
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #13

“How to Handle a Scandal”

1 Corinthians 5:1-13

Tolerance, tolerance, tolerance. It seems to be the modern mantra. 

Years ago, if you asked people to quote their favorite Bible verse, you might hear, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want” (Psa. 23:1) or “For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life” (John 3:16). Nowadays, I think many people would respond with, “God is love” (1 Jn. 4:8) or “Do not judge so that you will not be judged” (Matt. 7:1). In the last few decades the general perception of God has dramatically changed. Now He’s seen as a gentle father figure who loves people so much that He would never think of judging anybody for anything. With this picture of God comes an ideal image of the loving, tolerant church that embraces all people regardless of their beliefs and practices. “Thou shalt tolerate everybody’s lifestyle” has become the new unwritten commandment that trumps anything “negative” the Bible might say. But Paul’s brief discussion of church discipline in 1 Corinthians 5 challenges head-on the notion of unchecked tolerance for sin.
 In this chapter we learn how to handle a scandal within the church.
No church is perfect—because it is made up of imperfect humans—but human imperfection must never be an excuse for sin. Just as parents must discipline their children in love, so local churches must exercise discipline over the members of the assembly. Now, church discipline is not a group of “pious policemen” out to catch a criminal. Rather, it is a group of brokenhearted brothers and sisters seeking to restore an erring member of the family.

Why is this so important? Moral laxity within the church is all too often “the crippling factor in Christian testimony.”
 Allowing intentional, ongoing sin to exist within the body of Christ dims the light of our witness to the world, and provides unbelievers an excuse not to trust in the Savior.

The Scandalous Disasters Revealed

We begin with the scandalous disasters revealed, beginning in verse one: “It is actually reported that there is sexual immorality among you, and of a kind that does not occur even among pagans: A man has his father’s wife.”
As with many such instances in our own age, this scandal was sexual in nature. But even in Corinth, the Las Vegas of the ancient world, where anything goes and “what happens here stays here,” this scandal was raising eyebrows. As depraved as the city of Corinth was, the unbelievers there would at least draw the line at the kind of immorality taking place in the church!
 It was the kind of thing that would have caused Hugh Hefner to say, “Whoa, now, that crosses the line!”
Paul begins by saying that the sin was “actually reported.” We can almost hear the disgust in his tone. Nobody should hear the kind of report he had heard about a church whose members professed to be followers of Christ. Yet the most troubling part of this sin was that it was being broadcast far and wide. This was no secret sin, concealed with a cover-up to keep people from discovering the truth.
 Oh, no, this was the talk of the town, past the rumor stage. And the church was becoming a laughingstock in Corinth.

The Greek term used for “sexual immorality” is porneia, from which we get the English word, “pornography.” Originally denoting the use of the prostitute (the Greek pornē), it came to signify any form of sexual sin.
 But in this case, it was a particularly revolting form of immorality. A member of the church was engaged in a sexual relationship with his stepmother (“his father’s wife”). Apparently his father was still married to her since Paul refers to the woman as “a wife,” not a “widow.”
 Not only was this condemned in the Old Testament; this was forbidden by Roman law as well.

Furthermore, the sin was ongoing. Paul describes the sin as a permanent fixture among the church. It was a case of immorality “among” the church—in their midst, right before their eyes.

Notice, though, that I said scandalous disasters were revealed here—plural. As disgusting as verse one sounds, verse two is actually worse: “And you are proud! Shouldn’t you rather have been filled with grief and have put out of your fellowship the man who did this?” Even worse than the scandalous affair was the scandalous apathy on the part of the church!

Paul rebukes the Corinthians with blunt honesty. He says, “You have become arrogant.” The “you” here in Greek is in the plural, showing that the entire Corinthian congregation is responsible for the individual engaged in the sin. The Greek word translated “arrogant” literally means “puffed up.” It’s used seven times in the New Testament, six of them in 1 Corinthians alone. They had been inflated with a destructive view of grace. Salvation in Christ, they thought, permitted believers to do whatever they wanted. Like modern-day liberal Christians who carry about the name of Christ but tolerate lifestyles and behaviors in direct conflict with the Bible’s standards, the church was proud of its hands-off approach to the sins of others.

Yet, as John White and Ken Blue note, “Unless someone in the church decides to go lovingly to the person involved in the scandal with the object of establishing the truth, effecting righteousness and seeking to bring about reconciliation, every single member in the church who is aware of the situation is sinning every moment—is in fact a participator in the sin of the ‘identified sinner’ in one way or another. The church is sinning by avoiding corrective church discipline.”

Instead, Paul writes, they should have mourned over this sin. This is the word used for mourning over the dead, which is perhaps the deepest and most painful kind of personal sorrow possible.
 One of the marks of a true and spiritually healthy church is how it deals with sin—particularly, an ongoing pattern of rebellious behavior against God. When we hear about a fellow Christian entrapped in a web of sin, does it break our heart and cause us to seek to rescue them, as in James 5:19–20? Or does it prompt us to pick up our phone and gossip about them?
 Do we lovingly confront them about their sin, or do we make excuses in order to explain it away?
In response to their “I’m okay, you’re okay” approach to sin, Paul confronts the Corinthians for their passivity, corrects their attitude toward the sin, and then instructs them about the proper approach to the situation.

The Spiritual Danger Reviewed

Let’s move down to verses 6-8, where we see the spiritual danger revealed.

Your boasting is not good. Don’t you know that a little yeast works through the whole batch of dough? Get rid of the old yeast that you may be a new batch without yeast—as you really are. For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed. Therefore let us keep the Festival, not with the old yeast, the yeast of malice and wickedness, but with bread without yeast, the bread of sincerity and truth.
Paul reverts to a Jewish image to illustrate this spiritual danger. In the Old Testament, the Jews were required at times to make unleavened bread for a meal. This was particularly true for Passover, one of the most important holy days of the calendar. In one of the few references to Jesus in connection with Passover (which I find strange since He was crucified on Passover and was the Lamb of God taking away the sin of the world) Paul writes in verse 7, “For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed.” Literally in the original it reads, “Christ, our Passover has been sacrificed”—the word “lamb” does not occur in the Greek text, though it is implied.

Yeast was used at times in the biblical world as a symbol of sin. Just as yeast invades every part of a lump of dough, so one Christian’s unrepentant sin corrupts an entire congregation. Years ago a seminary student tried to paraphrase this verse by reference to the old slogan for Brylcreem: “A little dab’ll do ya!” I would modify his loose translation with one word to fit the context: “A little dab’ll do ya in.” Just a small amount of sin is enough to contaminate the whole congregation. One microscopic virus can infect and cripple the whole body—or an entire nation, as we have seen recently.

By its very nature, sin corrupts. It has corrupted the natural world, it has corrupted the human race, and left unhindered, will corrupt the local church family as well. Sin is not to be ignored.

Paul continues in verse 8, “Therefore let us keep the Festival…” The Passover meal was followed by the seven-day festival of unleavened bread, described in both Exodus and Deuteronomy (Exo. 23.15; 34.18; Deut. 16.3ff). We Christians, whose Passover sacrifice has been offered once for all, must live lives free from the old leaven, the leaven of malice and evil; not just for seven days only but for evermore our lives must be characterized by the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.

Often Christian churches are very conscious about doctrinal purity—and we should be. But let us never allow ourselves to become so preoccupied with our correctness of doctrine that we fail to recognize evil within the camp, within the church of Jesus Christ.

The Stern Discipline Required

Third we see the stern discipline required. Let’s go back up to verse 2, “And you are proud! Shouldn’t you rather have been filled with grief and have put out of your fellowship the man who did this?” Sorrow over sin was not enough; steps needed to be taken to protect the credibility of the church’s testimony in the community.

We need to be clear about the radical nature of this discipline: the man is to be taken ek mesou, meaning out of the midst of the believing and worshipping community. This is excommunication, being unable to take part in worship and the Lord’s Supper and therefore out of fellowship completely. Why is such thoroughgoing discipline necessary? For the good both of the individual and of the Christian community.

The failure in today’s church to exercise proper church discipline often stems from a misplaced—and perhaps cowardly—conviction that such matters are the province of the leadership, rather than of the gathered congregation. Paul here addresses his words of stinging rebuke to the whole church, not only to its leadership.

Paul continues in verses 3-5,

Even though I am not physically present, I am with you in spirit. And I have already passed judgment on the one who did this, just as if I were present. When you are assembled in the name of our Lord Jesus and I am with you in spirit, and the power of our Lord Jesus is present, hand this man over to Satan, so that the sinful nature may be destroyed and his spirit saved on the day of the Lord.
In the original Greek, “I” is emphatic. The Corinthians had failed in their duty, but the apostle’s attitude is in sharp contrast. Those who were present and might have been expected to take action had done nothing. He who was absent, and might have pleaded distance as an excuse for inaction, was taking strong measures.

Paul takes a bold stand against the majority opinion in Corinth. Whatever leadership was then present in Corinth, these leaders had neither the moral compass nor the skill to navigate what should have been a clear, open-and-shut case of church discipline. 

Paul realized that for the good of the sinning brother and the purity of the church, someone must take a stand. If the congregation and its leadership lacked the power to do so, Paul would have to pull rank and pass judgment himself. In fact, having sized up the situation from his remote location (he was with them only “in spirit,” but absent “in body”), Paul pronounced his apostolic judgment against the sinner, an authoritative verdict binding on the local church.

Some people might react to this, “What a person does is his or her own business.” No, what a professing believer does is God’s business because it’s his church. And it’s the church’s business because we are a family. If a member of your family is physically sick or injured, you wouldn’t simply say, “That’s his business.” Rather, the problem is a family matter.

Paul describes the steps of the disciplinary action in verses 4-5. First, they were to pass judgment not with their own authority—the authority of the pastor, the elders, or the words of a church’s constitution or bylaws—but rather on the moral authority of “our Lord Jesus.” By gathering in the name of the Jesus, they were to exercise His authority in obedience to His commands.

Second, they were to carry out the discipline when they were “assembled.” The Greek verb is synago, from which the word “synagogue” is derived. It means “to gather together” and refers to the official gathering of the congregation. So, this judgment was not to take place secretly or behind closed doors. This was a public sin that had to be dealt with publicly. This doesn’t mean, of course, that every confrontation of sin should start as a public matter. Private sin should oftentimes be dealt with privately, but the principle seems to be that the more public, prominent, and unrepentant the sin, the more public and official the discipline.
 Public sin must be publicly judged and condemned. The sin was not to be “swept under the rug”; for, after all, it was known far and wide even among the unsaved outside the church.
 The church’s credibility was at stake.
Third, they were to “deliver such a one to Satan.” In other words, the Corinthian church was to excommunicate the sinning Christian from the fellowship of the church. In the first-century church, this involved not only an official removal from membership, but it also involved removal from the blessings of the Lord’s Table, receiving benevolent help from the church, and the spiritual protection offered through the presence of the Holy Spirit in the congregation.

It does not mean to deprive him of salvation, since it is not the church that grants salvation to begin with. When a Christian is in fellowship with the Lord and with the local church, he enjoys a special protection from Satan. But when he is out of fellowship with God and excommunicated from the local church, he is “fair game” for the enemy. God could permit Satan to attack the offender’s body so that the sinning believer would repent and return to the Lord.
 This is a very forcible expression for the loss of all Christian privileges.

The purpose of this action is described as “so that the sinful nature may be destroyed and his spirit saved on the day of the Lord.” This discipline is not intended to be merely punitive in nature. The goal is that being officially ostracized from the church will cause the man such anguish that he will repent and forsake his wicked way.

One of two results would follow the official excommunication of this unrepentant believer. If he continued without repentance and restoration, he could suffer physical death, either as built-in consequences of a destructive, sinful lifestyle, or as the result of God’s own hand of discipline against unrepentant believers. But another way to understand Paul’s statement concerning “the destruction of his sinful nature” is that the wayward believer’s sinful desires would be ultimately defeated after Satan pushed those passions to extremes and the sinner finally came to his senses, like the prodigal son after a fruitless and futile life of debauchery. This process is not judgmental and all about punishment; the goal of this harsh discipline was restoration, “that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus.”

It is important to stress that this man would have lost all the potential usefulness of his life on this earth, and therefore all hope of being rewarded for his faithful stewardship of God’s gifts when he reaches the fullness of eternal life. He would be saved, but even more by the skin of his teeth than the man who wastes all his God-given opportunities as a Christian, as we saw in 1 Corinthians 3:11-15 regarding the Judgment Seat of Christ.

When we discipline a Christian brother in the Lord, if he is a genuine Christian, he will come back and make it right.
 If he does not, he may not have been a genuine Christian in the first place. Church discipline is not easy or popular, but it is important. If it is done properly, God can use it to convict and restore an erring believer. Second Corinthians 2:1–11 indicates that this man did repent and was restored to fellowship.
 We might say that the medicine Paul prescribed for this man proved effective.

Paul continues in verses 9-11,

I have written you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people—not at all meaning the people of this world who are immoral, or the greedy and swindlers, or idolaters. In that case you would have to leave this world. But now I am writing you that you must not associate with anyone who calls himself a brother but is sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or a slanderer, a drunkard or a swindler. With such a man do not even eat. 

It seems clear that Paul is referring to an earlier letter, now lost.
 Some scholars believe this “earlier letter” could be 2 Corinthians 6:14-7:1, though we cannot be certain. The point is that Paul did not want them associating with immoral people. Some of the Corinthians took that to mean with immoral unbelievers. No, says Paul, for in that case you would have no contact with unbelievers at all! He is speaking of immoral believers.

As Christians living in a lost and fallen world, we often act like we’re living on tiny Christian islands surrounded by a polluted sea beating upon our shores. Yet this kind of isolationist mentality presents a problem for biblical Christianity. Jesus called us to be “in the world” but not “of the world.” In other words, we should be insulated from the moral corruption of our times but not isolated from the people of the world.
 It is our Christian duty to maintain contact with the world in order to win them to Christ. But we must not condone sin or the sinner within the church.

It is not only sexual immorality that would necessitate such drastic measures. Paul lists anyone “who calls himself a brother but is sexually immoral or greedy, an idolater or a slanderer, a drunkard or a swindler.” The ground for discipline, very simply put, is any moral wrong—whether it be sexual or social, immoral or unjust, done by someone who claims to be a Christian and refuses correction and change.
 It is only after admonishing a divisive person once or twice, if he stubbornly refuses to obey biblical teaching, and resists even the increasingly solemn rebukes prescribed by Jesus in Matthew 18:15-17, that he is to be disciplined.

Paul commands churches to lovingly correct, not vindictively punish, members who persist in sinning. Once a change of mind and heart is gained, congregations should welcome prodigals home with open arms. In this way, ultimately, the sinner, either by the Lord’s hand of discipline or by repentance before the church, would be saved from a sinful lifestyle.
 That is the positive goal of church discipline.
Paul concludes in verses 12-13, “What business is it of mine to judge those outside the church? Are you not to judge those inside? God will judge those outside. ‘Expel the wicked man from among you.’” We are not to judge unbelievers—leave that to God—but we are to judge the persistent sins of those who claim to be following Christ. But we’ve gotten it the other way around! We judge the world, but then soft-pedal the issue in-house. We don’t say hard things to people on the inside because we’re afraid of making things awkward. So we just condemn those on the outside, because it’s just easier that way.

Discipline is the least practiced thing in the church today. And as a result, God’s Word is being violated and the church is being made corrupt.
 The local church is to be a hospital for the sick, a place where sinners can come to be healed. Indeed, we must welcome the sick and never keep them away. But what the church must not do is allow the sick to be content with being sick. When we do that, we cease to be a hospital and devolve into a hospice that simply makes people comfortable in their sin.

Paul’s instructions about church discipline in 5:9-13 come as a shock to many “judge not” advocates in our culture. But these words also seem to fly in the face of many “judge the world” Christians who tend to shake their fingers at sinners on the outside while graciously overlooking the gross sins of fellow believers in their midst.

To many, those words sound ultra harsh, but Paul’s point is as vital for us in the twenty-first century as it was for the Corinthians in the first. We are not called to force our biblical standards of righteousness on those outside the church who have never been taught and have never committed themselves to a life of discipleship. In fact, because they have never received the Spirit, they lack the ability to subject themselves to God’s laws. Instead, we are called to hold one another accountable, stimulating one another to love and good deeds.

This is how to handle a scandal within the church of Jesus Christ.
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