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With the eyes of the world glued to him, Nick Wallenda
completed a nighttime tightrope walk across Niagara Falls on
june 16, 2012. The event was extremely challenging, but Nick
Wallenda met it head-on and succeeded. 

On October 16, 2012, Felix Baumgartner jumped from a balloon
more than 120,000 feet in the air—near the edge of space—and
completed a record freefall. He met the astounding challenge
head-on and succeeded.

After four unsuccessful attempts to swim 110 miles from
Cuba to Florida, sixty-four-year-old Diana Nyad completed her
dream on September 2, 2013, and she did so without a shark
cage. The event was challenging, but Diana Nyad met it head-on
and succeeded.

Challenges like those faced by Nick, Felix, and Diana are self-
imposed, but most often challenges arise from circumstances that
we didn’t choose. Nevertheless, we can meet them head-on and
successfully surmount them. As you study 1 and 2 Corinthians,
you will see how the apostle Paul successfully addressed challenges
posed by the church at Corinth. What you learn from Paul you
can apply to similar challenges today.

THE CHALLENGE OF IMMATURITY
Although the believers at Corinth possessed many spiritual

gifts, they failed to use them. Furthermore, they lacked spiritual
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wisdom, love, and unity. If they had been wise and loving, they
would not have lined up behind their favorite leaders. They
would have understood that jesus is the church’s only founda-
tion. They would have recognized that each leader simply plays
a divinely appointed role in building the church. Paul addressed
each of the matters directly, definitively, and lovingly.

THE CHALLENGE OF BAD RELATIONSHIPS
marriages, lawsuits, church discipline, and divisions about

eating meat offered to idols needed apostolic attention, and Paul
provided it. likewise, relationships in churches today can be
challenging, but this study of 1 and 2 Corinthians offers wise
counsel. 

THE CHALLENGE OF DOCTRINAL DEFICIENCY
The Corinthian believers had a poor understanding of spiritual

gifts. They clamored for what they thought were the best ones,
and they envied those who had gifts they wanted. Paul informed
them that the Holy Spirit distributes spiritual gifts as He chooses
and intends believers to use them to edify others.

The Corinthians needed to grasp the doctrine of the resurrec-
tion and realize its profound impact on their future, but also their
present. A correct view of the resurrection would help them
abound in the work of the lord. 

THE CHALLENGE OF CONFUSED WORSHIP
Worship in the Corinthian church was disorderly. Paul met this

challenge by prescribing worship that was decent and orderly.

THE CHALLENGE OF SPREADING THE GOSPEL
like almost any church, the church at Corinth needed to

spread the good news. Paul explained that Satan had blinded the
minds of the lost, but Paul offered strong motivation: god
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changes minds and hearts. He can transform sinners into new
creations, and He has commissioned Christians to serve as His
ambassadors. However, as Paul pointed out, the treasure of the
gospel is in clay vessels. We ought to be humble as we share this
treasure with others.

THE CHALLENGE OF SUFFERING
Paul assured the Corinthians that suffering is only for a brief

time and someday every Christian will have a brand-new body.
He had suffered extreme hardship and pain to carry the gospel
throughout the roman empire, but he delighted in all his
afflictions and trials because Christ’s power rested on him.

A rewarding study lies ahead, but you must be a diligent student
of the Word. Accept the challenge!
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Does a Christian meat butcher display holiness if he presses
his thumb onto the scale when he weighs a pound of sliced roast
beef? Does an auto dealer portray holiness if he knowingly sells
a defective car to an unsuspecting buyer? Will a family gain a
clear concept of holiness if their Christian neighbors yell and
scream at each other? How holy will a community think a church
is if that church experiences a series of splits?

This study introduces us to the church at Corinth, a church
that needed to be holy in a very unholy city. 

COMMENTARY
The city of Corinth in the time of Paul was the stereotypical

sailor’s port, with every corruption imaginable. Ships would unload
in Corinth, and their goods would be transported by wagon (smaller
ships would be dragged on rollers) to the northern side of the isthmus.
Today, there is a canal across, begun by the romans and finished in
the nineteenth century. There were at least twelve pagan temples.
The most infamous was dedicated to Aphrodite, the goddess of love,
whose resident temple prostitutes would converge on the city each
evening. Sex with a temple prostitute put funds into the temple
and was considered an act of worship. Corinth’s reputation for
perversion was so widely known that when the romans would
show a Corinthian onstage, he was always drunk. In greek “to
Corinthianize” was a verb meaning “to practice sexual perversion.”

THE CHURCH IS CALLED TO BE HOLY
1 Corinthians 1:1–10; 3:10–17

God is developing a holy people.
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Corinth needed the gospel—not only because of the corrupt
environment, but because the gospel could spread from there to
every urban area of commercial importance. But the atmosphere
was not conducive to church planting. Paul’s relationship with the
Corinthian church was stormy from the beginning. It appears Paul
wrote at least four letters to Corinth. Besides 1 and 2 Corinthians
there were two letters called the “previous letter” (1 Cor. 5:9–11)
and the “sorrowful letter” (2 Cor. 2:4; 7:8–9) that have been lost.

The picture of the Corinthian church is not pretty. Paul sent
emissaries (Timothy—1 Cor. 4:17; and Titus—2 Cor. 2:12–13;
7:6–16) to try to get the church on track. Apollos refused to go 
(1 Cor. 16:12). Paul went to Corinth a number of times and not
always with good results (2 Cor. 10:10–11; 13:1–2). There were
divisions in the church (1 Cor. 1:11), personal attacks against
Paul (1 Cor. 2:1–10), immorality (1 Cor. 5:1), and even the
lord’s Supper was perverted (1 Cor. 11:20–22). They were arro-
gant (1 Cor. 5:2). Perhaps if they compared themselves to the
corruption of their city they might have some spiritual pride, but
if they used the measure of other churches they should have been
humbled.

Set Apart and Called to Be Holy (1 Cor. 1:1–3)
Paul, called to be an apostle (v. 1) tells us more than who

wrote the letter. It tells us Paul believed he was sent by god as
a messenger for jesus Christ. The term apostle is one Christians
appropriated from the jews, who called their official envoys
from jerusalem to the Hellenistic world apostles. Paul saw him-
self as an official envoy of jesus Christ sent directly by the will
of God (v. 1).

Whatever the problems in Corinth, Paul addressed the believers
there as the church of God in Corinth (v. 2). Paul declared them
sanctified in Christ Jesus (v. 2). It is clear from 1 Corinthians
3:1–3 that Paul did not think much of their spiritual maturity, so
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what was he saying? The greek term sanctified (1:2) has two
meanings. The first is to be “separate from common condition
and use; dedicated” (The Analytical Lexicon to the Greek New
Testament, p. 50). William Barclay said the root meaning of holy
is different. In this sense, the church of Corinth was sanctified.
They were separated from the common in Corinth, they were
saved, and they had an initial point of spiritual beginning. With-
out that, Paul could not have written to them as he did. There
were those in the Corinthian church who wanted to be different,
separate, and dedicated to the lord. They were, without doubt,
god’s church in Corinth.

But beyond this, they were called to be holy (v. 2). The second
aspect of sanctification is purity or cleansing: “to make clean or
holy in the ethical sense, though the idea of consecration is not
necessarily lacking” (Beacon Dictionary of Theology, p. 470).
This is the aspect of sanctification missing in the Corinthian expe-
rience. In 1 Corinthians 3:1, Paul said, “Brothers, I could not
address you as spiritual.” While recognizing their place within
the church, he also recognized their lack of spiritual maturity.
They were separated, but neither pure nor mature.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Corinthians 1:1

Paul, called to be an apostle—There is great propriety in every
clause of the salutation, particularly in this, as there were some in
the church of Corinth, who called the authority of his mission in
question, through the will of God—Called the commandment of
god, 1 Tim. 1:1. This was to the churches the ground of His
authority; to Paul himself, of a humble and ready mind. By the
mention of god, the authority of man is excluded, (gal. 1:1) by
the mention of the will of god, the merit of Paul [is excluded],
(ch. 15:8, &c.) (eNNT)
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The Corinthian measuring stick was their corrupt society and
themselves, not all those everywhere who call on the name of
our Lord Jesus Christ—their Lord and ours (1:2). There is a
fine line between contextualizing the gospel in a society and
mixing pagan practice with Christian practice. One way to keep
the vision clear is to look at the church in general and ask how
we measure up to the whole. The Corinthians came up short.
They were separated but not pure by any standard beyond their
own society. god has a higher standard.

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the
Lord Jesus Christ (v. 3) is a distinct Christian greeting with the
addition of grace and the Lord Jesus Christ to a standard jewish
greeting. The concept of grace is fundamental to understanding
scriptural revelation. While grace may be defined as unmerited
favor from god, it is favor to which one must respond. While
grace may be identified in its various aspects (for example, pre-
venient grace, saving grace, sanctifying grace, etc.), there is only
one grace. god’s grace offered before salvation is the same grace
offered after salvation to lead and guide and give spiritual
growth. A positive response to grace is faith; a negative response
to grace is sin; but some response is required.

Peace (shalom) is the sign of the kingdom of god. Abraham
and his descendants had been looking for a kingdom that would
give them security and thus peace. They had thought it would
be in a walled city or an established dynasty like David’s or
Solomon’s. After exile, they thought it would come with return
to the land. The maccabeans thought it would come through the
overthrow of foreign oppression. Peace either never came or
never lasted. jesus made it clear that the kingdom and real peace
is within His people (john 14:27; luke 17:21).

The Lord Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 1:3) is a name configuration.
Lord has it roots in the Old Testament, the name for god, yHWH,
as it was used by the jews. Jesus is indicative of His humanity,
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god with us to save us. Christ calls on all the prophecies and
authority accorded to the messiah. Verse 3 is a New Testament
Christian greeting loaded to overflowing with faith and doctrine.

Spiritual Gifts Do Not Indicate Spiritual Maturity (1 Cor. 1:4–10)
In dealing with spiritual pride, it is important to understand grace

given you (v. 4), being enriched in every way—in all your speak-
ing and in all your knowledge (v. 5), and the fact that you do not
lack any spiritual gift (v. 7). This is not contingent on who you
happen to be. Nor is it contingent on your mighty, personal, spiritual
presence. It is contingent on being in Christ Jesus. For in him you
have been enriched (vv. 4–5). It is jesus who will keep you strong
(v. 8). It is God, who has called you and who is also faithful (v. 9).

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Corinthians 1:9

“But how then is god faithful?” I answer, in fulfilling every
promise which he hath made, to all to whom it is made, all who fulfill
the condition of that promise. more particularly, (1) “god is faithful”
in that “he will not suffer you to be tempted above that you are able
to bear” (1 Cor. 10:13). (2) “The lord is faithful, to establish and
keep you from evil” (if you put your trust in Him); from all the evil
which you might otherwise suffer, through “unreasonable and
wicked men” (2 Thess. 3:2–3). (3) “Quench not the Spirit; hold fast
that which is good; abstain from all appearance of evil; and your
whole spirit, soul, and body shall be preserved blameless unto the
coming of our lord jesus Christ. Faithful is he that calleth you, who
also will do it” (1 Thess. 5:19, &c). (4) Be not disobedient unto the
heavenly calling; and “god is faithful, by whom ye were called, to
confirm you unto the end, that ye may be blameless in the day of
our lord jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 1:8–9). yet, notwithstanding all this,
unless you fulfill the condition, you cannot attain the promise.

“Nay, but are not ‘all the promises, yea and amen?’” They are
firm as the pillars of heaven. Perform the condition, and the promise
is sure. Believe, and thou shalt be saved. (WjW, vol. 10, 290)
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In verse 7, therefore points back to the testimony about
Christ that was confirmed in you (v. 6). Because you have been
saved, the spiritual gifts you need are available to you. Spiritual
gifts are not dependent on spiritual maturity (3:1–3) but rather
on salvation by faith in Christ. This is profound. Spiritual gifts
may be enhanced as the individual grows in faith and maturity,
but god gives these gifts early in our salvation experience. These
spiritual gifts may be indicators that an individual is “sanctified
in Christ jesus” (1:2—set apart, saved, initial sanctification), but
they are not an indicator that the individual is filled with the
Spirit, in sense of being entirely sanctified, or mature. The signs
of entire sanctification are purity and maturity. The Corinthians
had spiritual gifts without maturity.

The Corinthian church had misunderstood the gifts as being
measurements of spiritual depth and maturity. This brought divi-
sions (v. 10) and disunity. They had begun to follow individual
giftedness (vv. 12–17) as measurements of spiritual depth, rather
than being blessed by others’ spiritual gifts and in turn blessing
others with their spiritual gifts.

Sanctified Builders Build Rather Than Boast (1 Cor. 3:10–17)
Paul began this section with a testimony: By the grace God

has given me (v. 10). If grace requires a response, the best way
to spiritual maturity would not be by the “amount” of the grace
given, but by the response that follows. Paul’s illustration was
of building material given by god. god gave Paul foundation
material, so he said, I laid a foundation as an expert builder,
and someone else is building on it (v. 10). The foundation was
the mystery of Christ (eph. 3:1–6) and the extension of the
covenant beyond the ethnic family of Abraham, even to the gen-
tile Corinthians. Others were by grace given different building
materials, but the foundation, Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 3:11), cannot
be changed, no matter what the building materials. god gives
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grace, but men and women must respond to it with cooperative
works. Some only build with the most elemental building mate-
rials: wood, hay or straw (v. 12). Others build with elements
that will last: gold, silver, costly stones (v. 12). The grace god
gives is not for the recipients to compare volume and beauty of
building materials but to build the church (1 Cor. 12:12–28).

There is another cooperative element to this building illustra-
tion: Some settle for the less-substantial over the substantial. Per-
haps carrying stone is harder work than bundling straw. gold is
a greater responsibility than wood. Why take the chance? The
goal is not to be busy, but to build substantially. His work will
be shown for what it is . . . the fire will test the quality of each

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Corinthians 3:11

“Salvation by faith only ought not to be preached as the first
doctrine, or, at least, not to be preached to all.” But what saith the
Holy ghost? “Other foundation can no man lay than that which is
laid, even jesus Christ.” So then, that “whosoever believeth on him
shall be saved,” is, and must be, the foundation of all our preaching;
that is, must be preached first. “Well, but not to all.” To whom, then,
are we not to preach it? Whom shall we except? The poor? Nay;
they have a peculiar right to have the gospel preached unto them.
The unlearned? No. god hath revealed these things unto unlearned
and ignorant men from the beginning. The young? By no means.
“Suffer these,” in anywise, to come unto Christ, “and forbid them
not.” The sinners? least of all. “He came not to call the righteous,
but sinners to repentance.” Why then, if any, we are to except the
rich, the learned, the reputable, the moral men. And, it is true, they
too often except themselves from hearing; yet we must speak the
words of our lord. For thus the tenor of our commission runs, “go
and preach the gospel to every creature.” If any man wrest it, or any
part of it, to his destruction, he must bear his own burden. But still,
“as the lord liveth, whatsoever the lord saith unto us, that we will
speak.” (WjW, vol. 5, 14)
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man’s work (3:13). Where would we be today if Paul had not
built a solid, substantial foundation? 

Finally, Paul reminded us this was more personal than it
seemed. It is not just “the church” we are building. God’s temple
is sacred, and you are that temple (v. 17). Our response to
grace affects others (the church) but it affects us, too. Some are
building a thatched hut rather than a golden temple. In Christ,
we are sanctified (set apart) and called to be holy, the furthest
possible point spiritually from where we began and the closest
possible point to what god wants us to be, nearest to himself.
He gives grace but expects us to build with substance. 

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Corinthians 3:17

If any man destroy the temple of God—Destroy a real Christian,
by schisms, or doctrines fundamentally wrong, him shall God
destroy—He shall not be saved at all; not even as through the fire.
(eNNT)
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DISCUSSION
What should the church be known for? Some might argue that

it should be known for the best potlucks in the county. Others
might want it to be known for its charitable outreach. A few
might insist it should be known for its great music. The church
should be known for its holiness.

1. Do you see any similarities between Corinthian culture and
modern culture? Defend your answer.

2. Do you see any similarities between the Corinthian church
and some churches today? Defend your answer.

3. Paul was called to be an apostle. Why do you agree or dis-
agree that no one should become a pastor without being called
by god to the position?

4. read 1 Corinthians 1:2–3. How do you think holy people
differ in lifestyle from the general population?

5. Why do you agree or disagree it is significant that “grace”
precedes “peace” in Paul’s greeting? 

6. How is it possible for an immature believer to possess
several spiritual gifts?

7. How does it encourage you today to know that god is
faithful?

8. What do you think is more important: a church’s physical
size or its spiritual depth? Why?

9. How can you build well in preparation for the inspection
Paul mentioned in 1 Corinthians 3:12–15? 

10. How can you help others build well?

PRAYER
lord, thank you for the grace you have given us through

jesus Christ. Through that grace, please help us choose holiness
each day this week.
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No one who cares about his or her body rummages in garbage
cans for daily meals (if it can be avoided). The thought of doing
so is grotesque. But how often do some believers feast the eyes and
sexual appetites on filthy movies, immoral TV shows, lewd Internet
images, or racy magazines? let’s face it; such practices make about
as much sense as trying to find nutritious food in garbage cans. 

Does it matter what we feed our minds and bodies? This study
points out that the believer’s body is god’s temple. The Holy
Spirit resides in it. We are responsible, therefore, to keep the
body pure. 

COMMENTARY
In this first letter we have from Paul to the church at Corinth,

we read the apostle’s warning about the consequences of sexual
immorality and his answers to questions about what is appropriate
for Christians.

Your Body Belongs to God (1 Cor. 6:12–14, 19–20)
The topics of this section are your body, to whom it belongs,

and how you should treat it. Paul wrote that your body is a
temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you (v. 19).

When people plan to live somewhere temporarily, they often rent
rather than buying living space. Others rent because they cannot
afford to buy, have no down payment, or think the selling price is

YOUR BODY—GOD’S TEMPLE
1 Corinthians 6:12—7:5

Honor God with your body.
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too high. But none of these is true of god. You are not your
own; you were bought at a price (vv. 19–20). The Holy Spirit
intends to make your body His permanent dwelling. Since god
owns everything, the price is not beyond His reach. In fact, the
price has been paid at Calvary.

Therefore honor God with your body (v. 20). Sometimes
Christians ask whether they should participate in a certain activ-
ity, eat certain foods, or attend certain events. Some Christians
resist the idea that they shouldn’t do certain things they want to
do. They are concerned about permissibility, rather than how to
honor god with their bodies. Common questions include, “Can
a Christian do this?” or “Will I go to heaven if I do this?” The
apostle Paul addressed these kinds of issues with the Corinthian
church. Perhaps his admonitions can help us as we wrestle with
some of the same issues today. 

Paul instructed us to think about the consequences of our
choices. “Everything is permissible for me”—but not every-
thing is beneficial (v. 12). People who wish to honor god with
their bodies will consider the benefit or harm any given activity
will have on their bodies. rest, nutrition, and exercise should be
maintained in careful balance for the benefit of physical health.
Another factor Paul pointed out is control. “Everything is per-
missible for me”—but I will not be mastered by anything 

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Corinthians 6:20

Glorify God with your body and your spirit—yield your bodies
and all their members, as well as your souls and all their faculties,
as instruments of righteousness to god. Devote and employ all ye
have, and all ye are, entirely, unreservedly, and for ever to His
glory. (eNNT)
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(v. 12). Nothing you put into your mind or body should control
you. Some experiences such as gambling, pornography, power,
entertainment, and pleasure can become addictive. Some chem-
icals such as narcotics, tobacco, caffeine, and alcohol can take
control of your mind and body. The question is not permissibility
but control. Since your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, and
god is its owner, He should have control of His residence.

eternity is also to be considered when endeavoring to honor
god with your body. In relation to food and the stomach, we are
reminded that God will destroy them both (v. 13). many people
do not want to think about eternity, but Paul said you must con-
sider eternity if you wish to honor god with your body. you will
live differently if you realize you are in this world temporarily,
but eternity is forever. In this world, many spend much of their
time, money, and effort on things that will not last. Those who
honor god with their bodies will focus on what lasts forever.

To rephrase Paul’s admonition, you are not meant for
immorality, but for immortality. The body is not meant for sex-
ual immorality, but for the Lord, and the Lord for the body
(v. 13). Sexual desires are part of our humanity, but we are not
to simply act on our impulses and desires. Again, we are made
for the Lord (v. 13). Satisfaction of sexual impulses lasts for a

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Corinthians 6:12

All things, which are lawful for you, are lawful for me: but all
things are not always expedient—Particularly when any thing
would offend my weak brother; or when it would enslave my own
soul. For though all things are lawful for me, yet I will not be
brought under the power of any—So as to be uneasy when I abstain
from it. For if so, then I am under the power of it. (eNNT)
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brief time, but by his power God raised the Lord from the
dead, and he will raise us also (v. 14), indicating our eternal
relationship with jesus Christ.

Purity Provides Protection (1 Cor. 6:15–18)
Paul offered further insight into his earlier statement, “The

body is not meant for sexual immorality” (6:13). moral purity
is often viewed—by both Christians and non-Christians—as a
list of narrow rules and regulations. Here Paul provided reasons
that moral purity is beneficial. He showed how sexual purity
protects us spiritually, emotionally, and physically.

Not only did Paul describe our bodies as “a temple of the
Holy Spirit, who is in you” (v. 19), but he reminded us our bod-
ies are members of Christ himself (v. 15). His pointed question
is, Shall I then take the members of Christ and unite them
with a prostitute? (v. 15). One of the reasons Christians should
be sexually pure is that sexual morality affects our spiritual rela-
tionship with Christ. As Christian believers, we cannot partici-
pate in sexual immorality without bringing jesus into our
actions. Again, Paul said, he who unites himself with the Lord
is one with him in spirit (v. 17). Sexual purity protects you spir-
itually, and sexual immorality damages your spiritual relation-
ship with Christ. One reason to stay morally pure is because you
care about your spiritual relationship with jesus Christ.

A second area of protection moral purity provides is emotional.
Paul spoke of a oneness that is part of sexual intimacy. even if sex-
ual participation is purchased or casual, the principles that are part
of our nature cannot be denied. When engaging in sexual intimacy,
we are reminded that the two will become one flesh (v. 16). No
matter the intention of the partners, when you engage in sexual inti-
macy, you give a part of yourself to the other person and receive
part of that person to yourself. This oneness has an emotional com-
ponent. you cannot buy protection for your heart or take a pill to
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heal the emotional effects of sexual immorality. Sexual immorality
leaves you emotionally injured, hardened, or both. Purity provides
emotional protection.

Perhaps the most obvious protection provided by moral purity
is physical. Our culture is familiar with the acronyms STD (Sex-
ually Transmitted Diseases), HIV (Human Immunodeficiency
Virus), and AIDS (Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome).
Added to these diseases is the risk of unwanted pregnancy. even
without modern science and medicine, it was obvious to Paul
that sexual immorality is sin against our bodies. He stated that
he who sins sexually sins against his own body (v. 18).

In light of the protection moral purity provides, Paul’s admo-
nition may seem obvious. Flee from sexual immorality (v. 18).
moral purity is not a code of narrow rules and regulations, but
rather our creator god’s provision of spiritual, emotional, and
physical protection. The magnitude of human suffering that has
been experienced by ignoring Paul’s admonition is immeasurable.

The Sanctity of Intimacy in Marriage (1 Cor. 7:1–5)
Paul next turned his attention to answering a question that

may have been posed by the Corinthians. It may be that his
observations about the body and sexual immorality were prepar-
ing us for his answers in this section. While the question itself is
not given, it is apparent that it dealt with whether Christians
should marry or remain single. 

Singles have sometimes been made to feel less than fulfilled,
like second-class citizens. They may be questioned about when they
will marry or if they have found someone. They may even be tagged
with unflattering nicknames. But Paul’s initial response to the
Corinthians’ question was an affirmation of singleness. It is good
for a man not to marry (v. 1). He repeated his affirmation in verse
8 and identified personally with those who were unmarried.
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Without minimizing singleness, Paul also recognized marriage
as god’s sanctified relationship for sexual intimacy. To avoid
sexual immorality each man should have his own wife, and
each woman her own husband (v. 2). While Paul and other
New Testament writers emphasized the community aspects of
the church, notice that marriage is not to be communal. This sim-
ple statement is clear in its implications. One man is paired with
one woman and vice versa in marriage. monogamous, hetero-
sexual marriage is god’s chosen and only sanctified place for
sexual relationships.

Paul took it a step further than this. He instructed husbands
and wives to fulfill their marital duty (v. 3) to each other. Sex
in marriage is not dirty or defiled. It is god’s blessed and holy
gift to a husband and wife. Humans did not create sex; god did.
genesis 1:27 states that god created them male and female. In
genesis 2, a more detailed account of this is given. “The lOrD
god made a woman . . . and he brought her to the man” (gen.
2:22). The description continues with reference to uniting,
becoming one flesh, and their nakedness. As noted above, “the
two will become one flesh” (1 Cor. 6:16) is associated with the
sexual relationship.

Continuing with this thought, Paul stated that the wife’s body
does not belong to her alone but also to her husband. In the
same way, the husband’s body does not belong to him alone,
but also to his wife (7:4). Sexual immorality involves sexual

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Corinthians 7:1

It is good for a man—Who is master of himself, not to touch a
woman—That is, not to marry. So great and many are the advantages
of a single life. (eNNT)
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activity with someone whose body does not belong to you. Sexual
activity in marriage is blessed of god, because through exchang-
ing of wedding vows, you and your spouse have given your bodies
to each other and to none other. The marriage relationship is a
safe, holy place to practice god’s gift of sexuality.

To married couples the command is given: Do not deprive
each other except by mutual consent and for a time, so that
you may devote yourselves to prayer (v. 5). The basis of this
discourse about the sanctity of intimacy in marriage is based on
the earlier statement: since there is so much immorality (v. 2).
Sexual intimacy is not only allowed in marriage, it is mandated
as a means of avoiding sexual immorality.

Paul reminded us we have an enemy, Satan, who will try to
tempt you because of your lack of self-control (v. 5). The apostle
Peter cautioned us to be self-controlled and alert because our
enemy the Devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for
someone to devour (1 Pet. 5:8). jesus warned that “the thief

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Corinthians 7:4

The Holy ghost says, “marriage is honourable in all, and the
bed undefiled.” Nor can it be doubted but persons may be as holy
in a married as in a single state.

In the latter clause of the sentence, the apostle seems to guard
against a mistake, into which some sincere Christians have fallen;
particularly when they have just found such a liberty of spirit as
they had not before experienced. They imagine a defilement
where there is none, “and fear where no fear is.” And it is possible
this very fear of sin may betray them into sin. For it may induce
persons to defraud each other, forgetting the express determination
of the apostle: “The wife hath not power of her own body, but the
husband; and the husband hath not power of his own body, but
the wife” (1 Cor. 7:4). (WjW, vol. 11, 457)
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comes only to steal and kill and destroy” (john 10:10). Satan
wants to destroy your marriage and steal your family from you.
He will use every tool available for that purpose.

Satan has saturated our society with sexual stimulation. much
of the advertising and entertainment we see appeals to sexual
appetites. Books, magazines, billboards, TV programs, commer-
cials, computer images, and messages appeal to sexual impulses.
We are drawn to laugh at, applaud, or accept the immoral. Satan
bombards us with sexual images, endeavoring to raise unreason-
able expectations and dissatisfaction in marriage relationships.

Along with sexual saturation, Satan keeps people so busy that
little time is left for family relationships. This adds stress, ten-
sion, and fatigue to the other pressures of a family. While society
is sexually oriented, many Christian couples are left deprived of
appropriate intimacy. This leaves many susceptible to attraction to
a person who is not their spouse. Satan uses an abundance of sexual
messages to stimulate temptation, then wears down resistance
through busyness, stress, and fatigue.

Paul called on Christian couples to be aware of Satan’s tac-
tics. We must be intentional in maintaining strong relationships
with our spouses, including intimacy, to protect ourselves from
temptation to sexual immorality. many who have fallen into
Satan’s trap never expected it would happen to them and their
marriage. As purity protects you spiritually, emotionally, and
physically, intimacy with your spouse safeguards you from sexual
immorality.
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DISCUSSION
Should a Christian take care of his or her body? After all, isn’t

the spirit more important? Paul’s teaching about god’s temple
should settle these questions conclusively.

1. read john 14:16. Why do you agree or disagree that the
Holy Spirit plans to dwell in every believer permanently?

2. According to 1 Corinthians 6:12, what principle should
govern our moral choices? Do you think this principle applies
to what we choose to eat? Why or why not?

3. How do you decide whether you should or should not do
something like drink or smoke?

4. How can thinking about eternity strengthen your resolve
to live for god?

5. Why do you agree or disagree that immorality is more bla-
tant now than at any previous time?

6. How might Christian parents guard their children from
harmful images shown on the movie screen, on TV, and through
the Internet? 

7. In what ways does illicit sexual behavior affect the marriage
relationship?

8. Do you agree or disagree that contemporary culture’s
decline into sexuality immorality is beyond hope?

PRAYER
Creator god, you have fearfully and wonderfully made us.

let us treat these temples that are our bodies with respect for the
handiwork you have invested in.
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Sergio and Anna occasionally had a glass of wine with their
dinner. One weekend, they made plans to eat with a new couple they
had been getting to know at church. Because they knew Tim and
jennifer had both struggled with alcoholism before they met Christ,
Sergio and Anna chose to refrain from displaying or consuming
alcohol while their guests were in their home. Were Sergio and
Anna being hypocritical or deceitful? No. They were simply
choosing to love their brother and sister in Christ by behaving
in a way that wouldn’t tempt or cause the younger believers to
engage in a practice they saw as sinful. 

This study examines the role of love in our choices. 

COMMENTARY
The apostle Paul experienced the city of Corinth on his second

missionary journey in A.D. 51. With the help of Aquila and Priscilla,
he planted a vibrant, growing church (Acts 18:1–18). But being a
mature Christian in Corinth proved to be a challenge. The world the
Christians were saved out of, and the culture they found themselves
in, led to a number of questions about how to live the Christian life.

Corinth, a port city, was a center of trade and commerce for
the ancient world. It attracted many vices. Corinthians were
known for their drunkenness. Sexual promiscuity, including incest,
was part of the culture. Worship of Aphrodite, the goddess of love,
involved participating in sexual acts with temple prostitutes as

BOUND BY LOVE
1 Corinthians 8:1–13

Freedom with responsibility is love in action.

4



well as sacrificing animals. People came from all over the then-
known world to worship Aphrodite. Corinth also paid homage
to the greek god of the sea, Poseidon. The Corinthian economy
relied on the sea. It was important to them that this god was
appeased. Again, the way to appease a god was through animal
sacrifice. The temple of Apollo was also located in Corinth. Apollo
was the god of prophecy and agriculture and the protector of young
men and women. Agriculture was important in this society. Again,
the way to appease Apollo was through animal sacrifice.

meat is an obvious byproduct of animal sacrifice. After a por-
tion was given to the gods and a portion was taken by temple
priests, the rest was taken to the city’s meat markets. This created
a moral dilemma for some in the church. The question was, “Is it
right to eat meat that has been sacrificed to idols?”

The church sent word to the apostle Paul, asking him a number
of questions. First Corinthians was written, in part, as a response
to those questions. We can tell when Paul was responding to a
question from Corinthians because the sections that answer a
question begin, “Now about” (1 Cor. 7:1; 8:1; 12:1).

The Overriding Principle of Love (1 Cor. 8:1–3)
Some people thought it was alright to eat this meat. Others

said, “I know what goes on in those temples; I worshiped there
before I became a Christian. It is wrong to eat that meat.”

Paul said, “you are asking a secondary question. The primary
question is about how best to love your brothers and sisters in
the faith.” Paul argued that even if you have right thinking,
deeper insight, and better logic than your brothers and sisters,
you can still be wrong. Knowledge puffs up, but love builds
up (v. 1). One can be right and still be wrong.

many people have the need to be right and the need to be seen
to be right. They spend a lot of time studying and learning so
they can be right. Being right and being seen to be right puffs
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up their ego. Being a Christian, however, is not about building
up your ego; it is about building up members of the body of
Christ. Spiritually mature people, while they may have deeper
insight and broader knowledge, know that loving the people
around them is more important than correcting error. Spiritually
mature people are humble about their knowledge (v. 2). mature
believers ask, “What does it mean to love god when I have more
knowledge than my brothers and sisters?” They know that to use
knowledge in a harmful way not only sins against the people in
the church, but it sins against Christ (v. 12).

Idols and the Modern World (1 Cor. 8:4–7)
So then, about eating food sacrificed to idols (v. 4). North

American churches don’t often encounter questions about meat
sacrificed to idols. This does not mean the question is irrelevant.
The same dynamic is replayed over and over in the modern church.

People who were saved from North American “pagan cul-
ture” often have weak consciences from the world they were
saved out of. Some people are still so accustomed to idols that
when they eat such food they think of it as having been sac-
rificed to an idol, and since their conscience is weak, it is
defiled (v. 7). When these people participate in anything relating
to that world, their conscience is defiled. What is more difficult
for these people is seeing mature Christians participating in
things from the world they were saved out of. 

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Corinthians 8:2

If any man think he knoweth any thing—Aright, unless so far as
he is taught by god, he knoweth nothing yet as he ought to know—
Seeing there is no true knowledge without divine love. (eNNT)
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Some who were saved out of “sex, drugs, and rock and roll”
hear music that emulates what they heard in the world and ask,
“How can you be a Christian and listen to that?” every time they
hear that music, it takes them back to the time when they were
living in sin. Some who were saved out of a gambling back-
ground ask, “How can you be a Christian and play cards?” Some
who were saved out of alcoholism ask, “How can you be a Chris-
tian and drink?” Some who were saved out of a family in conflict
ask, “How can we be a church and experience conflict?” When
Paul addressed the question about meat sacrificed to idols, he
dealt with all these questions and many more like them.

Paul wrote that an idol is nothing at all (v. 4). He was not
saying this in the sense that there is nothing to these idols. In
fact, he suggested there may be more to these gods than stone
and metal (v. 5). He clarified in 10:19–20: “Do I mean then that
a sacrifice offered to an idol is anything, or that an idol is any-
thing? No, but the sacrifices of pagans are offered to demons,
not to god.”

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Corinthians 8:5

As there is but one god to us, though “there are gods many, and
lords many” (1 Cor. 8:5); so to us there is but “one mediator,” or
Intercessor, though we should grant there are many intercessors and
mediators. For though the angels and saints may intercede for us in
heaven, that no more makes them such intercessors as we may pray
to, than because there are gods many, we may pray to them, as we
do to the true god.

The Scripture knows no difference between a mediator of
intercession and redemption: He alone makes intercession for us
that died and rose, and is at the right hand of god. And He alone
has a right to our prayers, and to Him alone may we address them.
(WjW, vol. 10, 105)
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He was saying the power behind these idols is demonic. But
Paul still said an idol is nothing at all (8:4) because for us there
is but one God, the Father, from whom all things came and
for whom we live (v. 6). An idol is nothing compared to the
greatness of god. your city may believe Poseidon is lord of the
sea, but there is but one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom
all things came and through whom we live (v. 6). god the
Father is the true god; compared to Him, all the gods and all the
demons of hell are nothing. jesus Christ is the true lord of all,
and compared to Him, all other lords are pretenders.

Spiritually mature people understand this. But this is a hard
concept for those who have experienced the demonic power of
the idols (v. 7). many supernatural things, attributed to the gods,
happened in Corinth. It was hard to have so much faith in god
as to say, “That was nothing.” But spiritually mature believers
understood this was precisely the case.

Doing What Is Right Can Be Wrong (1 Cor. 8:8–12)
The food offered to idols was not transformed in the offering.

even though this meat was used in the worship of demons, the
meat itself was not contaminated. Paul said, We are no worse

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Corinthians 8:6

Yet to us Christians there is but one God—This is exclusive, not
of the one lord, as if He were an inferior Deity; but only of the idols,
to which the one god is opposed: from whom are all things—By
creation, providence and grace; and we for him—The end of all we
are, have, and do: and one Lord—equally the object of divine wor-
ship: by whom are all things—Created, sustained, and governed;
and we by him—Have access to the Father and all spiritual blessings.
(eNNT)
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if we do not eat, and no better if we do (v. 8). In other words,
eating meat sacrificed to idols is amoral. It does not affect one
spiritually. It is the same as eating any other meal. At least, that
is the case for the spiritually mature. The spiritually mature
understand who god is, who they are in Christ, and that the
demonic can’t touch them while they are in Christ. The spiritu-
ally immature, however, don’t understand this.

There is a principle being alluded to in this passage that is
stated in romans 14:23: “But the man who has doubts is con-
demned if he eats, because his eating is not from faith; and
everything that does not come from faith is sin.” even if a par-
ticular action is not wrong, if a person thinks it is wrong, for that
person it is wrong. Something not intrinsically sinful is sinful to
a person who believes what they are doing is not right. Part of
living by faith is believing in the rightness of what they are
doing. If anyone has doubts about how he or she is living, living
in that way is sin.

That is why sacrificed food, while not wrong in itself, can
defile a person with a weak conscience (1 Cor. 8:7). That defile-
ment can lead to the destruction of that person’s spiritual life 
(v. 11). Something that is not wrong in itself can destroy a per-
son’s soul. If a person facilitates that destruction, he or she is
held accountable for that, even if what was done is not techni-
cally wrong (v. 12).

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Corinthians 8:11

And through thy knowledge shall the weak brother perish, for
whom Christ died—And for whom thou wilt not lose a meal’s
meat, so far from dying for him! We see Christ died even for them
that perish. (eNNT)
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Living Well in Community (1 Cor. 8:13)
The most important consideration is not if an action is right

or wrong, but how it affects the community. Paul was addressing
how to live in community with those who are weak in con-
science. He was not addressing how to live in community with
those who are easily offended. People who come from legalistic
backgrounds are offended by something that does not fit their
brand of legalism. That is not what Paul was talking about. He
was talking about those who have a weak conscience who would
be led into doing something they were convinced was not right.

Paul was trying to balance the idea of our freedom in Christ
(v. 9) with our obligation to those who are weak in faith. His
conclusion was that love trumps personal freedom.

His argument went like this: Those who are spiritually
mature, because they have more knowledge (v. 7) and a stronger
conscience, are people of influence. How they behave influences
those who are weak in faith. A person with a strong faith can eat
meat offered to idols with a clear conscience. However, if a peo-
ple with weak consciences see a mature person eating this meat,
they may think, “If that person is mature in the faith can eat this
meat, I can too” (v. 10). But as they eat the meat, all the associ-
ations of idol worship come back to them, and they can’t help
but feel what they are doing is wrong. They are not eating by
faith; they are eating under the influence of others. Their con-
science is defiled. When people live contrary to their conscience,
they are on the road to destruction.

Paul argued the spiritually mature are not sinning by eating
meat sacrificed to idols; they are sinning because they are
wounding the conscience of a weaker brother or sister. This is
not only a sin against the person of weaker conscience; this is a
sin against Christ (v. 12). The weakest Christian is still a part of
the body of Christ. Whenever we sin against him, we are sinning
against Christ.
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Paul’s response to this dynamic is if what I eat causes my
brother to fall into sin, I will never eat meat again (v. 13). Our
actions need to be tied more to loving god and loving others
than what we see as right.

North American culture is obsessed with rights. Non-Christian
culture says, “I have the right to what I want to do as long as I
don’t hurt anyone.” Christian culture says, “I have the right to
do what I want to do as long as what I am doing is right.” The
Bible, however, takes a different view: The gospel values free-
dom, but the gospel values love more than freedom. We are
called to live in such a way as not to be a stumbling block to our
brothers and sisters. If exercising our rights will lead others to
go against their conscience, we are called to deny ourselves those
rights.

42

1 Corinthians 8:1–13



DISCUSSION
There are two ways to look at our freedom in Christ. One way

is to say, “I am free to engage in that activity, and if a weaker
Christian gets offended, tough!” The other way is to say, “I am
free to engage in that activity, but I will not do so because I do
not want to be a stumbling block to a weaker Christian.” reflect
on which attitude honors the lord and which attitude you tend
to have.

1. Why would it have been difficult to become a mature
Christian in Corinth?

2. Why do you agree or disagree that it is hard to maintain
high moral standards when you are surrounded by pagans?

3. In what situation(s) might a believer be right but still be
wrong?

4. In what kinds of activities might a knowledgeable believer
engage that might offend a weaker believer? 

5. How prevalent is idol worship in your community? Defend
your answer.

6. How would you respond if a church member tried to start
a football pool among the other members? Why would you feel
that way?

7. Define a “weak conscience.”
8. Do you agree or disagree that, in the final analysis, a Christian

does not have any personal rights?

PRAYER
lord, let us conduct ourselves in ways that are sensitive to the

needs of others and honoring to you always.
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