How do conflicts and disputes weaken

the congregations in which they occur?
➤ How can we know when it is best to

accept being wronged and when it is
necessary to stand up for ourselves?

➤ What kind of defeats should we accept?
What kinds are unacceptable?

Ask participants to reflect quietly on
issues in which they might need to learn
to accept being wronged rather than
getting even or “fixing” it. Close with
prayer.

Resources
John Chrysostom, “Homilies on the Epistles of Paul to the
Corinthians,” Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, vol.
7 (Downers Grove IL: InterVarsity, 1999).

Clarence Jordan, Cotton Patch Gospel: The Complete Edition
(Macon GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2012).

Severian of Gabala, “Pauline Commentary from the Greek
Church,” Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, vol. 7
(Downers Grove IL: InterVarsity, 1999).

Nigel G. Wright, Free Church, Free State (London:
Paternoster, 2005).

John Howard Yoder, Body Politics (Scottdale PA: Herald,
1992).

Conclude the lesson by pointing to possible contemporary applications of Paul’s
teaching. How should Christians resolve their disputes with one another? How
can we keep internal issues internal for the good of the community without 
covering up flaws, crimes, or wrongdoing?

A Way to End


