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How to Make the Best Use 
of This Teaching Guide

Leading a class in studying the Bible is a sacred trust. This Teaching Guide 
has been prepared to help you as you give your best to this important task.

In each lesson, you will find first “Bible Comments” for teachers, to 
aid you in your study and preparation. The three sections of “Bible Com-
ments” are “Understanding the Context,” “Interpreting the Scriptures,” and 
“Focusing on the Meaning.” “Understanding the Context” provides a sum-
mary overview of the entire background passage that also sets the passage 
in the context of the Bible book being studied. “Interpreting the Scriptures” 
provides verse-by-verse comments on the focal passage. “Focusing on the 
Meaning” offers help with the meaning and application of the focal text.

The second main part of each lesson is “Teaching Plans.” You’ll find two 
complete teaching plans in this section. The first is called the “Discovery 
Plan,” which emphasizes discovery learning techniques; and the second is 
called the “Discussion Plan,” which provides questions and suggestions for 
dialogue about the Scriptures. Choose the plan that best fits your class and 
your style of teaching. You may also use and adapt ideas from both. Each 
plan is intended to be practical, helpful, and immediately useful as you pre-
pare to teach.

The major headings in each teaching plan are intended to help you 
sequence how you teach so as to follow the flow of how people tend to learn. 
The first major heading, “Connect with Life,” provides ideas that will help 
you begin the class session where your class is and draw your class into the 
study. The second major heading, “Guide Bible Study,” offers suggestions 
for helping your class engage the Scriptures actively and develop a greater 
understanding of this portion of the Bible’s message. The third major head-
ing, “Encourage Application,” is meant to help participants focus on how to 
respond with their lives to this message.
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As you begin the study with your class, be sure to find a way to help your 
class know the date on which each lesson will be studied. You might use one 
or more of the following methods:

•	 In the first session of the study, brief ly overview the study by 
identifying for your class the date on which each lesson will be studied. 
Lead your class to write the date in the table of contents in their Study 
Guides and on the first page of each lesson.

•	 Make and post a chart that indicates the date on which each lesson 
will be studied.

•	 If all of your class has e-mail, send them an e-mail with the dates the 
lessons will be studied.

•	 Provide a bookmark with the lesson dates. You may want to include 
information about your church and then use the bookmark as an 
outreach tool, too. A model for a bookmark can be downloaded from 
www.baptistwaypress.org under the “Teacher Helps” tab.

•	 Develop a sticker with the lesson dates, and place it on the table of 
contents or on the back cover.

Here are some steps you can take to help you prepare well to teach each 
lesson and save time in doing so:

1.	 Start early in the week before your class meets.

2.	 If your church’s adult Bible study teachers meet for lesson overview and 
preparation, plan to participate. If your church’s adult Bible study teach-
ers don’t have this planning time now, look for ways to begin. You, your 
fellow teachers, and your church will benefit from this mutual encour-
agement and preparation.

3.	 Overview the study in the Study Guide. Look at the table of contents, 
and see where this lesson fits in the overall study. Then read or review 
the study introduction to the book that is being studied.

4.	 Consider carefully the suggested Main Idea, Question to Explore, and 
Teaching Aim. These can help you discover the main thrust of this par-
ticular lesson.
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5.	 Use your Bible to read and consider prayerfully the Scripture passages 
for the lesson. Using your Bible in your study and in the class session 
can provide a positive model to class members to use their own Bibles 
and give more attention to Bible study themselves. (Each writer of the 
Bible comments in both the Teaching Guide and the Study Guide has 
chosen a favorite translation. You’re free to use the Bible translation you 
prefer and compare it with the translations chosen, of course.)

6.	 After reading all the Scripture passages in your Bible, then read the 
Bible comments in the Study Guide. The Bible comments are intended 
to be an aid to your study of the Bible. Read also the small articles—
”sidebars”—in each lesson. They are intended to provide additional, 
enrichment information and inspiration and to encourage thought and 
application. Try to answer for yourself the questions included in each 
lesson. They’re intended to encourage further thought and application, 
and you can also use them in the class session itself. Continue your Bible 
study with the aid of the Bible comments included in this Teaching Guide.

7.	 Review the “Teaching Plans” in this Teaching Guide. Consider how these 
suggestions would help you teach this Bible passage in your class to 
accomplish the teaching aim.

8.	 Consider prayerfully the needs of your class, and think about how to 
teach so you can help your class learn best.

9.	 Develop and follow a lesson plan based on the suggestions in this 
Teaching Guide, with alterations as needed for your class.

10.	 Enjoy leading your class in discovering the meaning of the Scripture 
passages and in applying these passages to their lives.

Premium Commentary. Plan to get the additional Bible study com-
ments available online. Visit our website, call 1–866–249–1799, or e-mail 
baptistway@texasbaptists.org to order the Premium Commentary. It is avail-
able only in electronic format (PDF) from our website. The price of these 
comments is $5 per person. A church or class that participates in our advance 
order program for free shipping can receive the Premium Commentary free. 
Call 1–866–249–1799 or see www.baptistwaypress.org for information on 
participating in our free shipping program for the next study.
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Premium Teaching Plans. An additional teaching plan is also available in elec-
tronic format (PDF) by visiting our website or calling 1–866–249–1799. The 
price of these plans for an entire study is $5 per person. It is available only in 
electronic format (PDF) from our website. A church or class that participates 
in our advance order program for free shipping can receive the Premium 
Teaching Plans free. Call 1–866–249–1799 or see www.baptistwaypress.org 
for information on participating in our free shipping program for the next 
study.

FREE! Downloadable teaching resource items for use in your class are avail-
able at www.baptistwaypress.org. Watch for them in the “Teaching Plans” 
for each lesson. Then go online to www.baptistwaypress.org and click on 
“Teaching Resource Items” under the “Teacher Helps” tab for this study. 
These items are selected from the “Teaching Plans.” They are provided online 
to make lesson preparation easier for handouts and similar items. Permis-
sion is granted to download these teaching resource items, print them out, 
copy them as needed, and use them in your class.
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The gospel confounds human 
wisdom.
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Why does the gospel seem like 
foolishness to some people?

TEACHING AIM

To lead adults to place their trust in 
God’s wisdom and the provision of 
the cross
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1 Corinthians 1:18–31

BACKGROUND

1 Corinthians 1

The Cross: Wisdom 
or Foolishness?
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Corinth was a cosmopolitan city with citizens of many different religious 
beliefs and philosophical approaches to life. Many Corinthians worshiped 
pagan deities, participated in immoral behavior, and overemphasized 
social status. Self-centered fulfillment was a conventional approach to life. 
Although the Corinthian culture provided an openness to new ideas and reli-
gious beliefs, the corruptive influence of the culture created a challenging 
environment for new Christians to stand firm in their faith.

Paul spent one-and-one-half years in Corinth around a.d. 50–51, plant-
ing a church there during his second missionary journey (Acts 18:1–11). 
He worked with Priscilla and Aquila, Jewish Christians from Rome who 
had recently arrived in Corinth (Acts  18:2). Although the church grew 
numerically, the members struggled to grow spiritually. Their spiritual 
immaturity, combined with the corrosive elements of Corinthian culture, 
caused problems within the church: divisions, immorality, misuse of free-
doms, disorderly worship, and more. Paul was ministering in Ephesus when 
he received reports about the problems that were destroying the unity and 
witness of the church in Corinth (1 Corinthians 1:11).

Paul was particularly concerned about the way the Corinthian Christians 
had divided into factions by pledging loyalty to different leaders (1 Cor. 1:12). 
Each group was trying to demonstrate its superiority over the others with 
some claiming unique wisdom or knowledge. Instead of uniting in humil-
ity, prideful ambitions were causing the church to split into factions. Paul 
understood that he had to help them work toward unity by calling them back 
to the foundational message of the gospel: Christ crucified (1 Cor. 1:10, 23).1
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Interpreting the Scriptures

God’s Wisdom is Greater than the World’s Wisdom (1:18–25)

1:18. How we see things depends on our vantage point. Paul grouped people 
into two broad categories: “those who are perishing” and “those who are 
being saved.” From the perspective of those who are perishing, the message 
of the cross looks like complete foolishness. To proclaim that someone’s 
death as a condemned criminal brings salvation, makes no sense to them. 
However, for those who understand the true meaning of Christ’s death on 
the cross, this event conveys the power of God to save individuals from their 
sins.

1:19. To support his claim of salvation, Paul quoted the prophet Isaiah 
(29:14) when he declared God would destroy the wisdom and intelligence of 
this world. The prophet spoke those words of judgment on a people who hon-
ored God with their words but not their hearts. In their wisdom, the leaders 
of Jerusalem had allied with Egypt. That alliance backfired by sparking an 
Assyrian invasion (Isaiah 30:1–3). The Corinthians, in their earthly wisdom, 
were likewise seeking an advantage by aligning themselves with one Chris-
tian leader against another, resulting in division and a fractured church.

1:20. Paul used rhetorical questions to contrast the wisdom of this “age” or 
“world” with God’s wisdom. The first three questions may have been refer-
ring to three different representatives of earthly wisdom (e.g., a philosopher, 
a Jewish legal expert, and a skilled speaker), or perhaps different aspects of 
worldly wisdom (i.e., a wise person who demonstrates that wisdom through 
intellectual writings and reasoned arguments). In either case, these types of 
wisdom are part “of this age.” Worldly wisdom is shortsighted; God’s wisdom 
is not. The most-lauded manifestations of human wisdom are mere foolish-
ness in comparison to God’s immeasurable wisdom.

1:21. God came into the world in weakness—as a human being—to identify 
with us. He then suffered in weakness on the cross to atone for our sins. 
We come to know God through faith. Sophisticated arguments and reason-
ing fall short. Religious rituals and adherence to legalistic requirements fall 
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short. All must enter through the door of faith. In this way, salvation is avail-
able to all people. Intellectuals, experts in religious rituals, and the wealthy 
do not hold an advantage. God has provided access for everyone to have a 
saving relationship, to personally know him.

It was “well-pleasing” to God to use the weakness of preaching to convey 
the means of salvation. The “foolishness of preaching” refers to both the 
method of communication and the message itself. Preaching at its core is 
basic proclamation, not the rhetoric of trained experts. The message is also 
simple: salvation comes through faith by accepting the forgiveness offered 
through Christ on the cross.

1:22–23. Many Jews in Paul’s day were expecting the Messiah to come with 
signs of power to liberate them from the Romans, just as Moses had freed 
the people of Israel from the Egyptians. For these Jews, Christ’s death on the 
cross was a sign of weakness, not power. They viewed his form of death as 
making him cursed (Deuteronomy 21:23). Instead of a means of salvation, 
the cross became a stumbling block to them. However, God chose to work 
through the weakness of Jesus’ death on the cross as an atoning sacrifice to 
liberate us from the debt of our sins.

Paul highlighted the Greeks as the perceived high point of wisdom for all 
Gentiles. The Greeks prided themselves on wisdom led by their philosophi-
cal giants—Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. They believed their reasoning 
ability was sufficient in all matters. They could not rationalize Jesus’ death 
on the cross as a way to an everlasting relationship with God.

1:24. Some Jews and Greeks, however, were able to see the crucified Mes-
siah from a different perspective, through a different lens. Rather than 
using the lens of political power or philosophical reasoning, some were able 
to see the cross through the lens of faith. They experienced forgiveness and 
salvation through Christ’s suffering.

1:25. God knew sin was the real enemy, not the Roman empire, and that 
the only way to defeat sin was through Christ’s atoning death. No human 
army, political power, or philosophical school of thought can defeat human 
sinfulness. Genuine salvation comes through a faith relationship with God. 
This salvation is available to all by accepting the forgiveness that comes 
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through God’s demonstrated love on the cross. As such, the crucifixion of 
Jesus became the most potent, life-transforming event possible.

God Works through the Humble (1:26–28)

1:26. The word “calling” in this verse could refer to the Corinthian believ-
ers’ station in life when called to salvation (cf. 1 Cor. 1:2), or it could apply 
to their station in life according to Greco-Roman societal standards. Paul 
reminded the Corinthians that few of them held places of high status. They 
were not academics. They were not in positions of power. They were not part 
of the nobility. With a few exceptions (the former synagogue leader Crispus, 
the city treasurer Erastus, and the business professional Phoebe), most of 
the Corinthian Christians were everyday people.

1:27–28. By repeating the same verb three times in these two verses, Paul 
emphasized how God “chooses.” Even though God could select those viewed 
as most significant by the world’s standards, instead, he chooses those 
regarded as insignificant—the foolish, weak, lowly, and despised—to shame 
the ones who claim wisdom, power, and prestige. God nullifies all worldly 
sources of pride by choosing to work through those without such attributes. 
God consistently chooses the weak of this world to accomplish his purposes, 
whether that be the people of Israel over stronger nations (Deut. 7:7), the 
younger brother over the elder brother (Genesis 27:1–35), or the lowly over 
the proud (Ezekiel 17:24). The incarnation itself is a demonstration of turn-
ing worldly powers and expectations upside down (Luke 1:52).

Boast in the Lord (1:29–31)

1:29. People cannot take credit for what God accomplishes. God takes away 
any reason for us to boast about ourselves and our abilities. No human being 
(“flesh”)—neither Jew nor Greek—has a basis for personal boasting in God’s 
presence. Even those of higher standing within the Corinthian church had to 
humble themselves and depend on God for their salvation.

1:30. God has provided the status we need through Christ Jesus, who is God’s 
wisdom for us. The wisdom of Christ differs from philosophical intelligence. 
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The wisdom of God in Christ imparts “righteousness, holiness, and redemp-
tion.” Achieved righteousness has legal connotations, meaning those united 
with Christ receive an acquittal instead of punishment for their sins. Holi-
ness or sanctification implies we are purified through Christ, enabling us 
to be in God’s presence without condemnation. Redemption describes the 
deliverance we receive through Christ because he paid the ransom to release 
us from captivity to sin.

1:31. The only basis for boasting is found in what God has done for us. We 
thus boast “in the Lord.” The word “Lord” used in this verse could be a ref-
erence to God as the giver of these gifts or more specifically a reference to 
the Lord Jesus Christ, whose giving of himself on the cross provided the 
means for us to receive the gifts of righteousness, holiness, and redemption. 
Perhaps Paul had both usages of the word “Lord” in mind. He quoted from 
Jeremiah (9:23–24), which instructs people not to boast in human wisdom, 
strength, or wealth but rather to boast in knowing God.

Focusing on the Meaning

In the years since the death and resurrection of Jesus, the ostensibly pow-
erful and wise continue a cyclical pattern of rising and falling. The Roman 
Empire crumbled, along with many other nations. Different manifestations 
of philosophical thought have risen in popularity only to be replaced by new 
philosophical approaches, which are in turn replaced by others. However, 
the message of the cross continues to have a tremendous impact on those 
who accept God’s life-transforming gift of salvation and commit their lives 
to loving God and others. What seems like weakness and foolishness is the 
most effectual and eternal wisdom ever.

Despite the fact Christians have the most effectual message that never 
fades in its divine wisdom, we often struggle with the temptation to align 
ourselves with temporal powers or the philosophical flavor of the day. How-
ever, no political party or government can save us. Material wealth and 
possessions cannot save us. Human reasoning has its limits. Philosophical 
schools of thought fail to cure the condition of human sinfulness—or sur-
vive the test of time.
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When Christians yield to the temptation of temporal powers and under-
standing, their actions compromise the power and the wisdom of the gospel 
message. The frail condition of Western European Christianity should 
serve as a lesson to all Christians around the world. Empty cathedrals and 
poorly-attended, state-subsidized churches are a testimony to the danger of 
wedding our faith to political powers or parties.

Christians must also guard against internal divisions stemming from 
personal pride. Rather than claiming superiority over others through attach-
ment to popular leaders, worship styles, or theological systems, we need to 
humble ourselves and boast only “in the Lord” (1:31). God continues to con-
found human reasoning and perceived strengths by using the epitome of 
weakness—death on the cross—to provide authentic relationship with him. 
By humbly sharing the simple message of how Christ works in our lives, we 
make the gospel accessible to all, no matter one’s station in life.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 To start the lesson, write this question on the markerboard: “When 
have you felt foolish?” Encourage class members to pair off and respond. 
After a few minutes, encourage volunteers to share their responses and 
why those situations made them feel foolish. Talk about why people 
don’t like feeling foolish—and how far they’ll go to avoid it.

2.	 Direct class members to silently read through the “Introduction” section 
of the Study Guide. Draw two columns on the markerboard or a large 
sheet of paper. Encourage learners to think of words that relate to the 
world’s idea of a “savior” and record the answers in one column. Direct 
learners to suggest how the world sees Jesus and record those responses 
in the other column. Say, It’s understandable that the world thinks we’re 
foolish, but today’s lesson will remind us why trusting Christ is the wisest 
move a person can make.

Guide Bible Study

3.	 Before class time, collect several college textbooks. During the Bible 
study, use the information from the “Understanding the Context” sec-
tion of this Teaching Guide and the Study Guide sidebar “A Picture of 
Corinth” to set the stage for this unit’s lesson. Show class members the 
textbooks. Ask, What subjects did you enjoy in school and why? In what sub-
jects would you consider yourself an expert? Discuss responses. Say, One 
purpose of textbooks is to help students become experts in a particular topic. 
Encourage a volunteer to read 1 Corinthians 1:18–25 aloud. Talk about 
how much emphasis most people in Corinth placed on wisdom and how 
that affected their attitude toward the gospel. Say, God isn’t looking for 
the most ingenious individual or the most educated person; he’s looking for 
obedience.
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4.	 Before class time, hang two posters on opposites sides of the room: one 
labeled “First” and the other “Last.” Say, I’m going to ask a question, and I 
want each of you to move to one of the signs, depending on your answer. Ask, 
When in grade school, were you most likely to be picked first for a game or last? 
Direct class members to move to the sign that describes them. After 
everyone is in place, allow one or two volunteers to tell why they chose 
that particular sign. Direct class members to return to their seats.

Say, We can understand the angst of those picked last. Read 1 Corin-
thians 1:26–31 aloud and encourage learners to think about how the 
people of Corinth viewed the Christians in that city. Highlight Paul’s 
repeated use of the words “not many” and talk about how the Corin-
thian believers were low on the social totem pole. Say, But with God, 
there’s a big difference between “not many” and “not any.” He chooses those 
who might appear foolish if they commit to him. In fact, He loves using our 
weaknesses to demonstrate his strength. Challenge class members to think 
of times they have seen God work through their weaknesses—and to 
trust him to use them again in the future.

Encourage Application

5.	 Before class time, enlist the help of someone who knows how to work 
a Rubik’s Cube. To apply the lesson, recruit another volunteer to try to 
work a shuffled cube. Talk about what is so confusing about the Rubik. 
Then, allow the guest to work the cube. Say, What seems confusing or 
foolish to us makes perfect sense in the hands of someone who knows what 
he or she is doing. Talk about how that relates to the foolishness of the 
gospel. Say, What seems foolish to the world makes perfect sense when fil-
tered through the purposes of God.

6.	 As time allows, discuss the “Questions” from the Study Guide. Challenge 
learners to trust God’s wisdom rather than their own—or the wisdom 
of the culture. Say, When things get crazy, remember that God has accom-
plished everything through the cross. It may not make sense to the world, but 
God has everything under his control.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 During the lesson, group learners into pairs and give each team a sheet 
of paper and a pencil. Challenge them to make a list of oxymorons. 
Explain that an oxymoron is a phrase that seems contradictory. Say, 
Common examples are “ jumbo shrimp” and “deafening silence.” After a few 
minutes, let each pair report on their work. Talk about what makes an 
oxymoron so interesting. Say, What seems to make no sense at first can 
make a lot of sense in the end.

2.	 Explain that the lesson begins a study of 1 and 2 Corinthians with a 
look at a spiritual oxymoron: “foolish wisdom.” Use information from 
the Study Guide sidebar “A Picture of Corinth” and the Teaching Guide 
section “Understanding the Context” to set the stage for this study. Say, 
As Paul wrote to the Corinthians, he challenged them to demonstrate foolish 
wisdom. Challenge learners to identify ways they can see past the “fool-
ishness” of the gospel and trust God’s wisdom each day.

Guide Bible Study

3.	 Ask, What are some ways unbelievers think they can get to heaven? Ask, 
Why are those easier to accept than the cross of Jesus? Discuss responses. 
Say, Most of the other ways involve doing things ourselves. Our culture often 
applauds self-made people, so self-made salvation makes sense to many. 
Enlist a volunteer to read aloud 1 Corinthians 1:18–25. Ask, How does 
the world respond to God’s plan for salvation? Write the word “foolish” on 
the markerboard. Say, The word “foolish” summarizes how most unbelievers 
feel about God and his people. Ask, How can we help unbelievers overcome 
their stumbling blocks? Write the responses on the board. Encourage class 
members to make these action steps a part of their lives each day as 
they minister to others.

4.	 Enlist a volunteer to stand in front of the group. Ask, If you had to 
describe this person with one adjective, what would it be? Record the 
responses on the markerboard. Note that everyone was positive. 
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Encourage a volunteer to read 1 Corinthians 1:26–31 aloud. Ask, How 
did Paul describe the Corinthians? Write the responses on the board. 
Contrast the lists. Say, While we said upbeat things about our classmate, 
Paul described the cynical way the world viewed the Corinthians. Unbelievers 
thought the Christians were stupid and weak. God often uses weakness for his 
glory. That’s what his wisdom is all about, and it’s how we take part in what 
he’s doing in the world.

Encourage Application

5.	 Place class members into groups of three or four. Direct the groups to 
read the “Case Study” sidebar in the Study Guide and discuss how Mike 
feels and how they could minister to him. After a few minutes, allow 
the groups to share their responses. Say, Even though we’re 2,000 years 
removed from the Corinthians, many people still believe Christianity is fool-
ishness. But God calls us to trust his wisdom and to reveal Jesus to those who 
need him—whether they realize it or not.

6.	 As time allows, review the “Questions” in the Study Guide. Encourage 
class members to embrace the foolishness of God’s wisdom and rely on 
the power of the cross. Challenge learners to live it out in the real world 
each day. Close with prayer.

Notes

1.	 Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations in lessons 1–4 are from the New 
International Version (2011 edition).
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

When the local church is functioning optimally, it looks much like the 
group of gathered Christians described in its early days in Jerusalem. Those 
believers focused on God, devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching and 
fellowship. They cared deeply for one another, committing themselves to 
prayer and giving generously to those in need. Their unity and witness were 
strong, other people viewed them favorably, and their numbers grew daily 
(Acts 2:42–47). Those early believers connected deeply with God and one 
another.

The church in Corinth, by contrast, demonstrated what happens to a 
church when its members focus on selfish interests, seeking positions 
of power and status. Even though many in the church thought they were 
spiritually superior, their worldly interests demonstrated a lack of spiri-
tual maturity, leading to destructive types of conflict. Instead of unity, the 
Corinthian Christians were splitting into factions over several issues, includ-
ing church leadership. One group claimed loyalty to Paul, another group to 
Apollos, and still another to Simon Peter (1 Corinthians 1:12; 3:4). The sup-
porters of Apollos and those championing the Apostle Paul evidently were 
the most divisive (1 Cor. 3:5–6).

Apollos, an educated Jew from Alexandria, Egypt, arrived in Ephesus 
shortly after Paul had left Ephesus toward the end of his second mission-
ary journey (Acts  18:21–24). Even though Apollos demonstrated adroit 
speaking ability and enthusiasm in his teaching about Jesus, Priscilla and 
Aquila found it necessary to explain to him “the way of God more accu-
rately” (Acts 18:25–26). Later, Apollos went to Corinth, where he taught in 
the church and explained to the Jews at Corinth how Jesus was indeed the 
Messiah (Acts 18:27–28). Apollos was a valued co-worker in the ministry 
in Corinth (1 Cor. 3:9), but some of the Corinthian Christians were causing 
divisions by claiming allegiance to him over other leaders to claim a superior 
spiritual position.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

The Evidence of Spiritual Immaturity (3:1–4)

3:1. Paul shocked the spiritually proud Corinthian Christians by telling 
them they were spiritually immature. They were still his “brothers and sis-
ters,” but they were “worldly” and “mere infants.” The term worldly means 
fleshly, being rooted in human or earthly concerns. While their status as 
worldly Christians was better than that of unbelievers who did not have 
God’s Spirit (cf. 2:14), the Corinthian Christians lacked any sense of spiri-
tual maturity.

3:2. Because of their spiritual infancy, Paul was only able to give them the 
most basic teachings (“milk”) of the gospel message. They were unable to 
digest anything beyond this baby food and had failed to fully grasp the foun-
dational teaching of “Christ crucified” (1:23). The “solid food” Paul desired 
for them was not different from the underlying gospel message; instead, it 
built on that foundation, enabling Christians to become spiritually mature 
and exhibit the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians  5:22–23). Character—not 
spiritual gifts or specialized knowledge or associations with famous lead-
ers—becomes the gauge of spiritual maturity.

3:3. The jealousy and quarreling of certain Corinthian believers proved 
their spiritual immaturity or “worldliness.” They were grabbing for posi-
tions of status in the Christian community, and they were using worldly 
standards to achieve their goals. Anyone who desires to achieve greatness as 
a Christian must follow God’s standards, not the world’s. Attempts to attain 
positions of spiritual superiority reveal spiritual infancy. Jealousy, quarrel-
ing, and divisiveness are characteristics of the world, not the Spirit of God 
(cf. Jude 1:19).

3:4. The striving for superiority by dividing into factions demonstrated a 
lack of spiritual maturity in the Corinthian church. The church members 
were acting like “mere human beings” who failed to evidence God’s Spirit at 
work in their lives.
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The Humble Role of Ministers (3:5–9)

3:5. In contrast to the Corinthian desire to elevate one minister over the 
other, Paul focused on the humble nature of Christian ministry. He began 
by using the interrogative “What?” instead of “Who?” In so doing, Paul 
emphasized the function of the ministerial role over the person. Ministers 
are instruments through whom God works. They point people to Christ, not 
to themselves.

3:6–7. To clarify, Paul compared ministers to farm workers and the Chris-
tian community to a cultivated field. That comparison had a precedent in Old 
Testament prophetic literature (cf. Isaiah 5:1–7; Jeremiah 2:21; Amos 9:15). 
Farm workers have different responsibilities, such as planting and watering, 
but they work in cooperation—not in competition—with one another. Each 
role is necessary. Without planting, watering will not produce a crop; with-
out water, the plants will die. Most importantly, God is responsible for the 
growth. The effort of workers is nothing apart from God.

3:8–9. Unity is key. Rather than separate leaders seeking individual recog-
nition and power, those who plant and those who water “have one purpose.” 
A word-for-word translation of the Greek text states they “are one.” They 
are not competitors; they are “co-workers.” The term for these fellow labor-
ers, synergos (from which we get the English word synergy) refers to those 
who work together for a common goal. They belong to God and co-labor in 
his service. The reward for these workers is labor-based, not success-driven. 
Because God is the one who cultivates the growth, the laborers are not 
responsible for the success of the work. They are accountable for fulfilling 
their assigned roles and for the manner in which they perform their duties 
(3:12–15).

The Corinthian Christians were God’s field and his building. The famil-
iar sights of cultivated fields and buildings under construction were effective 
metaphors for Paul and others to illustrate how God is at work among his 
people (cf. Jeremiah 1:10; 18:9; and 24:6). The agricultural metaphor empha-
sizes the importance of God’s role as the one who nurtures growth. The 
architectural metaphor highlights the responsibility of the workers.
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The Responsibility of Christian Leaders (3:10–17)

3:10–11. Jesus Christ is the foundation of God’s building, demonstrating 
the power and wisdom of the gospel message of the crucified Christ (1:17–25; 
2:2). This firm foundation is necessary for the new people of God. Without it, 
Christians have no basis on which to build their faith. Paul laid this founda-
tion in his role as a “wise builder.” God’s wisdom uses the foolishness of the 
crucified Christ to provide a means for salvation. Paul, drawing on God’s 
wisdom, laid the required foundation by preaching the crucified Christ.

3:12. Workers who build on the foundation of Christ must do so responsi-
bly. The materials used to build on the foundation determine the long-term 
value of the work. Paul listed two types of building materials: those of 
significant, lasting quality (gold, silver, and costly stones), and those of infe-
rior and temporal quality (wood, hay, and straw). The materials of inferior 
quality likely refer to the types of things Paul criticized in the Corinthian 
Christians. They had been building on their foundation with status, popu-
larity, worldly power, and inadequate knowledge. These materials are rooted 
in personal pride and have no lasting value. They are human aspirations that 
cause dissension in the body of believers. The elements of significant and 
lasting value are those that build Christian character, unifying and building 
up the body of Christ.

3:13. The real value of each person’s work will become evident on the day 
of Christ’s return. The prophets preached about a “day of the Lord” in 
which God would act to judge the surrounding nations for their wrongdo-
ings or punish the Israelites for their sins and rebellion (cf. Isaiah 2:12 and 
Amos 5:18–20). In the New Testament, the “day of the Lord” refers to the 
time when Jesus will return to judge the world (Romans 13:12; 1 Cor. 1:8; 
2 Peter 3:10). At that time, Christ will judge how well we built on the foun-
dation of our faith. This process, pictured as testing by fire, will reveal the 
quality of our labor. Fire will burn up the wood, hay, and straw but not the 
gold, silver, and costly stones.

3:14. Those who build with materials of lasting quality will receive a 
reward, which refers to praise from God (1 Cor. 4:5; cf. Matthew 25:21, 23), 
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and the presence in heaven of those impacted by our work (1 Cor. 9:1; Philip-
pians 2:16; 1 Thessalonians. 2:19–20).

3:15. Any efforts for temporal gains will count for nothing in the final judg-
ment. As long as Jesus Christ is the foundation of their faith, individuals 
will escape with their lives to be with God. All their worldly accomplish-
ments, however, will become meaningless.

3:16–17. As a gathered group of believers, local bodies of Christians are a 
dwelling place for God’s Spirit, comparable to the inner, holiest part of the 
temple. This inner-temple metaphor implies a profound unity of the entire 
group bound together by God’s Spirit. For those who seek the destruction 
of God’s gathered people, the consequences are severe. Destroyers will reap 
personal destruction.

Focusing on the Meaning

Spiritual immaturity has been a problem for Christians from the begin-
ning. Not only did the original disciples struggle to mature in their faith, 
but many of the Corinthian believers and other early Christians also failed 
to grow spiritually (cf. Hebrews 5:12–13; 1 Peter 2:2). Not surprisingly, 
Christians today often suffer from spiritual immaturity, causing problems 
in churches.

When the disciples were seeking positions of power in God’s kingdom, 
Jesus told them to become servants (Mark 10:35–45), “For even the Son of 
Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 
many” (v. 45). The Corinthian Christians, like the original disciples, were 
trying to apply worldly standards to God’s kingdom. Paul, like Jesus, had to 
remind them that God has a vastly different set of standards, often turning 
the world’s touchstones upside down.

Today, when Christian leaders focus on attracting crowds without 
providing deep discipleship, churches can become personality cults. God, 
however, has no room for rock-star ministers or divisions in his kingdom. 
Ministers should be servants of God who are performing their assigned 
tasks. Just as the Spirit distributes various gifts to different believers for 
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the common good (1 Cor. 12:4–7), God assigns various tasks to different 
ministers for the benefit of local believers.

Ministry leaders need to approach their roles humbly, working with 
others to accomplish God’s mission. Members of a congregation need to 
focus on growing in Christian character, love, joy, peace, forbearance, kind-
ness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Gal. 5:22–23). 
This combination of humble leadership and spiritual maturity creates a syn-
ergy that God blesses to nurture genuine growth.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Before class time, collect several types of glue. To begin, show class 
members the glues and ask, What does adhesive do? Affirm that it puts 
items back together. Encourage class members to recount stories of 
when they repaired things by gluing them. Ask, Was the item as strong 
after the fix as before? Why or why not? Discuss responses.

2.	 Recruit a volunteer to read aloud the story about Kay found in the 
“Introduction” of the Study Guide. Ask, What are some things that can 
tear apart a church? What is the glue that can hold a church together—or 
fix it after it’s been broken? Discuss responses. Say, Today’s lesson from 
1 Corinthians 3 examines dysfunction in the Corinthian church—and how 
Paul instructed believers to resolve the conflict.

Guide Bible Study

3.	 Hang four large sheets of paper on a focal wall. Direct four volunteers 
to stand with their backs against a sheet of paper. With a marker, indi-
cate the height of each person on the sheet of paper. Use a yardstick 
to measure each person’s height and record it on the paper. Ask, Have 
you always been this tall? Say, No one is born at their adult height. We grow 
from babies, measured in inches, to adults measured in feet. Ask, What would 
happen if we never grew? Discuss responses, emphasizing that a lack of 
growth would indicate a severe problem. Read 1 Corinthians 3:1–4 
aloud. Say, The Corinthians weren’t growing spiritually, which was a prob-
lem, and conflicts were one of the leading causes of their spiritual immaturity.

4.	 Group learners into pairs and instruct them to read 1 Corinthians 3:5–9. 
Say, Discuss what Paul was trying to teach the Corinthians about leader-
ship and ministry. After a few minutes, direct each pair to connect with 
another twosome to form a group of four. Say, Now, read verses 10–15 
and talk about the main point Paul was making in these verses. After a few 
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minutes, allow a volunteer from each group to share highlights of their 
discussion. Refer to the Study Guide sidebar “The Bio of Apollos” to 
explain who he was and how the church was divided. Use information 
from the Study Guide to highlight the significance of servanthood (vv. 
5–9) and testing (vv. 10–15). Say, God wants his people to live with spiri-
tual maturity, not division. Maturity is the only thing that can cure conflict 
and ensure our works survive the fire of God’s testing.

5.	 Before class time, obtain a brick and a deck of cards. During the lesson, 
show class members each item. Ask, How many of you have built a house 
of cards? Say, Describe that experience. Add, Houses of cards are fragile. No 
one would want to live in one. We want our houses to be secure, so we use 
materials like bricks. Enlist a volunteer to read 1 Corinthians 3:16–17 
aloud. Ask, What kind of building does God say his people are? (Answer: his 
temple) Say, Since each of us is God’s temple, we need to respect one another. 
We need to act with maturity and love that builds us up as individuals and 
strengthens the entire church.

Encourage Application

6.	 Glue two sheets of construction paper together. Ask, After the glue dries, 
how hard will it be to separate these sheets? Say, While it’s possible, it will 
probably damage each sheet. Likewise, God bonds us together as his people, 
and spiritual maturity protects us. It keeps us from ripping ourselves apart. 
Challenge learners to find ways to develop spiritual maturity and to 
avoid the conflict that tears people apart.

7.	 As time allows, talk about the “Questions” found in the Study Guide. 
Encourage learners to spend time in prayer this week, asking God to 
help them mature to protect the church from conflict.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Before class time, enlist a speaker who has visited another country to 
recount briefly about the trip. To wrap up, ask, What immunizations did 
you get before you went? Why were they necessary for that country? Discuss 
the speaker’s responses. Say, I asked about the shots because immuniza-
tions protect travelers. Allow volunteers to talk about shots they have 
received for trips they’ve taken.

2.	 Say, Today’s lesson from 1 Corinthians 3 examines a disease that is common 
in many churches today: conflict. The only cure for conflict is a steady dose of 
spiritual maturity. Encourage class members to evaluate their maturity 
as they study today’s passage and to determine ways they can promote 
harmony within the church.

Guide Bible Study

3.	 Label two columns on the board: Babies and Adults. Encourage learn-
ers to suggest ways that babies are different from adults. Record the 
responses under the appropriate column. After a few minutes, discuss 
maturity if not mentioned. Say, Babies grow physically and mature emo-
tionally as they get older. And if they don’t, it’s dangerous. Enlist a volunteer 
to read 1 Corinthians 3:1–4 aloud. Using information from the Study 
Guide and the sidebar “The Bio of Apollos,” explain the immaturity 
problem in Corinth and the conflict that caused it. Encourage learners 
to stand against conflict so the world can get a clear picture of how the 
church should be.

4.	 Give each class member a sheet of paper and a pen. Then provide the 
following assignments:
•	 Half the class should read 1 Corinthians 3:5–9 and write a brief 

paragraph summarizing what Paul was saying.
•	 Half the class should read 1 Corinthians 3:10–15 and write a brief 

paragraph summarizing what Paul was saying.
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After a few minutes, enlist volunteers to recount what they learned 
from their passage. Using information from the Study Guide, provide a 
mini-lecture on the two Scripture passages. Emphasize the role of ser-
vanthood, stability, and testing. Challenge learners to think about what 
they’ve done for God recently and how it might stand up over time.

5.	 Place learners into several groups and give each group a hymnal. (For 
smaller classes, an individual can be a group.) Encourage them to find 
hymns that describe how believers should act in this world. After 
a few minutes, enlist a spokesperson from each group to recount 
their work. Emphasize the need for unity and respect for others. Ask, 
What is the foundation of unity and respect? Discuss responses. Read 
1 Corinthians 3:16–17 aloud. Say, As God’s temples, we should honor one 
another. Ask, What are ways we can live that out each day?

Encourage Application

6.	 Direct learners to the Study Guide sidebar “Are You Mature or 
Immature?” Talk about how the two lists relate to each another. Ask, 
Which list is more appealing to someone outside the church? Say, Mature 
believers attract those wondering about Christ. Encourage class members 
to think about the gap between where they are now and the traits on 
the “Mature” list. Ask, On a scale of one to five, with one being on target 
and five indicating a considerable gap, where are you? Assure class members 
that you won’t ask them to respond aloud, but encourage them to keep 
their number in mind and to spend time this week asking God to help 
them close the gap.

7.	 As time allows, review the “Questions” in the Study Guide. Remind 
learners that healthy individuals build a healthy church. Say, Since spiri-
tual maturity is the cure for conflict, it should be a priority in our lives. Close 
with prayer.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Each local body of believers has a responsibility to reflect Christ to those in 
the community and beyond. Christians are to be beacons of light in a dark 
and hopeless world. Their sacrificial ministry and shining moral character 
should serve to attract unbelievers and point them to God (Matthew 5:16; 
1 Peter 2:12).

Unfortunately, the Christians in Corinth failed miserably in their faith, 
and their actions repulsed others in the city. Their spiritual immaturity 
led to factions within the church, and immorality destroyed their witness. 
Chapters 5 and 6 of 1 Corinthians address egregious moral problems among 
the church members at Corinth. Paul had received a letter, along with an oral 
report about the issues (1 Cor. 1:11; 5:1).

Instead of devoting themselves to the teaching of the apostles and 
core Christian principles, they tolerated the worst kinds of sin and quar-
reled among themselves to the point of suing one another (6:1–11). Paul was 
most concerned about their toleration of incest. A prominent member of the 
church was unashamedly in a sexual relationship with his stepmother. Even 
unbelievers found the behavior repulsive.

The toleration of such egregious conduct was corroding the church. 
Sinfulness was openly accepted and began to spread throughout the con-
gregation. The list of unrepentant sins extended beyond sexual immorality 
to include greed, swindling, and idolatry (5:11). The Corinthian Christians 
were rationalizing their sins to the point they were proud of their misbehav-
ior (5:2). As a result, Paul dealt with the problems directly and gave strict 
instructions to help them rebuild a healthy fellowship within the church and 
a favorable witness to those outside the church.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Dealing with Unrepentant Sinfulness (5:1–5)

5:1. Paul was amazed the Corinthian Christians tolerated a level of sinful-
ness that even pagans found repulsive. A member of the church “has” his 
father’s wife. The NIV correctly translates the verb has as sleeping with to 
convey that the man was having a sexual relationship with his step-mother. 
Although the woman was not the man’s biological mother (and his father 
may have been deceased), Greco-Roman standards and Jewish law (Leviti-
cus 18:8) considered such a relationship incest.

5:2. Paul described the Corinthian Christians as “arrogant.” The term 
derives from a Greek verb meaning, to inflate. For this reason, some transla-
tions use the words, “puffed up.” Paul repeatedly labeled certain members 
of the Corinthian church as “proud” (1 Cor. 4:18, 19; 5:2) and warned them 
not to be “puffed up” in this way (1 Cor. 4:6; 8:1; 13:4; 2 Cor. 2:18). Paul may 
have been making a word play by tying it to the Greek word for spirit, which 
can also mean wind. Many in the Corinthian church claimed spiritual supe-
riority. Paul declared they were not spiritual at all. Instead, they were windy, 
having inflated their egos. They were full of hot air. They may have been 
taking pride in this act of sinfulness. They likely thought that because God 
so freely and graciously forgives sin, Christians were free to sin in whatever 
ways they desired (cf. Romans 6:1).

Paul told the church to remove the sinful man from their fellowship. 
Perhaps the Corinthian Christians were afraid to inform the individual 
he could no longer participate in their worship or other gatherings. Some 
commentators believe he may have been a person of high social standing, 
someone with wealth and power, perhaps a significant financial supporter 
of the church. Given many of the members’ concern for status and power, 
they would not have wanted to offend such a person. Instead, they chose to 
overlook his sin or even brag about it.

5:3–4. Paul sought to empower the church by explaining that he would be 
present with them in spirit as they dealt with this influential but deviant 
member. The apostle was reassuring them that he had a real presence among 
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them through their relationship as brothers and sisters in Christ united 
through God’s Spirit. Paul offered further reassurance to them by repeat-
ing that he would be with them in spirit when they assembled. Moreover, 
the “power of the Lord Jesus” would be present with them. These multiple 
reassurances would serve to bolster the congregation’s confidence when 
they confronted this influential member. The stepmother evidently was not 
a Christian and therefore not part of the local body of believers or the focus 
of Paul’s attention.

5:5. The affirmation of congregational authority was necessary because 
Paul was asking them to take extreme measures to remedy the situation. He 
intended for them to deliver the guilty party “to Satan for the destruction 
of his flesh.” Paul was urging them to expel the man from their congrega-
tion so that his spiritual emptiness would drive him to repentance. In this 
way, his spirit might be saved in the “day of the Lord Jesus.” In essence, the 
church’s temporal judgment on the man for his lack of repentance would 
provide an opportunity for him to repent and avoid a guilty sentence with 
eternal consequences.

Rationale for Church Discipline (5:6–8)

5:6. To emphasize the point, Paul bluntly stated, “Your boasting is not good.” 
Not only were their egos “puffed up” with hot air (5:2), they were swollen like 
an expanding lump of dough. Their heads were swollen with pride; they had 
a case of the “bighead.” Such uncontrolled levels of pride often lead to colos-
sal blind spots, which in turn result in a fall (Proverbs 16:18). In this case, 
the blind spot was the church’s approval of the incestuous relationship.

Yeast often serves as a biblical metaphor for sin or corruptive influ-
ence that impacts the whole community, just as leaven affects an entire 
batch of dough (Lev. 2:11; Hosea 7:4; Matthew 16:6–12; Galatians 5:7–10). 
Paul’s introduction of this truth with the phrase, “Do you not know,” was an 
attempt to puncture their swollen egos by indicating they had little knowl-
edge. They did not even grasp this fundamental truth.
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5:7–8. To “clean out the old leaven” refers to the excommunication of the 
member in the incestuous relationship and purging their arrogance and 
boasting. To celebrate the Passover, the people of Israel would remove all 
the yeast from their homes and eat only unleavened bread (Exodus 12:15–
20). Anyone who ate anything with yeast during Passover was cut off from 
the community (Exod. 12:19). In Corinth, Paul intended that the Christians 
should cut off those who refused to get rid of the sinfulness that was cor-
rupting the community. The terms for malice and wickedness, which are 
part of the old leaven (v. 8), refer to the type of divisive sin that must be 
purged to prevent devastation of the community (cf. Acts 8:22). The new 
“unleavened” community should model sincerity and truth, which bind the 
community together.

Jesus is the sacrificial Passover lamb. Like the Israelites of the past 
who were protected by the blood of the sacrificial lamb on their doorframes 
(Exod. 12:29–30), we as Christians are protected from the punishment for 
our sins because symbolically we are covered by the blood of Christ, our sac-
rificial lamb.

The Relationship with the World and 
Other Christians (5:9–13)

5:9. An earlier letter by Paul dealt with avoiding sexually immoral people. 
The topic of that previous correspondence demonstrated that sexual immo-
rality was a prominent and persistent problem in both the city of Corinth, 
and among the members of the church there.

5:10. Some within the Corinthian church misinterpreted Paul’s previous 
instructions to mean they were no longer to associate with immoral unbe-
lievers. They began to isolate themselves from those “of the world.” Taken to 
its logical conclusion, they would have to leave the world altogether to avoid 
associating with immoral unbelievers.

5:11. Paul offered clear directives for Christians to follow as they relate 
to those who claim to be Christians but are living sinful lifestyles. First, 
Christians should not “associate” with them. The term means to mix up 
together. Paul was telling them to avoid close interactions with deviant 
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church members. Second, Christians should avoid eating with unrepentant 
Christians. Table fellowship in ancient Greco-Roman culture was a central 
component of social interactions, but Paul’s instructions also included meals 
at Christian gatherings and communion. The objective of excluding such 
individuals from those elemental occasions was to shame them into reform-
ing their behavior (cf. 2 Thessalonians 3:14).

5:12–13. Those outside the church cannot be expected to live as Christians. 
They do not need our judgment; they need the gospel. Ultimately God will 
judge them. Instead, Christians should judge those inside the church. Paul’s 
chief concern was the abhorrent sin of incest, which even the outsiders found 
repulsive. If the church fails to live up to the standards of unbelievers, the 
church loses its witness. For this reason, the Corinthian Christian commu-
nity needed to “expel” the wicked man (cf. Deuteronomy 17:7) by following 
Paul’s earlier instructions not to associate with him.

Focusing on the Meaning

One of Paul’s primary concerns was the witness of the Christian community. 
Those in Christ, though not perfect, should exude transformation in their 
lives. We ought to differ from those in the world, and from what we once were. 
We have been “born again” (John 3:3). We are new creations (2 Cor. 5:17), 
living a new life (Rom. 6:4), and being transformed by the renewing of our 
minds (Rom. 12:2). Because the Holy Spirit resides in us (2 Cor. 1:22), we 
should be producing the fruit of the Spirit in our lives (Gal. 5:22–23).

Many churches and Christian organizations have tolerated behavior 
that even unbelievers find repulsive. For example, we have repeatedly failed 
in the way we handle sexual misconduct. We have not implemented proper 
guidelines and practices to protect the most vulnerable in our communities. 
When abuse has occurred, we have sided with the abuser or attempted to 
conceal the abuse. We have often not cared for the victims of abuse. Many 
churches and Christian institutions have made significant changes to 
address these shortcomings, and we must, like Paul, deal sternly with those 
who continue to tolerate such abuse and defend the actions of abusers.
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We also need to beware of those areas within the Christian community 
where cultural compromise has become the norm. Cohabitation, viewing 
pornography, and other forms of sexual immorality have become common-
place and acceptable behavior for many churches. Many churches and church 
leaders fail to take divorce seriously and neglect to provide the support 
needed for successful marriage relationships. Some Christians have accepted 
unbridled materialism as the norm, and church leaders have encouraged it in 
both personal lifestyles and church spending practices. Our churches need 
to be places of grace and acceptance, but we also need to speak the truth in 
love and be a witness to the world through the practice of Christ-centered 
values.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Bring several packages of modeling clay to class and give each member a 
clay stick. Tell them to create something that illustrates how their week 
has gone. After a few minutes, review the creations. Say, Now, create 
something that represents how you hope next week will go. Encourage volun-
teers to describe their creations. Say, Modeling clay is excellent because you 
can shape it into almost anything.

2.	 Direct a volunteer to read aloud the Study Guide “Introduction” section 
about Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker. Ask, How is their story like the model-
ing clay you just shaped? Discuss responses. Say, The clay was shaped by 
you, an outside force. Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker allowed themselves to be 
shaped by outside forces too. Today’s lesson from 1 Corinthians 5 highlights 
the dangers of being shaped by the culture. Although we exist in this society, it 
should never determine how we live. Challenge class members to examine 
their lives for compromise as they study the lesson.

Guide Bible Study

3.	 Encourage class members to read through 1 Corinthians 5:1–2 three 
times silently. Then, read the passage aloud to them. Ask, What sticks 
out to you? Record the responses on the markerboard and discuss them. 
Use information from the Study Guide to describe the situation in 
Corinth. Say, A man was committing incest, but the congregation was guilty 
of arrogance and spiritual apathy. Before believers can deal with compromise, 
they have to call it out.

4.	 Ask, How many of you have testified in a trial? What was it like? Discuss the 
experiences. Ask, Where was the judge during that trial? Affirm that he or 
she was in the courtroom. Enlist a volunteer to read 1 Corinthians 5:3–5 
aloud. Say, Paul was not present, but he still judged what was happening in 
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Corinth. He needed to do something because the believers had failed to act. 
Christians cannot let sin go unchecked in the church because that leads to 
disaster.

5.	 Bring a packet of yeast to class. Ask, When you’re baking, what does yeast 
do? Agree that yeast allows things to expand and grow. Encourage 
learners to imagine what would happen if yeast were toxic. Ask, Would 
you eat something filled with poisonous yeast? Discuss responses. Read 
1 Corinthians 5:6–8 aloud. Say, Leaven (yeast) is often used in the Bible 
to illustrate sin. So, Paul challenged the Corinthians to remove sin from their 
congregation. They needed to stop being arrogant and confront their compro-
mise. Talk about how churches and individuals can protect themselves 
against cultural compromise.

6.	 Ask, How many friends do you have on social media? Discuss the responses. 
Ask, How many of them have you seen and spent time with in the last year? 
Discuss the responses. Talk about the difference between social media 
friends and close friends. Say, We hold devoted friends to a different stan-
dard than casual ones. Read 1 Corinthians 5:9–13 aloud. Ask, How did 
Paul distinguish between sinful people outside the church and sinful people 
within the church? Discuss responses. Say, We can’t hold the world to 
Christian standards. But we should never tolerate compromise that threatens 
the church.

Encourage Application

7.	 Show the fol lowing c l ip from the movie Remember the Titans 
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CYBgQ6h6Fys). Explain that 
Coach Boone never cut a player. Say, But Gary, the team captain, acted 
because he knew one player was hurting the team. Talk about why Gary 
took that stand. Ask, How could that translate to a church? Say, Standing 
against compromise can be painful, but it’s necessary to protect the health of 
the church. Encourage class members to do all they can to fight cultural 
compromise.

8.	 As time allows, talk about the Study Guide “Questions.” Close the ses-
sion in prayer, asking God to protect individuals and your church from 
cultural compromise.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Before class time, write the words “Church Discipline” on the board. 
Ask, What comes to your mind when you see that term? Record responses 
and discuss them. Agree that church discipline often carries a nega-
tive connotation. Discuss the Study Guide sidebar “The Steps of Church 
Discipline.”

2.	 Say, If there is one entity that should stick by its principles, it’s the church. 
Many churches suffer because they let compromise sneak into the congrega-
tion. In 1 Corinthians 5, Paul confronted the Corinthian Christians about a 
sinful situation—and challenged them to reject compromise.

Guide Bible Study

3.	 Ask, What breaks your heart? Discuss responses. Ask, What breaks God’s 
heart? Discuss answers. Enlist a volunteer to read 1 Corinthians 5:1–2 
aloud. Briefly summarize the situation in Corinth, including the sin of 
the individual and the apathy of the congregation. Say, While the actions 
of the man indeed broke God’s heart, the indifference did too. The members 
of this church were oblivious to the problem. Challenge learners to avoid 
becoming desensitized to compromise and the trouble it causes.

4.	 Place members into small groups and give each a large sheet of paper 
and a marker. Say, In your groups, make a list of TV shows that focus on 
the justice system. After a few minutes, allow the groups to present 
their lists. Ask, What are some common elements in these shows? (Possible 
answers: lawyers, criminals, judges, courtrooms, and so forth). Ask, 
Who has the final say in a courtroom? (Judge). Read 1 Corinthians 5:3–5 
aloud. Ask, What was unusual about Paul being a judge? (Note that he 
wasn’t physically in Corinth.) Say, But Paul had to act because no one in 
Corinth would. Righteous people must never stand by and let compromise 
create problems.

5.	 Before class time, enlist a member to prepare a brief report on leaven as 
depicted in Scripture. Read 1 Corinthians 5:6–8 aloud before the report. 
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Discuss some of the core points of the presentation. Emphasize that in 
Scripture leaven is often a metaphor for sin. Ask, So, knowing that, what 
was Paul saying? Emphasize that he was commanding the Corinthians 
to deal with their “leaven” by expelling the man from the congregation.

6.	 Ask, How do we place people into categories? (Possible answers: men/
women, young/old, living/dead, and so forth) Read 1 Corinthians 5:9–13 
aloud. Ask, What two categories did Paul mention here? (Answer: believ-
ers and unbelievers) Ask, How did he say Christians should respond to 
each? Say, While unbelievers shouldn’t be held to Christian standards, believ-
ers should never be allowed to compromise and live as the world does. The 
church’s mission is too vital.

Encourage Application

7.	 Group members into pairs and direct their attention to the “Case Study” 
sidebar in the Study Guide. Instruct them to read the case study and dis-
cuss how the leaders should respond. After a few minutes, allow each 
pair to communicate their thoughts. Say, It’s one thing to minister to a 
person in sin, but it’s another thing to tolerate or enable spiritual compromise. 
We must examine our lives for personal compromise and for attitudes that 
support the compromise of others.

8.	 As time allows, review the Study Guide “Questions.” Close with 
prayer, asking God to reveal any compromise of individuals and the 
congregation.



BIBLE
TEACHING 

GUIDE 

MAIN IDEA

In exercising their freedom, Christ-
followers should seek the good of 
others.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

Is the exercise of my freedom a 
stumbling block to the faith of 
someone else?

TEACHING AIM

To lead adults to consider if the 
exercise of their freedom could cause 
another believer to stumble in their 
faith

FOCAL TEXT

1 Corinthians 8; 10:22–33

BACKGROUND

1 Corinthians 8; 10:14–11:1

Permissible or 
Beneficial?

4lesson



Lesson 4: Permissible or Beneficial?� 45

Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

The Christians at Corinth wrote Paul a letter filled with questions (1 Corin-
thians 7:1). They were particularly concerned about “food sacrificed to idols” 
(1 Cor. 8:1). The culture in Corinth was saturated with worship of various 
deities. In addition to the worship of Aphrodite, the city also had temples 
and shrines dedicated to Poseidon, Apollo, Hermes, and many others.

The practice of offering food to these deities affected more than the 
immediate worshipers. Because specific social events included food offer-
ings for pagan gods, Christians attending these events needed to know if 
they could eat the leftover food at gatherings. Some of the meat was also 
available for purchase at local meat markets. Was it acceptable to purchase? 
What if believers were eating at the home of non-Christian friends who 
had bought meat once offered to idols? Did the Christians need to ask their 
friends about the food and refrain from eating anything associated with 
pagan worship?

The widespread availability of idol-related meat had far-reaching per-
sonal and social implications. A gathering of the apostles and leaders of the 
church in Jerusalem decided that Christians should avoid eating food once 
offered to idols (Acts 15:29; 21:25). However, Paul’s extensive instructions 
on the topic to the Corinthians (1 Cor. 8:1–13; 10:14–11:1), and his warnings 
to the churches in Asia Minor (Revelation 2:14, 20), demonstrate that the 
issue was both complicated and widespread.

Paul addressed this complex problem by dividing it into specific parts, 
imparting advice for particular situations, as well as general principles for 
determining appropriate Christian behavior. 1 Corinthians 8 deals with 
meat served primarily in pagan worship areas, and 1 Corinthians 10:22–11:1 
addresses food available in the marketplace and served in homes. The gen-
eral guidelines that surface from Paul’s advice about this particular topic 
have far-reaching applications, proving instructive for Christians today.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Knowledge vs. Love (8:1–6)

8:1–3. One group within the Corinthian church was approaching this issue 
from a “knowledge” perspective. They were saying, “We all possess knowl-
edge,” meaning they purported a deeper understanding of the situation that 
enabled them to eat whatever they desired without sinning. Their approach 
focused on the knowledge of the person eating the food, not observers of 
the behavior. As such, their basis for making decisions about behavior was 
self-centered rather than being other-centered. Their focus on self and a per-
ceived higher level of personal knowledge led them to become “puffed up” 
with pride, a sin for which Paul had already reprimanded them (cf. 4:6, 18, 
19; 5:2).

The highest level of knowledge derives from an intimate relationship 
with God. Because the key attribute of God is love, those who love God and 
demonstrate their love for others give evidence that they are in communion 
with God; that is, God knows them (cf. 1 John 4:7–8). This kind of knowing 
is far superior to a self-centered head knowledge that rationalizes question-
able behavior.

8:4–6. The members of the “human knowledge” group were reasoning that 
because there is only one true God, idols are nothing (cf. Deuteronomy 32:17; 
Isaiah 44:6–20). The deities they used to worship were not real; they did not 
exist (cf. 1 Thessalonians 1:9). Idols were therefore meaningless, along with 
any sacrifices offered to them. Because the deities were nothing, food offer-
ings to them had no theological value—positive or negative. It was just food.

Paul agreed with their basic premise, affirming the belief that there is 
only one true God and Lord. Perhaps drawing on an early Christian confes-
sion of faith, Paul took the opportunity to make a Christological statement, 
declaring the oneness of Jesus with God (1 Cor. 8:6). The central Jewish con-
fession of monotheism found in Deuteronomy 6:4 transforms into a central 
Christian confession of the oneness of God the Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ. God the Father is the source of all creation and its end goal. Jesus 
Christ plays a mediating role in creation as a whole, and the individual new 
creations of those in Christ (cf. 2 Cor. 5:17).
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Personal Liberty vs. Concern for Others (8:7–13)

8:7–8. In contrast to the opinion of the group that claimed, “We all have 
knowledge” that idols are nothing (8:1, 4), Paul countered that not all Chris-
tians have this same understanding. Because of their former lifelong practice 
of worshiping these deities, some Christians were unable to separate the food 
offered to idols from the worship of the gods and goddesses associated with 
them. For those believers, eating idol-related food equated to worshiping 
other gods.

Paul referred to the supposedly less knowledgeable Christians as having a 
“weak” conscience. Perhaps these were new converts who had not yet matured 
in their knowledge and faith. Maybe they were believers with a sensitive con-
science. More likely, Paul was using the description as a rhetorical strategy, 
seeking to evoke sympathy and concern from those who considered them-
selves stronger and more knowledgeable. He may have also been trying to 
help the supposedly stronger ones recognize their sense of pride would have 
harmful results for both them and other Christians around them (10:18–22). 
The food itself was not the problem. The food was neutral, but the context 
was not.

8:9–12. Paul warned so-called “stronger” church members to consider the 
context and keep in mind how their consumption of food offered to idols 
might affect others. The weaker believers might conclude that Christians 
were worshiping divine beings in addition to the Christian God. Perhaps 
the God of Christianity merely desired a place among the other deities, 
not exclusive worship. In that case, the insistence by the so-called stronger 
Christians to freely exercise their liberty would become a stumbling block 
for the weaker Christians (v. 9).

The weaker believers might, therefore, be emboldened in the wrong way, 
which would cause them to revert to idolatry. Paul’s warning is clear: actions 
based on an inflated sense of knowledge can have a destructive impact on the 
faith of others (v. 11). When our actions cause other Christians to stumble, 
we sin against our fellow believers and, in doing so, sin against Christ (v. 12).

8:13. We should act in ways that will strengthen others, not harm them. 
Concern for others should outweigh personal fulfillment. Our rights end 



48 � 1 CORINTHIANS: QUESTIONS, PROBLEMS, AND SOLUTIONS

where the spiritual interests of others begin. Paul was so focused on others 
that he was willing to avoid eating meat altogether if partaking might cause 
someone to fall into sin.

Guidelines for Personal Behavior (10:22–33)

10:22. Paul warned the Corinthian Christians, as part of the new people 
of God, to not provoke God’s judgment by getting involved with idolatry (cf. 
Deut. 6:14–15). Although those with supposed knowledge appeared strong, 
they were not stronger than God (1 Cor. 1:25).

10:23–24. Paul repeated their claim to have the right to do anything to 
highlight their self-centered focus (cf. 6:12). Rather than acting out of selfish-
ness, they needed to be a constructive influence and edify others in the right 
ways. Just because something is permissible does not make it beneficial.

10:25–26. Greco-Roman meat markets had a variety of meats, some that 
were leftover offerings from the temples and some without temple connec-
tion. Paul instructed believers not to ask about the meat’s origin. As long as 
the consumer did not know of any association with idolatry, the food itself 
was neutral (cf. 8:8). In fact, Paul quoted Psalm 24:1 to argue that all food 
is part of God’s good creation (v. 26). The Corinthians’ “knowledge,” rather 
than keeping the stronger believers from sinning, ironically had the poten-
tial to make the consumption of food sinful.

10:27–30. Similarly, believers of Paul’s day had the freedom as guests 
of unbelievers to eat the food of their hosts, without asking questions. If, 
however, someone told them a portion of the food had been ceremonially 
offered in worship to a pagan deity, Christians were to avoid that specific 
food. The reason was not that the food itself was evil (cf. Romans 14:14). 
Paul was teaching that believers should side with their conscience and avoid 
the appearance of participating in idol worship or approving of such religion.

10:31–33. Paul concluded his instructions on this topic by clarifying the 
core principles to follow when making decisions about personal behavior. 
First, we should glorify God in all of our actions. This principle applies to 
the gray areas of life, such as sacrificial food and all other areas. Second, 
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Christians should avoid any activities that cause others to stumble. The 
cross is an essential part of salvation and may be a stumbling block to some 
(1 Cor. 1:23), but we should avoid any unnecessary stumbling blocks created 
through our actions. Third, we should seek to edify others rather than pri-
oritizing selfish interests.

Focusing on the Meaning

Although we may be tempted to think the issue of eating food offered to 
idols no longer has relevance for contemporary Christians, Paul’s principles 
for living well have far-reaching implications for all Christians today. The 
apostle’s guidelines help us deal with the many cultural gray areas of life 
that challenge us; his guidance equips us with navigational tools for all per-
sonal behavior.

The United States is the most individualistic country in the world, and 
we take great pride in asserting our individual rights. While believers have 
freedoms, asserting our rights is less important than seeking the spiritual 
benefit of others. We need to examine all our decisions about this present 
life—the food we eat, the beverages we drink, the way we dress, the way we 
spend our resources, the activities in which we participate—to see if they 
align with God’s principles. Will a behavior, purchase, or activity glorify 
God? If yes, great! Will it cause others to stumble in their faith? If yes, avoid 
it. Will it help to bring others to Christ? If yes, embrace it.

Overall, Christians should look to the example of Christ and other 
devoted Christians as a guideline for actions (1 Cor. 11:1). Jesus gave of 
himself to offer salvation to the world. Paul encouraged Christians to “have 
the same mindset as Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2:5). The temporary loss of 
status and the suffering Jesus experienced to provide salvation was worth 
the price he paid (Phil. 2:6–11).

Paul, following the example of Jesus, gave up his status as a Jewish reli-
gious leader, and often his rights as a Roman citizen, to reach others for 
Christ. He did not mean that we should seek to be people-pleasers (cf. Gala-
tians 1:10), but we should do everything in our power to enable others to have 
an opportunity to hear and respond to the gospel (cf. 1 Cor. 9:19–23). The 
overall goal is to reach more people with the life-saving message of the gospel.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Bring a car owner’s manual to class. Show members the booklet and ask, 
When do we tend to use a manual? Discuss responses. Say, Most of us use a 
manual when we have a problem. Flip through the pages and share some 
information in the manual. Ask, Does a manual cover every situation you 
might face with your car? Why or why not? Discuss responses.

2.	 Hold up your Bible and say, Christians consider this book to be the own-
er’s manual for our lives. God has given us the Bible to help us know how to 
live. Ask, Does it tell us how to deal with every specific situation we face? 
(Answer: No.) Point out how the Halloween story in the “Introduction” 
section of the Study Guide is an example of a gray area in Christianity. 
Say, Today’s lesson from 1 Corinthians 8 and 10 helps us recognize the gray 
areas of life and how we can honor the freedom we’ve received in Christ.

Guide Bible Study

3.	 Before class time, create and print copies of a matching quiz for 
Greek gods and what they supposedly controlled (examples: Ares/war; 
Asclepius/healing; Poseidon/sea; Athena/wisdom). Give class members 
time to complete the quiz. (A copy of this quiz is available in “Teaching 
Resource Items” for this study at www.baptistwaypress.org). Then, dis-
cuss the results. Say, These were just some of the deities worshiped around 
Corinth, but they were causing trouble in the church too. To explain the con-
text, use information from the Study Guide sidebar, “Meat Offered to 
Idols.” Recruit a volunteer to read 1 Corinthians 8:1–6 aloud. Discuss 
what Paul thought of false gods. Say, differentiating between these false 
gods and the true God was an essential place for Paul to start talking about 
freedom in Christ.
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4.	 Hang three large sheets of paper on a focal wall. Enlist three volunteers 
to draw one of the following on a sheet: a basketball court, football 
field, or soccer field. When they are done, ask, What did they draw first? 
(Answer: Usually, people sketch the boundaries first.) Ask, Why are 
boundaries important in sports? Say, Without them, it would be impossible 
to play any game. Limits are important. Read 1 Corinthians 8:7–13 aloud. 
Ask, What boundaries did Paul set? What motivated those limits? Say, Paul 
stated that weaker Christians might be ruined when freedom is abused. 
Sometimes, believers must curb individual freedom out of love for others.

5.	 Show learners a dollar bill. Ask, Is this dollar good or evil? Discuss 
responses. Say, The designation of good or evil depends on its use. It can be 
used to buy something illegal or to show generosity. The dollar itself is amoral. 
But the motive behind its use makes all the difference. Direct a volunteer 
to read 1 Corinthians 10:22–33 aloud. Ask, What was Paul saying? How 
does it relate to 1 Corinthians 8? Discuss responses. Note that the 
Corinthians needed to avoid anything that looked like idolatry, but they 
had a lot of freedom otherwise. Say, They could eat the meat as long as it 
didn’t create a problem for a weaker Christian, and they could do it for God’s 
glory. Those guidelines are still reliable filters for decisions about freedom 
today.

Encourage Application

6.	 Group class members into several teams and give each a large sheet 
of paper and a marker. Direct them to write the word Freedom in the 
form of an acrostic. Say, Use the letters to create a list of principles for using 
spiritual freedom correctly. After a few minutes, review the work. Remind 
learners that motive is the key. Say, Love and God’s glory should always 
motivate the actions of believers.

7.	 As time allows, talk about the “Questions” from the Study Guide. Close 
the session in prayer, asking God to help members live in freedom with-
out harming a brother or sister in Christ.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Write this statement on the board: “Just because you can do something 
doesn’t mean you should.” Encourage a few volunteers to communicate 
what they think it means. Ask, When have you chosen not to do something 
even though you could have? Why? Discuss responses.

2.	 Say, Believers have freedom thanks to what Jesus did on the cross. But we 
must be careful that our freedom doesn’t hinder others. In 1 Corinthians 8 
and 10, Paul celebrated our freedom in Christ, but he also challenged us to 
avoid creating stumbling blocks for others.

Guide Bible Study

3.	 Ask, What are some imaginary creatures people used to believe were real? 
Why were they considered real? Discuss responses. Recruit a volunteer to 
read 1 Corinthians 8:1–6 aloud. Note that most Corinthians worshipped 
many gods, but Paul pointed believers to the one, true God. Say, God 
is real and powerful, while the false deities were nothing. Talk about some 
forces that try to exert power in our world today and why we should 
remember they are powerless before our God.

4.	 Write the numbers one through ten on the board. Encourage class mem-
bers to list the ten amendments found in the Bill of Rights. (For the 
text, go to http://www.billofrightsinstitute.org/founding-documents/ 
bill-of-rights/) After a few minutes, help them complete the list. 
Ask, Why is the Bill of Rights important to us? Explain that the rights 
clarify freedoms we have in areas not specifically addressed in the 
Constitution. Ask, When, if ever, should we set aside one of our rights? 
Discuss answers. Read 1 Corinthians 8:7–13 aloud. Say, Paul understood 
our freedom as believers, but he also knew that Christians might need to put 
their own desires aside to help others. Love is the motivation for true spiritual 
freedom.

5.	 Group learners into pairs and give each pair a sheet of paper and 
pencil. Say, Read 1 Corinthians 10:22–33 together and talk about what it 
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means to honor weaker believers. List several areas where a stronger believer 
might need to protect a weaker Christian’s conscience. After a few minutes, 
discuss responses. Use the Study Guide to explain the three guiding 
principles from these verses. Challenge learners to be sensitive to times 
when they should sacrifice something for God’s glory and the benefit of 
others.

Encourage Application

6.	 Ask, How would you handle a question about the exercise of spiritual free-
dom? Discuss responses. Direct members to the Study Guide sidebar 
“How to Exercise Christian Freedom” and talk through each question. 
Ask, Which item on the list is the easiest to do? Which one is the hardest? 
Why? Encourage learners to use these questions as a filter for making 
decisions about freedom.

7.	 As time allows, review the Study Guide “Questions.” Close with prayer, 
asking God to help every member act wisely and lovingly when exercis-
ing their freedom in him.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

In chapters 12–14 of the Book of 1  Corinthians Paul’s primary concern 
was the unity of the church as the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:27). Chapter 
12 begins with, “Now concerning . . .” Whenever these two words appear in 
1 Corinthians (see 7:1), they alert recipients that Paul was addressing a ques-
tion sent to him. This time, the inquiry had to do with spiritual gifts (12:1).

In chapters 12–14, Paul primarily addressed two speaking gifts for 
church worship: prophecy and speaking in tongues. A perceived spiritual 
superiority on the part of some members pervaded the church. The appar-
ent group was one practicing glossalalia (tongues speaking). They considered 
themselves gifted by the Spirit above others. In chapter 14, although Paul 
did so diplomatically, he restricted the practice of glossalalia in worship, pri-
marily relating it to private practice. He gave more emphasis to words of 
prophecy (see 14:6–12). He dealt with other spiritual manifestations as well, 
clarifying that no member’s spiritual gift demonstrated spiritual superiority.

Throughout his Corinthian letters, the Apostle Paul communicated 
profound concern for the condition of the church. He emphasized in 1 Cor-
inthians 12 that people speaking in church would not say (by the direction 
of the Holy Spirit), “Let Jesus be cursed” (v. 3). Paul explained that one might 
expect such comments of followers of an idol that “could not speak” (12:2). 
However, anyone who says, “Jesus is Lord” does so by the Spirit. Anyone who 
says, “Jesus is Lord” is one with others proclaiming this truth. This procla-
mation demonstrates unity of spirit.

The Corinthians came from different backgrounds and experiences, but 
Jesus was their equal meeting ground. Jesus as Lord made them into one 
people under his lordship. Jesus is the umbrella of grace and salvation under 
which we all stand together equally.1
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Interpreting the Scriptures

All the Same and Different (12:4–6)

12:4–6. God meets each of us as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. This real-
ity unites the church, even in its diversity. Any giftedness comes from the 
same source. Church members do not generate the power to work in and 
through the church, God does. God activates all the spiritual gifts, services, 
and activities of the church. All comes from God, and God is One, so his 
church is made for oneness. In God’s people, unity exists in diversity, and 
diversity exists in unity.

What Are the Gifts? (12:7–11)

12:7. Gifts are given by the Spirit as he works with and through individual 
members of the church for the good of the whole. Think of an orchestra, 
its members, and all the instruments played. If each member played for 
self-enjoyment, independent of the others, no orchestra would exist. These 
individuals with their specific knowledge, talents, and abilities play for 
the whole, and the whole makes a beautiful sound. However, if individual 
orchestra members possessed different scores of music, there would be no 
symphony, even if they all wanted to play for the common good. The redemp-
tive action of the Spirit in the church makes the music. Coalesced service 
blends all members for the common good of the church.

12:8. The Corinthians sent a letter to Paul (see 1 Cor. 7:1) that included sev-
eral questions, including one about manifestations of the Holy Spirit. Again, 
given Paul’s answers, glossalalia may have topped the list. However, notice 
that Paul placed that manifestation last. He also avoided giving an exhaus-
tive list (see 1 Cor. 12:28 and Romans 12:4–8 for differences in lists of the 
spiritual gifts). The Corinthians had differing views on the relative value of 
the spiritual gifts and needed direction for their use in the life of the church.

Bible scholars have difficulty explaining the content and application of 
some gifts due to uncertainty about the exact situation Paul was address-
ing. At the minimum, “the utterance of wisdom” advocated the sharing of 
wisdom with the community. Wisdom comes from communion with God 
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in which a person gains divine perspective on matters. God’s purposes are 
given direction through his wisdom. “The utterance of knowledge” closely 
relates to wisdom, with knowledge likely the practical outworking of wisdom 
in particular instructions.

12:9. Paul explained that a person of “faith” gained the confidence of the 
congregation through the generous, authentic exercise of faith. Likewise, a 
person with the gifts of healing knew about healing and applied that knowl-
edge—whether in prayer, laying on of hands, or both. At times, a person who 
knew remedies for physical problems practiced healing. The gift of healing 
was, and is, a reality in the church, and we should not minimize it in light 
of modern science. Science is a gift of God as well. Medical knowledge and 
application should be sought and applied. Healing also occurs beyond the 
realm of scientific explanation. The Spirit is the One who effects the gift 
of healing through a person, and sometimes through the entire church (see 
James 5:13–15).

12:10. The Greek word for “miracles” is dunameis (powers), which denotes 
demonstrations of powers. This meaning connects with expressions of the 
Spirit’s power for remarkable types of healing, such as exorcisms, or the 
restoring of sight to a blind person.

“Prophecy” was the ability to proclaim the good news; to bring God’s 
message to the congregation. People mistake prophecy for prediction. While 
an element of that is present, that is not the primary function of prophecy. 
The primary purpose of prophecy is to bring God’s message to bear on a cur-
rent, given situation.

“Discernment of spirits” probably meant someone who was particularly 
adept at discerning the truth of the gospel from false teaching. Because of 
traveling philosophers of various kinds and teachers of other religions in 
Corinth, a person with this gift was extremely beneficial to young churches 
(see 1 John 4:1).

Speaking in tongues and the interpretation of tongues was common in 
the Corinthians’ pre-Christian experience. Glossalalia occurred first in pagan 
practices before the time of Christ. Nevertheless, Paul did not dismiss it as 
an authentic experience. Because Corinth was a diverse place with various 
religions and practices, some new church members with pagan backgrounds 
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brought the practice with them, or it may have been a new experience for 
some. The church at Corinth was trying to understand the practice’s place 
and function in the life of the body.

In chapter 14, Paul identified the practice as an individual experience 
(14:2), speaking to oneself and God, while prophecy speaks to other people 
for spiritual growth, encouragement, and consolation. Those who speak in 
a tongue build themselves up, but those who prophesy build up the church 
(14:3–4). Understandably, Paul wanted the gathered church to practice 
prophecy.

One and Many (12:12–26)

12:12–13. After Paul discussed many gifts, he again focused on unity. 
Christ is one. The church is his body. A body is one, and the church is one. 
The church is one whether there are different ethnic groups as members, 
“Jews or Greeks,” or whether there are different social groups, “slaves or 
free.”

12:14–26. Any part of the body is an important part of functioning for 
benefit of the whole. One part needs the other. An eye cannot hear, so it 
needs the ear. A head cannot say to the feet, “I have no need of you” (12:21). 
A body cannot function or live if it is all one thing. Imagine if your friend 
were just an eye; the friend could see well but could not speak, hear, etc. 
(12:17). Clothes covering part of the body do not mean these hidden parts 
are inferior, but that the “less respectable members are treated with greater 
respect” (12:23).

Just like Jesus, the church is to give first attention to those who need the 
most help. Such respect dispels dissension and fosters “care for one another” 
(12:25). So, all suffer when one suffers, and we all receive honor when one 
gets recognition. Paul once again proved a point: the church is to exist in 
both unity and diversity.

Strive for the Greater Gifts (12:27–31)

12:27–28. Paul noted the vital roles of apostles, prophets, and teachers. 
The church lives by the Word (Jesus, John 1:1, 14), and the words from him, 
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and about him. Hence, the function of apostles, prophets, and teachers does 
not mean they are superior in service, but vital to the life of the church as 
they speak as God has “appointed” them.

12:29–31. The other functions in the church are crucial to the ongoing life 
of the church as well. Paul’s reference to striving “for the greater gifts” was a 
direct edict to those practicing glossalalia. If they had a gift of speaking, they 
should seek the speaking gifts that build up the church.

Focusing on the Meaning

Because the Holy Spirit gives the gifts, we must avoid thinking of them as a 
realm of experience separate from everyday life. Early Christian leaders were 
smart and practical. These gifts were for daily use, just as they are today. 
Ultimately, an individual’s uniqueness is a gift to the church. This truth 
became apparent when Paul specified “to each,” or “to one,” and to individual 
members of the human body as functioning in relationship to all the others.

Salvation brings people into the life of the church. Every individual 
brings unique abilities and sensitivities which need development under the 
lordship of Jesus (12:3) and through the working of the Spirit.

You are, first and foremost, a gift of the Spirit to the church. You are 
unique. Do you sing? Do you teach? Are you an adept speaker? Do you have 
medical knowledge? Do you fix things? Are you at your best when visiting 
the ill, praying for healing, encouraging the discouraged? Do cleaning and 
organization come naturally for you? Are you good at visiting and contacting 
people for Jesus? Are you glad to preach, do you desire to go to the mission 
field, or to engage in personal witnessing?

Discover your spiritual gift and use it as you play your unique role in the 
body of Christ.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Start by reading aloud the golf-bag illustration in the section “The 
Variety of Spiritual Gifts” from the Study Guide. Organize the class into 
small groups and invite them to think of other illustrations in which a 
variety of tools, skills, participants, or something else is vital to success. 
Examples could include cooking gadgets in a kitchen, tools in a work-
shop, players on a sports team. After a few minutes, invite each group to 
present their illustrations.

2.	 Say, Today’s lesson will deal with unique abilities (spiritual gifts) and their 
interdependence within the body of Christ.

Guide Bible Study

3.	 Enlist someone to read 1 Corinthians 12:8–10 aloud. On the mark-
erboard, list the spiritual gifts mentioned in this passage. Ask, Does 
anyone use another Bible translation that describes other spiritual gifts? Add 
these gifts to the list on the markerboard. Direct the class to turn to 
Romans 12:6–8. In a different color or space on the board, write those 
spiritual gifts (and alternative terms from other versions of the Bible).
•	 (1 Cor. 12:8–10): wisdom, knowledge, faith, healing, miraculous 

powers, prophecy, discernment, speaking in tongues, interpretation 
of tongues.

•	 (Rom.12:6–8): prophesying, serving, teaching, encouraging, giving, 
leading, showing mercy.

4.	 Point out that the two lists are similar but different. Suggest that there 
may be other talents that can be beneficial to the church. Ask, What 
other talents and abilities can be valuable to the church? Add class responses 
to the list of spiritual gifts.
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5.	 Allow a few minutes for class members to review the list and determine 
which spiritual gifts they possess. Stress that the Holy Spirit provides 
spiritual gifts to every believer (1 Cor. 12:7).

6.	 Ask, If you are exercising one or more of these spiritual gifts, how is the church 
helping you use it to its full potential? How could you use your gifts more effec-
tively by connecting with other believers or ministries within the church?

7.	 Read 1 Corinthians 12:7–11 aloud. Say, This Scripture passage suggests 
the individuality or unique expression of spiritual gifts in each person. Read 
1 Corinthians 12:12–26 aloud. Say, This passage emphasizes the inter-
dependence of the parts of the body, although verses 15–17 may sound like 
self-isolation. Ask, Are there ways people in today’s church claim they are 
not part of the body? How do they do so? What is the effect on those people? 
What is the impact on the church? How can a church engage people who do 
not see themselves as part of the church body?

8.	 Read 1 Corinthians 12:21 aloud. Say, This verse sounds harsh and sug-
gests exclusion or discrimination. Ask, Does this kind of exclusion occur in the 
church today? In small groups? What might that exclusion look like? How can 
church members avoid or prevent discrimination within the church?

9.	 Read 1 Corinthians 12:27–30 aloud. Ask, Was Paul ranking these spiri-
tual gifts and positions within the church? Was he implying some gifts are 
more important than others? Do we tend to rate spiritual gifts or assign more 
importance to some? What do these gifts or positions look like in the church 
today? Are they different from what they would have been in Paul’s churches?

Encourage Application

10.	 In advance, locate web links or resources for identifying spiritual gifts 
and make them available to your class. You can write them on the mark-
erboard, print them out, or send them electronically. Ask class members 
if they have additional suggestions. Inquire with church leadership for a 
preferred spiritual gifts inventory. A few sites include:

http://www.giftstest.com
http://www.sdrock.com/giftstest/  
https://mintools.com/spiritual-gifts-test.htm
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https://www.lifeway.com/lwc/files/ 
lwcF_PDF_Discover_Your_Spiritual_Gifts.pdf

11.	 Before closing, call attention to 1 Corinthians 12:31. Ask, What did Paul 
mean by “greater gifts?” Allow the class to suggest answers. Then say, 
The definitive answer lies in our next lesson about 1 Corinthians 13, which is 
sometimes called “the love chapter.”

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Tell class members they have been asked to put together a community-
outreach Christmas program for your church, including refreshments 
afterward. Help them make a list of essential tasks, which could include 
writing a script, costumes, stage and lighting, music, publicity, food 
preparation, child care, and so forth. After completing the list, ask, Who 
within the class (or the church) would do each task well and why?

2.	 At the end of the exercise, explain that a project like this requires team-
work, and every team member’s participation is essential. Say, Today’s 
lesson will show how each person within in the church brings spiritual gifts 
that make him or her indispensable to the body of Christ.

Guide Bible Study

3.	 Invite a class member to read aloud 1 Corinthians 12:7–11. On the 
markerboard, list the spiritual gifts mentioned in this passage. Ask, Do 
other Bible translations describe additional spiritual gifts? Add these to the 
list on the board.

4.	 Distribute a blank piece of paper to each person and provide colored 
markers to share. Invite each person to select one of the spiritual gifts 
listed in verses 7–11 and use the paper and markers to illustrate or 
describe it. After a few minutes, invite class members to reveal their 
interpretive drawings or descriptions.
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5.	 Read aloud 1 Corinthians 12:12–26. Review the list of spiritual gifts, 
then lead a discussion with questions such as: How are some of these spiri-
tual gifts used in our church? In our small group? Are there some unique or 
additional ways these spiritual gifts could be put to use for our church or small 
group?

6.	 Continue the discussion with questions such as: Is it possible that spiri-
tual gifts like these could be misused or used in a way that is off-putting to 
non-believers? How? How can this kind of misuse be avoided or corrected? 
Have you ever heard of church members boasting about their spiritual gifts? 
Have you seen people use what could be called spiritual gifts in ways that are 
self-promoting rather than as ways to serve God’s kingdom? Can spiritual 
gifts be used in ways that do not build up the church body?

7.	 Read the first and second paragraphs under “Implications and 
Applications” in the Study Guide. Ask, What practical guidelines can we 
follow to ensure we are doing what the author advocates?

Encourage Application

8.	 Distribute paper or small cards to each person and provide pens. Say, 
Write down the spiritual gifts you perceive in yourself. While they are think-
ing, write these questions on the markerboard: Am I using my spiritual 
gifts to their full potential to serve in God’s Kingdom? How can I optimize the 
use of my spiritual gifts? Allow class members time to ponder these ques-
tions and then share their responses.

9.	 Say, Sometimes, we see spiritual gifts in others that they may not recognize 
in themselves. Direct attention to question 6 in the “Questions” section 
of the Study Guide. Allow for a few minutes of fellowship and urge class 
members to encourage one another. Close with prayer.

Notes

1.	 Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations in lessons 5–7 are from the New 
Revised Standard Version (1989).
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

“Has Christ been divided?” Paul asked that question at the beginning of 
1 Corinthians when he wrote to a divided church. He posed the question 
to four contending groups who chose champions (Paul, Apollos, Cephas, 
Christ), without their permission, to give weight to their positions. Each 
of these groups related directly and indirectly to issues causing difficul-
ties in the church: a wisdom movement (1:18–31; 2:6; 3:4), ethical conduct 
(5:1–6:20), marriage and celibacy (7:1–40); food sacrificed to idols (8:1–11:2), 
improper practice of the Lord’s Supper (11:17–34), spiritual gifts or persons 
(12:1–14:40), and false ideas about the resurrection (15:1–58).

The inquiry “Has Christ been divided?” relates directly to the church 
as the “body of Christ” (12:27). If we walked into a room with human body 
parts scattered all over the floor, we would react in horror. That picture 
stresses the seriousness of a church divided. To dissect the church is to abuse 
the body of Christ. Such a disturbing picture demonstrates the weightiness 
of disunity in the church.

What if every church, and the church the world over, were in unity in 
Christ? Tremendous resources of time, talent, and wealth would be avail-
able to take on local, state, national, and international challenges. So, how 
do we do our part in unifying the body of Christ? Paul gave the answer in 
1 Corinthians 13.

As Paul dealt decidedly with the issue of spiritual gifts in chapters 12–14, 
he transitioned in 12:31 to the most important gift of all: love, which he des-
ignated as the “most excellent way.” Love supersedes all other gifts.

Interpreting the Scriptures

Meaningless without Love (13:1–3)

13:1. A gong produces a hollow sound, a reverberating echo. Jewish worship, 
at times, involved cymbals. In the Corinthian context, Paul’s reference to 



66 � 1 CORINTHIANS: QUESTIONS, PROBLEMS, AND SOLUTIONS

gongs and cymbals probably reminded them of instruments used in pagan 
worship. Speaking in worship without love, whether in human or angelic 
words, was just noisy clanging. (Some who spoke in tongues apparently 
thought they talked in angelic language.)

13:2. Chapter 14 reveals how much Paul valued prophecy in the church’s 
life. However, he cautioned that prophetic words spoken without the motiva-
tion of love meant nothing; they were bankrupt.

13:3. Good deeds done for praise and notoriety rather than love are worth-
less. And those who sacrifice themselves for a destructive cause are left only 
with ashes. Many have given themselves over to brutal leaders over the 
course of history, but theirs was a disastrous sacrifice of life, as truth and 
history attest.

What is Love? (13:4–7)

13:4–5. Paul began to define love by describing what it is and what it is not. 
Love is patient; it does not retaliate but continues to seek the best. It is kind, 
acting to show graciousness to others. It is not envious or boastful, refusing 
to be jealous of what someone else has and refusing to promote itself. It is 
not arrogant or rude; it acts with tact, not shamefully, toward others. It does 
not insist on its way; it does not seek to supersede another to have a superior 
position. It is not irritable; it does not promote strife. It is not resentful; it 
does not keep a record of wrongs or hold grudges.

13:6. Love does not rejoice in that which is wrong; it is glad to hear and pro-
mote the truth. It bears all things; it holds up or holds to the good even in the 
face of wrongs done. Love believes all things; it trusts for the best that can be 
brought out of something. Love hopes all things, expecting a different result 
than present circumstances predict. Love endures; although threatened with 
defeat, it refuses to give up.

The love of 1 Corinthians 13 is a way of life that cannot be contained in 
a simple definition, but we are at a disadvantage to those who spoke Greek. 
They had several words for love; we have one. We may “love” ice cream and at 
the same time “love” a person, yet we use the same word to describe both. Ice 
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cream is an object, and we love it for the pleasure (value) it brings to us. Love 
for the value of an object would describe the Greek word, eros. Although not 
found in the New Testament, it is a kind of love humans feel. It is appropri-
ate to apply this kind of love to ice cream, but if one only loves a person for 
the value that individual gives, the person is useless when that value is no 
longer present. Eros does not define the love described in 1 Corinthians 13.

Philos, generally defined, is a word relating to friendship. Friendship love 
is a great love. Everyone values a friend in a lasting way. However, this word 
also has limitations. A friendship circle ultimately excludes those who are 
not friends; who are not of a specific kind, class, or color, for example. Others 
are excluded for no defined reasoned. As good as friendship love is, philos is 
not the word for love in chapter 13.

Agape is the Greek word that permeates chapter 13. It is outgoing love 
expended for others. Its ultimate meaning and expression are found in God 
as witnessed in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. It even embraces 
enemies as Jesus died for sinners (Romans 5:8). Interestingly, Paul uses the 
noun, agape, throughout his writings about God. So, this is God’s love, and we 
first learn of it from him. The Apostle John used the same word in his first 
letter: “God is love” (1 John 4:8). As humans, we cannot be love; however, 
we can receive it, experience it, and pass it on to others, as well as ourselves.

Incomplete and Complete (13:8–10)

13:8–10. People may invest themselves in good things to the degree of put-
ting these things ahead of the eternal. As vital as prophecy, knowledge, and 
human words are, God ultimately gives them real meaning. When we come 
into the full reality of the presence of God beyond this life, the purpose and 
proclamation of the gospel will be wholly realized and fulfilled. Even knowl-
edge is transitory, for it, too, awaits completion. True prophecy, authentic 
spirituality, and pure knowledge are essential now, but these must be known 
and expressed in humility and submission to Jesus. We know only “in part.” 
Living in God’s love keeps all of this on the right track for now.
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The Greatest (13:11–13)

13:11. Paul used a simple analogy between the present and the fulfillment 
yet to come: the thought and reasoning ability of a child as compared to that 
of an adult. The difference is immense. Of course, Paul acknowledged the 
growth of thought and knowledge in the comparisons; one does eventually 
come to speak, think, and reason as an adult. However, such growth pales in 
comparison to what is to come.

13:12. The second analogy Paul used to demonstrate the difference between 
the present and what will be was looking in a mirror of polished metal. (Visi-
bly, a mirror of that kind did not provide a clear reflection.) Currently, we see 
only some of what will be. We can only see and know “in part,” but coming 
“face to face” with God will change that. His knowledge of us will become 
ours in his presence. God sees what we will become, freed from our limita-
tions. Indeed, what we will become is beyond imagination, but God knows.

13:13. Faith is fantastic. In faith, we trust God with our lives and seek to 
follow him in obedience. God calls us to faith in him. Hope is illustrious. It is 
living in the fact that we have an inheritance with Jesus. Hope is not a wish; 
it is a reality of absolute fulfillment. So, how is love (agape) greater than faith 
and hope? When we come entirely into the presence of God, both faith and 
hope will be wholly fulfilled; so, faith and hope are human responses to God. 
God is love, so love is eternal. We need love eternally; there is never a time 
when love is inactive or no longer needed. Faith and hope are fantastic, but 
the greatest is love because God is love.

Focusing on the Meaning

What if, through God’s love in Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit, Chris-
tians around the world served in unity motivated by agape love? Every 
troubled region would find believers loving, serving, helping, giving, and 
proclaiming the gospel, which would produce deliverance. That is what Jesus 
had in mind when he said, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations” 
(Matthew 28:19). Granted, we see that deliverance on a smaller scale now, 
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but gauge the impact if we could all get together in a unity bonded by love 
and act out of that love consistently.

As we read the “love chapter,” think of Jesus in comparison to what Paul 
wrote. Christ is this love in every way, a tough and compassionate love. Paul 
thought of Jesus as he wrote. Elsewhere he stated that when we were sin-
ners, enemies of God, “Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). He also wrote that 
Christ “loved me and gave himself for me” (Galatians 2:20).

Recall the life of Christ as presented in the whole of the New Testament 
to see how 1 Corinthians 13, the love chapter, describes him. He always 
spoke and acted with love, even during a confrontation. He sacrificed him-
self with love. He was never resentful. He believed, hoped, and endured all 
things. He rejoiced in the truth. He was patient, kind, and respectful.

Jesus is God—agape love for us, toward us, and with us. We are called to 
live out that love in our thoughts and actions every day. Because God loves 
us, we can love ourselves and others (see Mark 12:31).
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Invite the class to name books, movies, or songs that provide good 
examples of love. If time permits, you can ask more about why they 
chose specific titles. Introduce the lesson by saying, We will see how these 
examples of love compare to Paul’s description of love in 1 Corinthians 13.

2.	 Say, Today’s lesson showcases how love infuses life with meaning. Ask, Can 
you name some substitutes for love? That is, what do some people believe adds 
meaning to life? Examples could include friendship, risk-taking, travel, 
work, and so forth. Write the responses on the markerboard. Then ask, 
Do any of these pursuits infuse life with real meaning? If so, for how long? 
Under what circumstances?

Guide Bible Study

3.	 In advance, prepare, or ask a class member to make a short presentation 
about the three Greek terms for love used in the New Testament: agape, 
eros, and philios.

4.	 Read aloud 1 Corinthians 13:1–3. Ask, What so-called Christian activi-
ties did Paul write about here? Answers might include public speaking 
or oration, knowledge, faith, giving, suffering, and so forth. Help the 
class come up with other words or phrases to describe each activity. Ask, 
What might each look like if not motivated by love?

5.	 Enlist a volunteer to read 1 Corinthians 13:4–8a aloud. As the volunteer 
reads the passage, direct other class members to call out the qualities of 
agape love mentioned. Write these on the markerboard under two head-
ings: “Love Is/Does,” and “Love Is Not/Does Not.” Below the list, draw 
a straight line as a continuum, with one end indicating “Very Much” 
and the other end indicating “Not at All.” Point to each characteris-
tic on the list, and instruct class members to think through where on 
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the continuum they would place themselves for that quality. (Option: 
Prepare a handout with the characteristics listed and a continuum for 
each. Provide one copy for each person, along with pens. A copy of this 
handout is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at 
www.baptistwaypress.org).

AGAPE Love

IS/DOES IS NOT/DOES NOT

Patient
Kind
Rejoice in truth
Protect
Trust
Hope
Persevere

Envy
Boast
Proud
Dishonor others
Self-seeking
Easily angered
Keep records of wrong
Delight in evil
Fail

6.	 Say, Pastors often use 1 Corinthians 13 in wedding ceremonies. Ask, Can you 
think of any relationships where this agape love would not be appropriate?

Encourage Application

7.	 Say, It may take enormous effort to show agape love to some people. Ask, Are 
there individuals who are not important enough for us to make the effort to 
love as described in this chapter? Say, Of course, the answer is “No,” but let’s 
take a moment to examine our hearts to reveal if there are people we need to 
love in this manner. Call attention to the Study Guide sidebar, “Evaluate 
Your Love.” Instruct the class to take a few minutes and work through 
each question silently.

8.	 Divide the class into small groups of two to four. Instruct them to dis-
cuss situations in which they have deliberately chosen to exercise agape 
love for another person and to describe what happened.

9.	 Ask, Are you better at agape love than you used to be? When you first 
accepted Christ, did you begin to love others as Paul describes in this chapter?

10.	 Challenge the class to read 1 Corinthians 13 every morning and evening 
for the next week.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Help the class brainstorm objects of love. For example, love for a pet, 
love of chocolate, love for someone who has passed away, and so forth. 
Introduce the lesson by saying, We will see how these examples of love com-
pare to Paul’s description of love in 1 Corinthians 13.

Guide Bible Study

2.	 Read aloud a definition of agape love for the class. (Option: Prepare a 
handout or write the definitions on the markerboard.)

Agape (Ancient Greek ἀγάπη, agápē): is a Greco-Christian term refer-
ring to love, “the highest form of love, charity” and “the love of God 
for man and of man for God.” The word is not to be confused with 
“philia,” brotherly love, as it embraces a universal, unconditional 
love that transcends and persists regardless of circumstance.1

Agape: 1. the love of God or Christ for humankind. 2. the love of 
Christians for other persons, corresponding to the love of God for 
humankind. 3. unselfish love of one person for another without sexual 
implications; brotherly love.2

3.	 Read 1 Corinthians 13:1–3 aloud. Afterward, show a personal memento 
of yours with little material value, but one that you treasure because it 
reminds you of someone you love, such as a handwritten note, a photo, 
or drawing. Explain why it is valuable to you. Alternatively, you can ask 
class members to think of something they value, or show something 
they keep with them. Say, Love makes each of these things valuable. In the 
same way, love alone brings value to the acts we perform.

4.	 Lead the class in reading 1 Corinthians 13:4–8 in unison. Then, 
develop a list of the characteristics of agape love and write them on the 
markerboard.
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5.	 Call attention to the next-to-last paragraph under the “Love as 
Motivation” section in the Study Guide. Say, The author noted several 
actions Jesus took. Write the following on the markerboard: 
•	 left heaven and lived among us 
•	 endured abuse 
•	 faced death 
•	 did not quit. 

Say, Jesus did all of these things because his love for us motivated him. Invite 
class members to think of times when they did something extraordi-
narily challenging because agape love propelled them.

6.	 Review the list of characteristics found in 1 Corinthians 13:4–8a. Ask, 
Are we good at some of these characteristics and bad at others, depending on 
the individual with whom we are dealing? Allow the class to answer with 
examples.

7.	 On the markerboard, make two columns: “Easy to Love” and “Difficult 
to Love.” Invite the class to mention people or groups of people that fit 
in each column. Note that some people may appear both columns. After 
generating both lists, ask, Why are some people easy to love and others dif-
ficult to love? Spend a few minutes talking about this, then ask, What can 
we do to move toward loving those who are difficult to love?

Encourage Application

8.	 Read the Study Guide sidebar, “Case Study: Love Doesn’t Insist on Its 
Own Way” and lead the class in discussing the questions.

9.	 Discuss question 5 in the “Questions” section of the Study Guide. Close 
with prayer.

Notes

1.	 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agape (Accessed 6/2/18).

2.	 http://www.dictionary.com/browse/agape?s=ts (Accessed 6/2/18).
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Jesus’ life focused on three primary aspects that revealed his identity and 
purpose. First, his authentic life, through actions and teaching, established 
him as the Son of God and the revelation of who God is. Second, his crucifix-
ion, by which he took sin and death upon himself, defeating both, provided 
sinners complete forgiveness and acceptance. Third, his resurrection, by 
which he actualized his gift of life over death, became a gift to every person 
who accepts him as Lord and Savior. These three aspects do not encompass 
all God has done in Christ by any means because each points to more signifi-
cant meaning. However, the three link to make a remarkable, seamless life 
that lights up the entire world (John 1:1–5, 9).

Paul’s writings included those three aspects of Jesus’ life in much detail. 
In 1 Corinthians, for example, he began early in the letter with the crucified 
Christ (1:18–25) and closed with the resurrection (15:1–58). In between, he 
called the Corinthians to live out the way of Christ individually, and in the 
church. Because of the resurrection, those in Christ look toward the future 
as well, living in hope because of the assurance of eternal life. 

Regrettably, a group in Corinth had misunderstood the resurrection, so 
Paul intended to correct their misunderstandings. They did not believe in 
a future bodily resurrection; they thought they already were resurrected. 
Interpreters suggest at least two influences toward this view. First, many 
Jews believed in a future general resurrection, so the Corinthian group 
might have assumed Jesus achieved that for them in his resurrection, which 
eliminated a future death. Second, influenced by a philosophy of the time, 
some may have believed their spirits were made alive eternally by Jesus’ 
resurrection, but no bodily resurrection would follow. Hence, death was no 
more or not real, depending on the belief. However, the positions of both 
mindsets denied Jesus’ resurrection.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Witnesses to the Resurrected Christ (15:3–7)

15:3–7. The mistaken interpretations about Jesus’ resurrection necessi-
tated establishing that Jesus died and rose bodily from the grave. Paul began 
to build his case. He did not stand alone in seeing the living, resurrected 
Jesus in physical reality. First of all, Jesus physically died. Paul received the 
facts from Scripture and from those who were with Jesus from the begin-
ning. Jesus was the fulfillment of Scripture (Old Testament testimony). The 
testimony of Scripture supported his death for peoples’ sins, his burial, and 
his resurrection on the third day.

Cephas (Simon Peter), the other disciples, and more than 500 people saw 
the resurrected Jesus. He also appeared to James, his brother. Paul wrote 
about these events around a.d. 55, almost thirty years after Christ’s res-
urrection. Some of those to whom Jesus had appeared were still living, so 
doubters could verify the accounts by eyewitnesses.

15:8. What others saw and gave witness to was important. Paul added his 
voice to theirs. After he established that he was not a lone voice, his witness 
was vital for the Corinthians. When someone says, “I saw and experienced 
something,” people usually want to listen. The same was true of Paul and 
the Corinthians as he recounted his experience in a brief but powerful state-
ment. “As to one untimely born” refers to a baby born prematurely. Suddenly, 
Paul changed from one existence to another. That sudden and unexpected 
change resulted from his encounter with the physically resurrected Jesus on 
the road to Damascus (Acts 9:1–6).

15:9. Paul’s encounter with the risen Lord was a complete surprise. He had 
previously sought to destroy the church and the gospel—the truth that 
Jesus lived, died, rose from the dead, and was the Christ—the long-awaited 
King of the Jews. Paul felt “unfit” for such a blessing, but Jesus appeared to 
him and loved him (see Galatians 2:20). Paul once was as far away from God 
as anyone could be, because he “persecuted the church of God.” Remember 
that the church is the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:27), so Paul persecuted Christ 
(see Acts 9:4). In hindsight, Paul perceived himself as the worst sinner.
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15:10–11. God chose to give grace to a former enemy. By God’s grace, Paul 
received the calling of an apostle. The authority by which Paul wrote to the 
Corinthians rested solely on God’s grace, his gift and favor. Such unmer-
ited favor motivated and guided Paul’s ministry. Perhaps those who claimed 
Cephas (Simon Peter, 1 Cor. 1:12) as their champion, believed he would say 
something different than Paul about Jesus’ resurrection. If so, they put 
words into Simon Peter’s mouth. Paul, Peter, and the other apostles taught 
the same message about the resurrection.

Denying the Resurrection (15:12–20)

15:12–13. Again, Paul confirmed Christ’s death in no uncertain terms—
and members of the church would die as well. No one had a spirit, or 
spiritual spark in them that continued and avoided death, as some appar-
ently believed. Paul stressed this truth because if the Corinthians thought 
they would not die, that belief falsely negated the necessity of Christ’s death 
and resurrection.

15:14. Jesus is the gospel, the “good news.” All that he was, is, did, and does, 
supports this truth. Jesus’ resurrection is historical fact. To delete that part 
of the gospel makes no sense. In fact, everything is vain if the resurrection 
is not true. The Greek word for vain is kenos, also meaning empty or useless. 
The gospel becomes hollow without the resurrection.

15:15–19. The disciples’ transformation after the resurrection is corrobo-
rating evidence of its reality, which is also true of Paul when he met Christ. 
Others had claimed to be messiahs (before and after the time of Jesus), but 
they all perished at the hands of the Romans and their movements died with 
them. Paul and the others apostles would not continue to proclaim and live 
an empty gospel. That would be “futile” (v. 17). The Greek word for futile is 
mataios, which also means worthless.

Would Paul and the apostles give their lives for something worthless? Of 
course not. If that were the case, then nothing would make sense, and the 
Corinthians would “still” be in their “sins,” and people would have “perished” 
because no resurrection would have existed for them (v. 18). Without the 
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resurrection, Paul and the church would be a pitiable people (v. 19) following 
a “hollow,” “empty,” “worthless” gospel.

15:20. The resurrected Jesus was the “first fruits of those who are asleep.” 
He inaugurated the resurrections to come. When the Israelites offered the 
first fruits of their crops to God, all the remaining yield was under his will as 
well. All the resurrections to come are the fruit of the resurrection of Christ, 
and it is his will that all resurrect. Thus, his people can have hope.

What We Will Be (15:35–57)

15:35–39. The Corinthians asked two pertinent questions that continue to 
be asked today: “How does the resurrection happen? What form does a res-
urrected person take?” Paul answered both questions. He gave the example 
of a seed that dies when placed into the ground, and then produces some-
thing more remarkable than the individual seed itself. Paul applied the same 
concept more broadly. Animals, birds, and humans are different, but each 
produces what it is. Paul used these metaphors to introduce the uniqueness 
of the resurrection body designed by God.

15:40–44. The earthly bodies are contrasted with the glory of the heav-
enly bodies. We are “sown” of perishable ingredients, not like the heavenly 
bodies, such as the sun and the moon which never seemed to perish. Nev-
ertheless, God’s resurrection raises perishable human beings to glory and 
imperishability. A person is sown in a physical body and raised as a spiritual 
body, fit for eternity. A spiritual body is a real body, not an effervescent cloud 
or a vapor. A resurrected person, although transformed, is a real person.

Victory Over Death (15:50–57)

15:50–51. Imperishable, spiritual, change, and glory—Paul called up 
images that communicate an eternal existence more fabulous than the Cor-
inthians (or we) can imagine. God eliminates all that which keeps us from 
being what God intended for us and creation to be.

15:52–57. Paul believed he could still be alive when Christ returned. He 
thought apocalyptically. In apocalyptic thought, time melts away, and one 
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views everything without the confinement of the past, present, and future. 
For Paul, this view was a panoramic experience. He pictured the whole of the 
resurrection reality, a resurrection reality that begins at death. Because of 
Jesus’ resurrection, death has no “sting” or “victory.” Victory in the Greek 
construction is perfective, which means that it is continuous, or permanent. 
For “sting,” picture a snake or scorpion whose venom and bite have been 
rendered ineffective. The victory of the resurrection belongs to us “through 
our Lord Jesus Christ.”

Focusing on the Meaning

Even non-believers accept the historical truth that Jesus lived and died. How-
ever, they deny that his bodily resurrection and resurrection appearances are 
historical. Space for this lesson does not allow treatment of the evidence for 
the resurrection, but one can easily find authentic validation of it.1

The disciples who followed Jesus after the resurrection were not dumb 
people. (Many became martyrs for claiming Jesus as Savior and King.) They 
knew what hallucinations were; they could evaluate whether they had a delu-
sion or if their brothers and sisters hallucinated. They also knew that dead 
people do not rise from the grave. Some Jews yearned for dead prophets to 
return, and others pined for a future general resurrection, but resurrection 
from the dead was unexpected. Although Jesus tried to prepare them for the 
reality of his resurrection, according to New Testament documentation, they 
did not anticipate the event.

The true meaning of the word resurrection in New Testament times was 
a body raised from the dead.2 Rising from the dead makes sense. Under-
standing death is much more challenging than making sense of Jesus’ 
resurrection—and our own. Think of someone you love. Does it make sense 
that that individual, so valuable in your eyes, is destined for only a few brief 
years on earth?

As believers, God will raise us physically, not as vapors or effervescent 
spirits, but as real individuals, each transformed into a new physical reality. 
That is the resurrection hope by which we live—a promise of irrevocable 
fulfillment.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Write on the markerboard familiar phrases that supposedly explain 
some of life’s greatest mysteries. Examples might include: 
•	 Everything happens for a reason. 
•	 What goes up must come down. 
•	 The Lord works in mysterious ways. Invite the class to add other 

examples. Ask, Why do people cling to such sayings? After several 
responses, say, People often look for something to believe in or hope for, 
especially in times of distress. Today’s lesson will show us how Christ’s 
resurrection can be a source of real hope and confidence.

Guide Bible Study

2.	 Read 1 Corinthians 15:3–8 aloud. Pass out copies of the Apostles’ Creed. 
(A copy of this creed is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this 
study at www.baptistwaypress.com). Direct class members to read and 
study both texts for a few minutes. Then ask, What are some articles 
of faith that appear in both the Apostles’ Creed and 1 Corinthians 15:3–8? 
What is found in the Apostles’ Creed that is not in today’s Scripture passage?
The Apostles’ Creed (Modern English Version)3

I believe in God, the Father almighty,
  creator of heaven and earth.
I believe in Jesus Christ, God’s only Son, our Lord,
  who was conceived by the Holy Spirit,
  born of the Virgin Mary,
  suffered under Pontius Pilate,
  was crucified, died, and was buried;
  he descended to the dead.
On the third day, he rose again;
  he ascended into heaven,
  he is seated at the right hand of the Father,
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  and he will come again to judge the living and the dead.
I believe in the Holy Spirit,
  the holy catholic church,
  the communion of saints,
  the forgiveness of sins,
  the resurrection of the body,
  and the life everlasting. AMEN.

3.	 Read 1 Corinthians 15:12–20 aloud. Divide the class into small groups 
and instruct them to rewrite this Scripture passage in a way that 
would be more understandable to a young person today. (Option: 
Collect a variety of Bible translations and recruit volunteers to read 
1 Corinthians 15:12–20 aloud in each version.)

4.	 Divide the class into small groups and provide paper, pens, scissors, and 
glue or tape. Say, The Book of 1 Corinthians is a letter from Paul that may 
have been inspired by specific questions that arose within the congregation of 
new believers in the church at Corinth. Hand out printed copies of the focal 
verses for today’s lesson. (A copy of these verses is available in “Teaching 
Resource Items” for this study at www.baptistwayprress.org). Instruct 
each group to prepare a Q&A document, where they write the questions, 
then cut out the verses that are the answers and attach them to the rel-
evant questions.

You can also provide print-outs of questions learners can cut 
out and paste in. (A copy of these questions is available in “Teaching 
Resource Items” for this study at www.baptistwaypress.org).

Possible Questions for Q&A

•	 What is the gospel message? (vv. 3–4)
•	 What testimony do we have for this gospel message? (vv. 5–8)
•	 What are your credentials, Paul? (vv. 9–11)
•	 Why is it important for us to believe Jesus rose from the dead?  

(vv. 12–20)
•	 How are the dead raised? What kind of body do they become?  

(vv. 35–44)
•	 What can we hope for in the last days? (vv. 50–56)
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Allow several minutes to complete the exercise. If time permits, 
invite the groups to compare their assignments.

5.	 Say, We know little about what our resurrection bodies will be like. 
The only clues emerge from passages about Jesus after he rose from 
the dead. Enlist volunteers to read the following passages aloud: 
Matthew 28:8–10, Matthew 28:16–17, Luke 24:13–19, Luke 24:25–
32, Luke 24:36–43, Luke 24:50–51, John 20:10–16, John 20:19–20, 
John 20:24–29, John 21:1–14, and Acts 1:6–11. As each passage is read, 
ask, What does this Scripture reveal about Jesus’ appearance that might be a 
clue regarding the resurrection body? Write responses on the markerboard. 
After all the reading and analysis of each passage, ask, Did we learn a 
great deal about the attributes of a resurrection body? Why does Scripture 
not provide more details about the resurrection body?

Encourage Application

6.	 Read question 2 from the Study Guide “Questions” section and invite 
learners to share their experiences.

7.	 Divide the class into two or three small groups and provide paper and 
pens. Direct each group to write a case study (or a short story) about 
a Christian who has doubts about the resurrection. As part of the sto-
ryline, have them include words or concepts from today’s Bible passage 
that might help a believer who is uncertain. After several minutes of 
work, invite each group to present their case studies.

8.	 To conclude, say, In the “Implications and Actions” section of the Study 
Guide, the author writes, “The resurrection broke the power of sin and 
death.” Invite class members to put this concept into their own words.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Start the class by asking, What types of questions do non-believers ask 
about the Christian faith? Examples might include: “Did Jesus actually 
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live?” “Why did Jesus die on a cross?” “Why are there so many denomi-
nations of Christians?” And so on. Be sure to raise the often-posed 
question, “Did Jesus actually rise from the dead?”

2.	 Say, Jesus’ death and resurrection are fundamental beliefs of the Christian 
faith. Today’s lesson will look at Paul’s powerful and beautiful discussion of 
the resurrection and its implications for our faith.

Guide Bible Study

3.	 Read 1 Corinthians 15:3–8 aloud. Ask, How can we substantiate this pas-
sage as reliable evidence of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus? Would 
this be enough to persuade a nonbeliever to put their faith in Christ? Why? 
What else, if anything, would also be necessary?

4.	 Read 1 Corinthians 15:12–20 aloud in different Bible translations. 
Then say, The doctrine of the resurrection is a profoundly essential element 
of the Christian faith. Ask, Why is the resurrection of Christ so vital to the 
Christian faith?

5.	 Read 1 Corinthians 15:35–44 aloud. Lead a discussion with questions 
such as: How does this passage inform our thinking about cremation or about 
disfiguring illnesses or death? Do you know anyone who is troubled by not 
knowing what happens after death? How could these passages help comfort 
their fears? Why is the Bible so enigmatic and vague about the details and the 
dates of Christ’s return?

6.	 Ask, Is Paul’s illustration of a seed and its resulting plant a good metaphor for 
the difference between the perishable body and the imperishable, resurrected 
body? Note the other metaphors in 1 Corinthians 15:35–44, and ask the 
class if anyone has ever heard other good illustrations or metaphors for 
the resurrected body.

7.	 Read 1 Corinthians 15:50–56 aloud. Ask, What questions and concerns do 
people have concerning death? Let the class come up with several issues. 
Then ask, How does this passage address these questions and concerns? Do 
you think these verses would provide comfort to someone who was afraid of 
dying or was mourning someone’s death?
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Encourage Application

8.	 Call attention to the Study Guide sidebar, “Understanding Hope.” Stress 
the sentence, “A hope-filled Christian stands firmly on the demon-
strated faithfulness of God in the past to bring about his purposes in 
the future.” Ask, What, in your life, are some specific examples of God’s 
demonstrated faithfulness? Allow a few moments of quiet for personal 
reflection. (Option: Distribute paper or index cards for people to make 
notes for themselves. You can also invite class members to share their 
thoughts.) After several moments, close in prayer.

Notes

1.	 For example, Peter Kreeft at 
http://www.peterkreeft.com/topics-more/resurrection-evidence.htm (Accessed 
12/18/17).

2.	 See N. T. Wright, The Challenge of Jesus: Rediscovering Who Jesus Was and Is (Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1999), 134–135.

3.	 https://www.creeds.net/ancient/apostles.htm (Accessed 6/2/18).
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

We learn of Paul’s first encounter with the city of Corinth in Acts 18 after 
he came to the port city from Athens (Acts 17:16–34). He set up shop in the 
Corinthian agora,1 where he met Aquila and Priscilla, fellow Jews and tent-
makers from Rome. A church formed, and some Jewish religious leaders took 
Paul before Gallio (the Roman proconsul who ruled in Corinth a.d. 50–51) 
for inciting people to “worship God in ways contrary to the law” (Acts 18:13).

The Roman official refused to hear the case and looked the other way 
while the Jewish leaders beat Sosthenes, the official of the synagogue. Paul 
stayed a few more days after the incident and then headed to Ephesus with 
a small entourage of disciples. After a riotous stay in that city, he left his 
co-workers to serve the church of Ephesus while he departed for Jerusalem 
(Acts 18:18–19). Paul later returned to Ephesus, where he remained for two 
years (Acts 19:10).

During his stay in Ephesus, Paul wrote a letter to the Corinthian church 
which history has lost (1 Corinthians 5:9). He again wrote from Ephesus in 
response to reports from “Chloe’s people” in Corinth. That letter comprises 
1 Corinthians (1 Cor. 1:11).

In 2 Corinthians, Paul wrote of a “painful visit” he made to the Corinthi-
ans, unrecorded in the Book of Acts, and of a “sorrowful letter” (not included 
in the Bible), that he had written instead of visiting them (2 Cor. 2:1–4). 
Paul’s meeting with Titus in Macedonia (2 Cor. 7:5–7) prompted yet another 
letter written from Ephesus around a.d. 55–56. In that letter, which is now 
the Book of 2 Corinthians, Paul wrote to defend his authority against chal-
lenges from some super apostles who claimed Paul did not have credentials 
to lead (2 Cor. 11:5; 12:11).

Paul wanted the Corinthian Christians to know events from his perspec-
tive of suffering for the gospel, and that he did not peddle the word of God 
for profit (2 Cor. 2:17). Paul described his ministry through suffering and 
reminded the Corinthians they were Christ’s ambassadors in this ministry 
of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:11–21). He invited them to join in his collection 
for the Jerusalem Christians (2 Cor. 8, 9) and restated his defense as an 
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apostle of Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 10–13). The Book of 2 Corinthians is one of 
Paul’s most personal letters and reveals biographical information about his 
ministry, along with his deep love for those with whom he evangelized and 
suffered.2

Interpreting the Scriptures

Paul, an Apostle (1:1–2)

1:1–2. Paul began his letter to the Corinthians as he often did by identify-
ing himself as an “apostle of Jesus Christ through the will of God” (v. 1; 
1 Cor. 1:1; Ephesians 1:1; Colossians 1:1). His apostleship is a major theme in 
this letter. He designated Timothy, who was with him, as “a brother.” Timo-
thy joined Paul on the apostle’s second missionary journey (Acts 16:1). He 
then traveled with Paul and was often sent to churches as the apostle’s rep-
resentative, including the church at Corinth (1 Cor. 4:17; 2 Cor. 1:19). Paul 
wrote his last two letters from Rome to Timothy, his “true son in the faith” 
(1 Timothy 1:2). The church in Corinth and “all the saints in Achaia” were the 
intended recipients of this letter. He greeted them with the fruits of God’s 
favor, grace, and peace (1 Cor. 1:2).

The God of Comfort (1:3–4)

1:3. Paul opened his letter with praise to God. He first described God as 
“Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.” (See also 1 Peter 1:3.) He then described 
God as he relates to us: the “Father of mercies” and “the God of comfort.” 
Mercy is characteristic of God’s forgiveness and compassion (Romans 12:1; 
Philippians 2:1). Comfort means to come alongside someone to encourage or 
console, and a form of it is used ten times in this passage. Comfort, as desig-
nated in this passage, is not like a pat on the back or a “bless your heart” hug 
from a grandmother. It is akin to an EMT pulling you from a burning car, 
bandaging your wounds, and remaining with you until you reach the hospi-
tal. Jesus said he would send “another Comforter” like himself, who suffered 
and died in our place (John 14:15).
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1:4. The God of comfort is the same One who comforted Paul and his com-
panions in their “trouble.” The word trouble can mean anything that brings 
pain and can also denote “affliction” (esv)3 and to refer to trouble for a more 
extensive group (Acts 11:19). The result of God’s comfort and encourage-
ment was not to ease Paul’s pain or make him comfortable, but to give him 
the ability to comfort others in their troubles. Paul comforted others with 
the comfort he received from God. God encourages us in our problems so 
that we may share that same comfort with others.

Suffering with a Purpose (1:5–7)

1:5. Paul connected his sufferings with those of Jesus, not for boasting pur-
poses but to say that as his suffering for Jesus increased, the comfort of 
Jesus amplified. The more difficult the situation, the more present Christ’s 
comfort. Suffering should not be a surprise to the followers of Jesus. He 
promised we would suffer as he did (John 15:20). “Paschal,” which refers to 
the celebration of Easter, comes from the word for suffering in this verse 
and is different than the concept for trouble in this passage. (See Luke 22:15; 
1 Peter 4:13.)

1:6. The Apostle Paul understood his suffering had a purpose: it benefited 
others. Paul wrote that if he were afflicted, it would be for the “comfort and 
salvation” of his readers. If Paul and his friends experienced God’s comfort 
in their trials, it would grow his readers’ comfort. This comfort-produced 
endurance strengthened believers when they faced suffering. The word for 
endurance in this passage references the ability to bear up under difficult 
situations. God’s encouragement that Paul experienced in his suffering pro-
duced the endurance the Corinthians would need when they suffered abuse 
on behalf of the Lord.

1:7. Paul’s confidence that his readers would endure their troubles was reso-
lute because he knew they had shared in his suffering and, in turn, would 
share in his comfort. They were partners in suffering for the gospel, just 
as he was. This fellowship of suffering solidified his hope that they would 
endure. Paul saw his friends in Philippi as “partakers” of grace in his impris-
onment there (Phil. 1:7, nasb4). Fellowship in the New Testament is not 
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punch and cookies on a Sunday evening after church. It is a partnership in 
the advancement of the gospel and in whatever circumstances follow.

An Example and a Reason for Hope (1:8–11)

1:8. Paul wanted Christ-followers to know the severity of his suffering, not 
for boasting purposes but to illustrate his previous point. These troubles 
Paul experienced “in Asia” are undefined. Paul may have been referring to 
riots in Ephesus as recorded in Acts 19, or other examples of his suffering for 
the gospel (2 Corinthians 11:23–29). However, his afflictions were so severe 
and constant that he confessed he despaired even for his life.

1:9. Paul wrote that he and his co-workers felt as if they had received a death 
sentence. Their suffering was real, as were their emotional responses. Serv-
ing the Lord was hard and led to some despair and a touch of fatalism, but the 
result was not to give up so that they “might not rely on ourselves but God.” 
Suffering drove them to the end of their capabilities. They had nowhere to 
turn but to the God “who raised the dead.” Who would you rather depend on 
in times like these: your abilities, or the God who raises dead people?

1:10. Paul concluded that the God who had “delivered” them from “such a 
deadly peril” would deliver them again. The word for delivered belongs to the 
domain of word pictures for salvation; for example, “bought,” (1 Cor. 6:20) 
and “ransom” (Mark 10:45). The concept in verse 10 is a picture of rescuing 
someone from danger. (See Col. 1:13.) Since God saved Paul and his com-
panions from an apparent death sentence, they knew he would do it again. 
Their hope that God would continue to rescue them, no matter their circum-
stances, was based on this reality. Biblical hope is not wishful thinking. It is 
the certainty that God’s character will be consistent in every situation.

1:11. Paul acknowledged the Corinthians’ cooperation with him through 
their prayers. He knew of the power of intercessory prayer. He reminded 
his readers that others would give thanks for the favor God would show his 
people because of the prayers by “the many” in the church. The prayers of 
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Christians, matched with the rescuing power of God, cultivate thankful-
ness for the “gracious favor granted” by God in answer to the prayers of his 
people.

Focusing on the Meaning

A possible teaching outline of the passage may look something like this:

1.	 The comfort of God we experience in our time of suffering can serve to 
comfort others in their times of affliction (v. 1–7).

2.	 Suffering pushes us from self-reliance toward dependence on God, 
whose continual acts of rescue produce hope (v. 8–10).

3.	 The prayers of brothers and sisters in Christ lead to thanks for God’s 
favor (v. 11).

We learn from this letter to the Corinthians that God does not comfort 
us so that we can live well until we go to heaven. The “Father of Mercies” and 
the “God of All Comfort” comes alongside those who trust him in their trials 
so they can, in turn, comfort others in his name. Suffering can serve the 
purposes of God as an opportunity for us to experience the presence of his 
grace and mercy firsthand, and then to share that gift with others. Suffer-
ing from this perspective can lead to God’s comfort and salvation for others. 
We are witnesses to God’s presence in our lives as others observe how we 
respond to trials.

How can God’s comfort in our lives overflow and provide hope for 
others? Given Paul’s confession and instructions, we can share the encourag-
ing and empowering presence of God in our trouble and affliction with those 
going through similar trials. The Corinthian Christians were “partners in 
suffering” with Paul and companions in God’s comfort with him. A fellow-
ship of suffering can produce a mutuality of comfort when God is the central 
player in the events.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Give the following mini-lecture: Biospheres are closed, self-regulating 
ecosystems used by scientists to observe earth’s living systems. In one such 
facility named Biosphere Two5, nearly every weather condition was simu-
lated, except wind. Over time, the effects of the windless environment on 
trees became apparent. Although they grew well, the trees collapsed before 
they could mature. Scientists discovered that wind helps trees develop a stron-
ger root system and wood that can withstand stress.6

Ask, How does this story parallel Christians going through difficult 
times?

2.	 Ask class members to list ways in which people suffer. After responses, 
ask, Are there benefits that result from suffering? If not mentioned, say, 
God’s comfort multiplies when we use it to minister to others.

Guide Bible Study

3.	 Say, Paul had quite a history with the Corinthian church, which he planted 
during his second missionary journey. He later wrote a letter to the church 
and visited it a second time a few years later. Then, he wrote at least one more 
letter, mentioning that he wanted to visit the Corinthian believers yet again.

Instruct learners to turn to 2 Corinthians 1 in their Bibles, and 
recruit a volunteer to read verses 1–11 aloud. Say, After Paul’s greeting to 
the Corinthians in verses 1 and 2, he moved right into the nature of his minis-
try to them. Ask, Does your Bible include a section heading before verse 3? If 
so, enlist volunteers to read the heading aloud.

4.	 Divide class members into small groups and ask each one to reread 
verses 3–7 of 2 Corinthians 1. Then, assign each small group one of 
these questions to answer and recount with the class:
•	 What did Paul say that God does when we have trouble?
•	 What is the reason Paul gave for God comforting us?
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•	 What does this comfort produce in others?
•	 When we seek God’s comfort, are we typically thinking of the 

benefit for ourselves or others? Why?

(A copy of these questions is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for 
this study at www. baptistwaypress.org).

5.	 Assign one of the following passages to each small group: Acts 19:23–
41; Acts 21:27; and 1 Corinthians 15:32. Ask a spokesperson from each 
group to give the group’s perspective as to the possibilities for Paul’s 
suffering.

Say, Paul mentioned in verses 8–11 the difficulties he and his companions 
faced in Asia. There are many possibilities as to what Paul could have been 
referring to, but we cannot know for sure. He could have meant persecution, a 
severe illness, or even something else.

Call on each group’s spokesperson to respond as to what Paul’s 
hardship could have been: Acts  19:23–41—a riot in Ephesus; 
Acts 21:27—opposition from the Jews; 1 Corinthians 15:32—fighting 
with wild beasts in Ephesus.

Say, Paul knew affliction well, so probably more than anyone else, he was 
able to write about comforting others who had hardships because God had 
comforted him.

Encourage Application

6.	 Say, Paul wanted the Corinthian church to know that whatever he and his 
companions experienced—good or bad—it was for their benefit. Ask class 
members to think of creative ways of comforting others based on how 
they have received comfort. Write responses on a markerboard.

7.	 State, Serving others can take many forms. As the title of today’s lesson 
“Serving Through Suffering” tells us, it is possible to serve others because of 
suffering. We can comfort others because we have been comforted by God.

To illustrate this, provide an empty transparent glass, a pitcher of 
water, and a bowl. Place the empty glass in the bowl and begin pouring 
the water from the pitcher into the glass. Explain that this represents 
the comfort God gives us when we suffer. As the water begins to run 
over the glass into the bowl, say, The pitcher (representing God) has a 
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never-ending supply of comfort for us, which can overflow to others when 
they hurt.

8.	 Close with prayer, asking God to use those in your group to comfort 
others.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Say, Theodicy describes the theology of suffering. It is a defense of God’s good-
ness because evil and suffering exist. There can be much discussion about why 
God allows terrible things to happen, but we must remember while on earth 
our perspective is limited, but God sees the big picture. Although he does not 
cause evil, pain, or suffering, God can use difficult times in our lives for good. 
He does not waste them. Ask, How has God use your pain or suffering for 
good?

2.	 Ask learners, If you could experience something that would draw you closer 
to God and as a result equip you to love, serve, and have a more tender heart 
toward others, would you do it? After discussion, say, Personal suffering 
uniquely accomplishes these things. Ask learners to give specific examples 
of times when God comforted them during a time of distress by using 
someone else.

Guide Bible Study

3.	 Ask learners to give some one-word definitions of the word comfort. 
Write these definitions on a markerboard or poster.

Recruit a volunteer to read 2 Corinthians 1:3–4 aloud. Ask, Does 
verse 4 mention a different reason for comfort than you might expect? After 
responses say, We usually do not think of being comforted to comfort others. 
We cannot deliver others from their suffering, but we can be a source of bless-
ing through which God encourages them with our words, meets their needs 
with our hands, and listens to their pain with our ears.
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4.	 Ask learners to break into small groups and read 2 Corinthians 1:3–7. If 
group members have different Bible translations, ask them to read each 
translation. Direct small groups to answer these two questions:
•	 How many times did Paul mention the word suffering (or related 

words) in this passage?
•	 How many times did Paul use the word comfort (or related words) in 

this passage?
Ask, Given Paul’s use of the words “suffering” and “comfort” in this brief 

passage, how familiar do you think he was with these two words?

5.	 Read 2 Corinthians 1:10–11 aloud. Ask, Would you choose to suffer if given 
the choice? Say, We wouldn’t wish it or welcome it, but we don’t have to fear 
suffering because reliance on God and his provision can strengthen us and 
ultimately comfort others as a result.

Encourage Application

6.	 Distribute index cards and pencils. On one side of the card, instruct 
learners to write down specific ways they have suffered. On the other 
side, ask them to name specific ways they could minister to another 
person for each area of suffering they listed. Enlist volunteers to share 
their comments.

Challenge class members to seek out someone to help by using one 
of the ideas they wrote on the index card. Remind learners that small 
things can make significant differences in the lives of others who are 
hurting.

7.	 Ask the class to gather in a circle. Close by encouraging volunteers to 
voice sentence prayers, asking God to use them to comfort others.

Notes

1.	 The marketplace in ancient Greece.

2.	 Unless otherwise indicated, all Scripture quotations in lessons 8–13 are from the New 
International Version (2011 edition).
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3.	 “esv” in lessons 5–7 stands for the esv® Bible (The Holy Bible, English Standard 
Version®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News 
Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.”

4.	 nasb refers to the 1995 update of the New American Standard Bible®, Copyright © 
The Lockman Foundation 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 
1995. Used by permission. nasb refers to this edition of the New American Standard 
Bible®.

5.	 http://biosphere2.org/ (Accessed 1/18/18).

6.	 http://awesci.com/the-role-of-wind-in-a-trees-life/ (Accessed 12/16/17).
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Paul began this letter to the Corinthians with a reminder that God com-
forted the apostle in his afflictions for their benefit. He encouraged them to 
share the comfort of God with others who faced troubles. Paul wrote of the 
hardships he faced in Asia and how they drove him to believe he had received 
a death sentence. He, however, trusted God to rescue him as before, and he 
was confident the Lord would do that for the Corinthian Christians. They 
were partners in both his affliction and God’s comfort, and their prayers 
would lead to others rejoicing in God’s favor.

In the text for this lesson, Paul turned to the central reason for his letter: 
to answer accusations made against him by opponents in the church to his 
authority as an apostle (2 Cor. 1:12–7:16). We learn of some of the issues 
from reading the letter. The challenge of interpreting the events behind 
the letter is that we can only read half of the conversation. However, Paul 
addressed his supposed fickleness as it related to a canceled visit, along with 
accusations about his integrity (1:12–24). He then explained the motives 
behind his previous visit and letter, which he knew had caused sorrow and 
pain (2:1–11).

We can learn from the personal interaction between Paul and his 
Corinthian friends of the importance of a forgiving spirit and honest com-
munication in our relationships. Paul’s willingness to humble himself to 
explain his actions, and his assertion that the Corinthian Christians were 
his basis for boasting, illustrate the power of God’s love and forgiveness in 
relationships.

Interpreting the Scriptures

My Conscience Is Clear (1:12–14)

1:12. Paul shifted his attention from his suffering and God’s comfort to 
assert that he could boast that his conscience was clear because he had 
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conducted himself “in the world”—and even more so when he was with 
them—with “integrity and godly sincerity.” He did not rely on worldly 
wisdom for his actions but upon the grace of God. The word “integrity” can 
also be translated simplicity (esv). The word “sincerity” in the NIV is a com-
pound word interpreted as to be judged in the sunlight or to be pure or sincere. 
(See 2 Cor. 2:17 for another example.) Perhaps Paul was answering those who 
accused him of not being sincere when he changed his plans to visit Corinth.

1:13–14. Paul wanted to be certain his readers knew he was not writing 
words they could not read or understand. He hoped they understood his 
message (v. 13). They knew him “in part” through his visits and letters, but 
he hoped they could boast of him fully on the “day of the Lord Jesus,” (v. 14), 
just as he would them. Paul used the contrast between “part” and “full” in 
1 Corinthians 13:9, 10. He sought to establish his trustworthiness in both 
his actions and letters. He wanted his friends to know his motives were pure, 
and that while others might question him, they would ultimately realize he 
had acted with integrity for their benefit.

My Yes Means Yes (1:15–22)

1:15–16. In this passage, Paul explained his travel plans and addressed the 
accusation that he could not be counted on to fulfill his promises. Like a 
lawyer laying out his case before a jury, Paul stated he had initially planned 
to visit them so they could “have a second experience of grace” (esv) by his 
coming (v. 15). This visit would have been after his writing of 1 Corinthians, 
which produced a positive response. Paul then hoped to see the Corinthians 
on his way to Macedonia and during his return trip before going to Judea 
(v. 16). His readers must have known of these plans because Paul then felt 
obligated to affirm his trustworthiness, although he changed his schedule.

1:17–18. Paul rhetorically asked if he was “fickle” (“vacillating,” esv) by not 
following the plans he had initially made. Or, he asked, was he making plans 
according to the flesh so that for him his “yes, yes” would mean “no, no” at 
the same time (v. 17)? Paul answered his questions by confessing, as surely 
as God was faithful, his message to them was not “yes and no” (v. 18). He 
would not tell them one thing and then do another.
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1:19. The second piece of evidence Paul used to defend his integrity was 
his relationship with Jesus Christ, the Son of God. Some may have doubted 
Paul’s sincerity, but he reminded the Corinthian Christians that Jesus, 
whom Paul, Silas, and Timothy had preached to them, had never been yes 
and no. Christ was always yes. Paul could not be fickle because the message 
and person of Jesus would not allow it. His message of Jesus, who was God’s 
forever yes, was evidence of his integrity.

1:20. Paul continued to point to Jesus as God’s yes, no matter what others 
said about the apostle. Paul proclaimed that Jesus was yes to as many of the 
promises God had made. For example, the promise of the birth of Imman-
uel by a virgin (Isaiah 7:14; Luke 1:26–27) and that God would bless all the 
nations through the seed of Abraham (Genesis 12:3; Galatians 3:28, 29) con-
firmed Paul’s statement. This reality led the Corinthians to declare “Amen” 
to the glory of God.

1:21–22. Four actions of God confirmed their shared relationship and 
strengthened their trust in one another. 1) God established Paul along with 
the Corinthians Christians “in Christ.” 2) God “anointed” Paul and the Cor-
inthians (v. 21). 3) God placed his seal on them to identify them as his own. 
And, 4) God gave them the “deposit of the Spirit” in their hearts, guarantee-
ing his promise was true (v. 22). See also Ephesians 1:13–14. The “deposit” is 
like the earnest money submitted with a contract guaranteeing the payment 
of the entire contracted amount.

Why Paul Chose Not to Return to Corinth (1:23–2:4)

1:23–24. Paul called God as his witness to testify that his reason for not 
going to Corinth was “to spare” them from another painful visit (1:23; 
see 2:1). His motives were for their well-being, not his self-interest. By not 
coming, he demonstrated he did not “lord it over” their faith, and they 
worked together as co-workers for their joy. Paul insisted they stand firm in 
their faith (v. 24).

2:1–2. Paul did not want to make “another painful visit” to his friends. We 
do not have an account of the visit in the biblical record. Given what we 
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do know, the visit came after Paul’s stay recorded in Acts 18, and before 
the intended trip he wrote about here. The word “painful” here conveys the 
sense of sorrow or sadness. A form of the word is translated “grieved” (v. 2), 
“distressed” (v. 3), “grieve” (v. 4), and is used four times in this passage. Paul 
wondered that if he grieved them then, who would be left to make him glad 
except those he had saddened by his letter? (v. 2).

2:3–4. Paul explained that he wrote the letter as he did so that he would 
not be “distressed” by those whom he hoped would bring him joy (v. 3). Love 
sometimes brings pain instead of joy. Paul confessed that while the letter 
may have caused them sorrow, he wrote it “out of great distress and anguish 
of heart and with many tears” (v. 4). His intent was not to upset them but 
to let them know how much he loved them through his honest language. He 
later made another reference to this “sorrowful letter” (2 Cor. 7:8).

Forgive Your Brother (2:5–11)

2:5. Paul transitioned from the sense of grieving to the matter of an individ-
ual whose actions had caused sorrow in the church. The sorrow did not affect 
Paul, but it touched the entire church, and Paul did not want to overstate his 
case. Some commentators point to the man in the incestuous relationship 
we read about in 1 Corinthians 5 as the object of Paul’s instructions. Others 
take the position that this was a person whom the apostle confronted during 
the unrecorded “painful visit.” The following instructions by Paul suggest 
the unknown offender as the best option.

2:6–8. Paul felt the punishment already given to the person by the church 
was sufficient, and recommended they forgive and comfort the offender. (v. 
6, 7). Paul urged them to demonstrate that their love for the wrongdoer was 
real (v. 8). Correction in the Bible always points toward restoration. Even 
Paul’s harsh instructions to “hand [the incestuous man] over to Satan” was 
for the purpose that “his spirit might be saved” (1 Cor. 5:5).

2:9–11. Another motive in Paul’s writing to the Corinthians was to see if 
they would stand the test and do what he asked of them (v. 9). The apos-
tle showed that he trusted them by confessing that what they forgave, he 
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forgave, and that any forgiveness he granted was before Christ and for their 
sake (v. 10). Paul did not want his friends to be ignorant of, or taken advan-
tage of, by Satan’s “designs” (v. 11, esv). The word “schemes” (NIV) comes 
from the word group that includes one’s mind or thinking.

Focusing on the Meaning

Paul’s relationship with the Corinthian Christians was fractured. Painful 
and sorrowful things had been said and done between them during his 
last visit. People in the church had spoken negatively against the apostle. 
Most people would stop talking to one another and find another church to 
attend—but not Paul. His love for his friends motivated him to open his 
heart (2 Cor. 1:12–14), to give non-defensive evidence of why they could 
trust him (2 Cor. 1:15–22), to explain why he changed his mind about his 
visit (2 Cor. 1:23–2:4), and to show that he trusted them to handle the situ-
ation on their own (2 Cor. 2:5–11). He was honest about the reality of their 
relationship. He was careful to forgive and even reminded them they were 
coworkers for their joy, not wanting to bring them sorrow.

What can we learn from Paul’s letter to the Corinthians about how to 
heal broken relationships?

1.	 We can seek to live among others with sincerity and integrity. Based on 
our relationship with Jesus Christ, our character and behavior will give 
those we have offended confidence that what we say can be trusted.

2.	 We can assert what we do have in common through our shared relation-
ship in Christ Jesus. We are anointed, established, sealed, and we hold a 
deposit of God’s promise together in Christ. Our relationship in Christ 
is stronger than our offenses (real or imagined).

3.	 We can explain openly and honestly the decisions we make that affect 
others. If we have stated our intentions but change our plans, we should 
let those affected know why we made the change without being defen-
sive or accusatory.

4.	 We can forgive those who have offended us. Paul’s confession, “Anyone 
you forgive, I also forgive,” can be an example to the church to accept 
the forgiveness of others to maintain the unity of fellowship.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Write the word Positives on one side of the markerboard and the word 
Negatives on the other. Ask learners to name the best things about rela-
tionships along with the most trying aspects, recording the responses 
under the appropriate category. Say, Relationships are one of the essential 
elements of life, but can also be among the most difficult.

Guide Bible Study

2.	 Before the session, enlist an individual who enjoys Bible research to 
prepare a summary of the Study Guide sidebar, “A Change of Plans,” 
focusing on what developed in the relationship between Paul and some 
members of the Corinthian church as a result of the apostle’s changed 
travel plans.

3.	 Form listening groups or pairs. Each group is to listen for the answer to 
an assigned question as volunteers reads 2 Corinthians 1:12–2:11 aloud. 
(A copy of these questions is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for 
this study at www. baptistwaypress.org.). A spokesperson for each group 
should briefly state the answer to the class.
•	 Group One: What did Paul say about his conscience regarding his 

relationship with the Corinthians? (2 Corinthians 1:12–14)
•	 Group Two: What did Paul say about his rationale for changing his 

travel plans? (2 Corinthians 1:15–17; 1:23–2:1)
•	 Group Three: What did Paul say about his previous letter to the 

Corinthians which we have no record of because it is lost to history? 
(2 Corinthians 2:2–4)

•	 Group Four: What did Paul instruct the Corinthian church 
to do with the church member who had caused trouble? 
(2 Corinthians 2:5–11)
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After volunteers read the verses, give a summary using information 
from the Study Guide. Then, give groups a few minutes to discuss the 
answer to their assigned question. Ask for responses.

4.	 Say, At the beginning of today’s passage, Paul assured the Corinthian 
Christians that he and his companions had been sincere in their actions. The 
word “sincere” is believed to be derived from the practice of ancient sculpting. 
If a piece of work emerged from the mold with a blemish, the sculptor would 
use wax to cover the imperfection. Thus, the Latin words sine (without) and 
cera (wax) meant the sculptor used no wax, and the piece was flawless. In this 
case, Paul wanted the Corinthians to know he was being honest with them 
and had pure motives regarding his change of travel plans that resulted in his 
not visiting them. Paul’s integrity was vital to him.

Ask, How does sincerity benefit relationships, especially if our desire is to 
heal strained or broken ones? What are the drawbacks of insincerity?

5.	 Give the following mini-lecture: After Titus delivered to the Corinthians 
Paul’s severe letter (the one we have no record of), they took that opportu-
nity to communicate criticisms against Paul that he responded to in today’s 
passage. First, they said his letters were hard to understand. (Write the 
word “Unclear” on a markerboard or poster.) Second, they claimed Paul 
was fickle because he promised to visit, then changed his mind. (Write the 
word “Unpredictable” on the markerboard.) Third, they thought he had 
a harsh attitude toward them. (Write the word “Unsympathetic” on the 
markerboard.)

Say, Given what we know about Paul, however, these characterizations 
were untrue. Erase the Un prefix from the words on the markerboard to 
reveal the truthful aspects of the apostle’s character.

Encourage Application

6.	 Use the Study Guide sidebar, “Practical Application Exercises” (Option 1), 
as an assignment for learners. For godly reconciliation, challenge them 
to write a letter or make a phone call this week to an individual with 
whom they have a strained relationship. Say, Granted, making this contact 
may be awkward; however, worthy things are usually challenging.
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7.	 Close with sentence prayers as class members pray for their needs 
related to openness, honesty, and forgiveness in their relationships with 
others.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Say, To restore the strained relationship that had developed with some in the 
Corinthian church, Paul explained why he had canceled an earlier visit. Ask, 
When misunderstood, how do you explain yourself? Call for learners to raise 
their hands based on which response they most often choose:
•	 I am fearful of confrontation, so I shy away from trying to explain 

myself.
•	 I try to help others understand me in a logical and rational manner.
•	 I get defensive and try to force others to see my side of the story.

2.	 Ask: Can you think of a specific example when a decision you had to make 
caused tension in a relationship? How did you feel about someone else getting 
upset with your decision? Explain that Paul found himself in that situa-
tion in today’s Bible passage.

Guide Bible Study

3.	 Ask a class member to read 2 Corinthians 1:12–24 aloud, followed by 
another volunteer reading 2 Corinthians 2:1–11. Use the Study Guide to 
give an overview of this portion of one of Paul’s letters to the Corinthian 
church. Explain that Paul wrote about several things in today’s passage, 
but much of it deals with relationships. Ask, Given what Paul wrote in 
this passage, how important to him was honest and open communication in 
relationships? Discuss whether there are more examples of relationships 
handled correctly or incorrectly in the Bible. Ask those who respond to 
give reasons for their responses.

4.	 Say, The last section of today’s passage (2 Cor. 2:5–11) doesn’t seem to 
relate to the previous verses. Although it is possible Paul was referring to the 
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individual guilty of incest described in 1 Corinthians 5, it seems more likely 
he was writing about the person responsible for stirring up doubts about his 
integrity. And while Paul showed tough love in this passage, he also made 
clear that he had forgiven the individual and trusted that the Corinthian 
church would as well. Ask, What does Paul’s approach demonstrate about a 
forgiving spirit—even when others have wronged you?

5.	 Before class time, ask three members to locate John 8:44, John 10:10, 
and Ephesians 6:12 in their Bibles and read the assigned verse when 
directed. Use the information in the “Implications and Actions” section 
of the Study Guide to remind learners that when we have divisions in 
the body of Christ, Satan is our enemy, not other Christians. Call on the 
volunteers you recruited to read their assigned verses.

Encourage Application

6.	 Say, We often avoid others when there is a conflict or a strain in the relation-
ship. Ask, Are there advantages to handling things this way? What should 
we do according to Paul’s example? What are the benefits of approaching the 
issue with direct and honest communication?

7.	 Discuss, What do honest communication and a forgiving spirit look like in 
these relationships?
•	 Marriage
•	 Friendships
•	 Employer and employee
•	 Brothers and sisters in Christ

8.	 Close with a time of focused prayer about trust, honesty, and forgive-
ness in strained relationships.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Paul continued to defend his integrity in 2 Corinthians 3. He reminded his 
friends that he did not need letters of recommendation other than their 
lives, which were the result of his ministry with them (2 Cor. 3:1–3). He 
established that his ministry belonged to the “new covenant” and that it was 
superior to that of the Mosaic covenant (2 Cor. 3:4–11). Unlike Moses, who 
veiled his face before the people, Paul taught that those who trusted Jesus 
lived with “unveiled faces,” changed into the image of Christ to reflect the 
glory of God to others (2 Cor. 3:12–18).

Chapter four continues the themes of Paul’s ministry: a veiled and 
unveiled existence, his suffering, and glory. Twice he confessed he did not 
lose heart in what he was commissioned to do by Christ (4:1, 16). Paul insisted 
he did not distort the message of Christ, which he could openly offer to them 
in the presence of God. The metaphors of veiled hearts (3:15) and minds (4:4) 
reveal the work of Satan, “the god of this age,” to keep the light of the gospel 
from those who do not trust Jesus. Paul again explained the extent and pur-
pose of his suffering and how it benefited the Corinthians (4:7–12).

He reminded them his message was “light,” and that grace was extended 
to others because of their trust in Jesus (4:13–15). Paul then exclaimed that 
while his body suffered and was “wasting away,” he was renewed inwardly 
every day. He lived and served with an eternal perspective, and he con-
stantly looked to the “things that are unseen” because those things are 
eternal (4:16–18).

We all face opposition when we seek to do what God has called us to do 
for him. The Scripture passage for this lesson brings us hope that an eternal 
perspective through a relationship with Christ will give us the strength we 
need to remain faithful to God’s call on our lives.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Ministry and Message (4:1–6)

4:1. Paul announced that as certainly as he had received mercy, he possessed 
“this ministry,” referring to the ministry mentioned in 2 Corinthians 3:6–8. 
“Ministry” here has the sense of being commissioned and sent. (This is the 
same word from which we derive the English word deacon and sometimes 
translates as ministry. See 2 Corinthians 3:6–8, 5:18 for similar uses of the 
concept of serving via commission.) The certainty of God’s mercy, and Paul’s 
confidence that God initiated what he was doing, helped the apostle not to 
lose heart or give up. (Paul made this same confession in verse 16 of this 
chapter.) God’s mission call is the source of endurance for the servant leader 
commissioned by Christ.

4:2. Paul confessed that his work among the church in Corinth was trust-
worthy for several reasons. His assertions also give us hints as to some of 
the accusations his detractors had about his ministry. First, Paul wrote that 
he had “renounced” hidden and shameful behaviors. He had also refused 
to practice (literally, “to walk in”) cunning ways or to “distort” the word of 
God. The word “distort” is solely used here in the New Testament and can 
mean to tamper with (esv). Finally, Paul wrote that he presented the truth of 
Christ “plainly” to them and was willing to stand before anyone’s conscience, 
even “in the sight of God,” to defend its truth. A disciplined life coupled with 
unadulterated trust produces such confidence.

4:3–4. Some did not receive Paul or his message. He returned to the meta-
phor of the veil (2 Cor. 3:12–18) to explain why this was so. The gospel was 
“veiled” from those who were “perishing” or did not believe (2 Cor. 4:3; 3:13–
15). The “god of this age” (“of this world”) blinded the minds of those who 
did not put their trust in the gospel. The result was that they could not see 
the light that shone from the glory of Christ, who is the image of God (v. 4).

We learn two important spiritual truths in these verses. First, Satan, the 
god of this age, or “the ruler of this world” (John 12:31), participates in the 
unbelief of others. Second, Jesus is the “image of God.” The same word from 
which we derive our English word icon is used elsewhere in Paul’s letters to 
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describe the nature of Christ (Ephesians 2:2). Jesus taught his disciples that 
to know him was to know God (John 14:7).

4:5–6. The object of preaching is Christ, not the preacher. When the mes-
sage moves away from the message to the messenger, God’s truth shifts 
from center stage. Paul reminded his readers that he did not promote him-
self among them, but that his message was solely about Christ as Savior 
(1 Cor. 2:2) and as Lord (Romans 10:9). Paul proclaimed that he and his co-
workers were “servants” for Jesus’ sake to the Corinthian Christians. The 
word servant can be translated “bond-servant” (v. 5, nasb1).

Paul submitted that God said, “Light shall shine out of darkness,” which 
was the same light that shone in their hearts to give them “the light of the 
knowledge of God’s glory displayed in the face of Jesus” (v. 6). This picture 
is a parallel image of a Christian living with an unveiled face reflecting the 
glory of Jesus (2 Cor. 3:18). We cannot be sure of the passage of Scripture 
Paul had in mind when he quoted God’s words, but they echo Genesis 1:3. 
The light of Christ shone in their hearts, which they shared through their 
message and service.

Strength in Suffering (4:7–12)

4:7. “This treasure” is the light of the knowledge of Jesus described in the 
previous verse. Paul confessed that the treasure of a relationship with Jesus 
was housed in “jars of clay.” We get our English word ostracon from the word 
for clay. It is a potsherd, a broken piece of pottery used to write on that is 
found in archeological digs. Clay pots were common in the ancient world. 
They were fragile, did not last long, and were sometimes used to hide valu-
ables such as silver and gold in the home.

Paul’s readers saw the image Paul described, but they may not have 
grasped its implications. The reason the treasure of Christ’s presence is kept 
in fragile, sometimes diseased bodies, is so that others may know that the 
source of its power is God, not human strength. We get the English words 
hyperbole and dynamite from the two words translated “all-surpassing power.”

4:8–9. Four statements, built on the conjunctions “but not,” paint word-
pictures of how the power of God in fragile bodies produces strength in 
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ministry. The missionaries had been “afflicted” (esv) but not “crushed.” 
(Afflicted has the sense of being pressed on. Thus, the NIV description “hard 
pressed” is the same word as in chapter 1 for “troubles” 2 Cor 1:4). “Per-
plexed” has the meaning of being uncertain.

Although they honestly admitted their doubts, they did not despair. 
They were persecuted, or pursued, but were never abandoned (2 Cor. 4:9). 
Finally, they had been “knocked down,” as in a boxing match, but they had 
never been knocked out (destroyed). Paul’s honest portrayal of ministry lets 
those who serve know that while ministry is hard, through a relationship 
with Christ, there is strength to continue.

4:10–11. Paul continued his treasure-in-jars-of-clay metaphor (4:7) when 
he equated his trials to carrying around the “death of Jesus” in his body. The 
outcome of this reality was so that the “life of Jesus” was manifested in his 
body (v. 10). Those who were alive gave their bodies over to death for Jesus’ 
sake so that his life was made evident in their “mortal bodies” (v. 11). Just 
as Jesus suffered while he brought us life, likewise those who serve him may 
encounter suffering as well.

4:12. What was the result of the missionaries’ suffering? While death was 
“at work” in their mortal bodies, life through Christ was at work in the lives 
of the Corinthian Christians. Suffering for the sake of Christ in service to 
others produces real life in those served.

We Do Not Lose Heart (4:13–18)

4:13–15. René Descartes, a seventeenth-century French philosopher, con-
cluded, “I think. Therefore I am.” Paul affirmed the biblical truth, “I trust 
[God]. Therefore I speak” (v. 13). A similar phrase is found in Psalm 116:10a. 
Paul shared the “same spirit of faith” as the Corinthians, which led to why 
he shared the gospel with them. He was confident that God, who raised the 
Lord Jesus, would raise and present him with them to himself (v. 14). Every-
thing Paul and his friends did for the Corinthians was for their benefit so 
that more people would rejoice as they received grace, and God would be 
glorified (v. 15).
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4:16–18. In these verses, Paul stated more reasons why he had not lost heart 
in the work he had been called to do. First, although they were outwardly 
“wasting away,” they were “being renewed” every day (v. 16). He considered 
his trials as “light and momentary” afflictions that were producing for them 
an “eternal weight of glory” (v. 17, esv). The Hebrew word for glory has a basic 
meaning of heaviness.

An eternal perspective made their current suffering seem light and only 
for a season. Paul concluded he would keep his attention on the eternal, yet 
unseen things as opposed to the suffering and trials of those he could see 
(v. 18). Things which we cannot see with our physical eyes—“the things that 
God has prepared for those who love him” (1 Cor. 2:9)—give perspective to 
the trials and heartaches of this life.

Focusing on the Meaning

Paul’s words to the Christians in Corinth give us encouragement and 
strength to face the challenges of ministry where we live, learn, work, and 
serve. He provides three insights that can help us to thrive, not just survive, 
in tough times when serving others in Jesus’ name.

First, we do not lose heart when we trust that God is the source of our 
ministry, and we receive it in the same way we receive his mercy. The cer-
tainty of God’s call on our lives to serve is a source of endurance. Ministry is 
not a career but a calling. When we learn this, confidence will grow. A pure 
life, the realization that Satan is active, and the fact we have received “the 
revelation of the knowledge of the glory of God” are all sources that keep us 
from giving up.

Second, we hold God’s firm calling in our fragile bodies. Like household 
jars of clay that contain silver and gold, our bodies are weak vessels that 
carry the treasure of “the light of the knowledge of the glory of God.” Our 
bodies break and age, but when the life of Christ shines through our ser-
vice to others, the light grows in their lives. Christ’s strength in us serves to 
give life to others. We trust the Giver of the treasure; therefore, we speak to 
others with confidence.

Finally, we do not lose heart if we keep our eyes on the unseen things 
of God. What we see is temporal and is tied to the world. What is unseen is 
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eternal, and the “eternal weight of glory” is at work in us. We gain confidence 
as we face challenges in ministry when we place our focus on eternal things, 
such as the glory of God’s presence and his favor, rather than on temporal 
things, such as budgets, buildings, and the number of people gathered on 
Sunday morning.

The certainty of our calling, held in the fragile vessels of our bodies, 
with our eyes on the glory of God, combine to give us confidence when facing 
tough times in ministry.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Ask, What significant challenges do you face in life? After several responses, 
ask, What considerable challenges do you face in your ministry—that is, how 
you live and impact others for Christ? How are these two challenges alike? 
How are they different? Say, Our earthly struggles are temporary, but living 
for God has eternal significance.

Ask: How firmly do you believe in eternity? After some responses, ask, 
To what extent do you live with an eternal perspective? Add, It’s one thing to 
say we believe in eternity; it’s another to live like it. How should your focus on 
eternity change your outlook when dealing with personal challenges?

Guide Bible Study

2.	 Enlist a volunteer to read 2 Corinthians 4:1–6 aloud. Say, False teach-
ers in Paul’s day promoted themselves to gain followers. Those individuals, 
apparently like some evangelists today who preach a health-and-wealth 
gospel, even requested payment from those in the church at Corinth.

3.	 Instruct the class to divide into small groups and read through verses 
1–6 to identify how Paul defended his ministry in light of those false 
apostles. After allowing for small group discussion, call for responses.

4.	 Bring four coffee cups to class—three that are decorative and one plain 
coffee mug. Recruit a volunteer to read 2 Corinthians 4:7–12 aloud. Say, 
In verse 7, Paul used the words “ jars of clay” to describe Christians. Hold up 
a decorative cup as you ask three questions: Is the wisest person smart 
enough to be worthy of being a container for God and his glory? Is the most 
spiritual person spiritual enough? Is the most talented person talented 
enough? Say, The answer to each question is “No.” Hold up the plain coffee 
mug and say, We are simply clay jars holding a great treasure.
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Point out that 2 Corinthians 4:7 teaches that God chooses us (every-
day dishes, not fine china) to hold and dispense his glory. God uses 
ordinary people, so they know the power is from him and not us.

5.	 Reread verses 8 and 9 from today’s passage. Assign one of the four dif-
ferent descriptions Paul used in these verses to the same small groups 
formed in the third activity above:
•	 Hard pressed on every side, but not crushed
•	 Perplexed, but not in despair
•	 Persecuted, but not abandoned
•	 Struck down, but not destroyed

Ask the groups to discuss their description and rephrase it in modern-
day language. After allowing some discussion time in the groups, direct 
them to share their responses with the rest of the class.

6.	 Write these words and blank lines on a markerboard: Because 
__________, I _______. Ask class members to name something they 
do because of something else. Record the most interesting responses on 
the markerboard.

7.	 Recruit a volunteer to read 2 Corinthians 4:13–15 aloud. Say, These 
Scripture verses tell us that Paul spoke because he believed. His faith cre-
ated his testimony. Paul trusted that God had a purpose for his life, and 
because of this he was compelled to share the gospel. Ask, If we believe, 
shouldn’t we also speak? Shouldn’t our faith also create our testimony?

8.	 Read 2 Corinthians 4:16–18. Divide the class into two teams: an “Outer 
Man” team and an “Inner Man” team based on what Paul wrote in verse 
16. Ask each team to think of characteristics of the type of man they 
were assigned. After a few minutes, ask for their responses.

Say, Although our outer man/woman is perishing, God renews the inner 
man/woman each day. Paul did not lose heart because although his outer 
man as a jar of clay suffered, God renewed and blessed Paul’s inner man. As a 
result, the apostle focused on the unseen—the eternal—not on visible, tem-
porary things.
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Encourage Application

9.	 Say, Paul continually lived with eternity in mind. That made a difference 
in everything he did. He saw beyond his sufferings on earth, such as being 
shipwrecked, stoned, persecuted, and imprisoned. He chose to live an uncom-
fortable life because of his devotion to Christ and his ultimate focus on the 
eternal.

10.	 Discuss the Study Guide “Questions.”

11.	 Close with a time of silent prayer, asking learners to focus on having an 
eternal perspective.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Say, Christians often get so caught up in the present that we sometimes fail to 
consider the reality of eternity. Why is this the case? Say, As believers, we are 
made for eternity, not for this world. Ask, If we live as the world lives—seek-
ing only to find fulfillment in our lifetime—how are we any different from 
those who don’t know Christ?

2.	 Ask, How much of your life can you live focusing solely on the eternal things of 
Christ with no earthly distractions? After discussion ask, How would your 
life be different today if you could focus entirely on eternity?

Guide Bible Study

3.	 Read 2 Corinthians 4:1–2 aloud. Ask, Based on Paul’s ministry, what 
things did he do and what things did he not do?

Read verses 3–4 aloud. Ask, How did Paul describe the situation when 
others did not accept the gospel he preached? Who caused this unbelief?

Read verses 5–6 aloud. Ask, How did Paul describe what he preached?

4.	 Read 2 Corinthians 4:7 aloud. Say, During a Christmas gift exchange, 
where individuals get to select a package, the majority choose one based on its 
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wrapping. It is human nature to assume the prettiest package also holds the 
best gift. However, that is not always the case. Often, amazing gifts come in 
plain packaging.

Say, God did not send Jesus to earth as a finely wrapped gift. He wasn’t 
born in a palace to a wealthy family. In fact, during his entire life on earth—
from humble birth to agonizing death—Jesus lived as an ordinary earthen 
vessel. Likewise, just as God used Christ even though he did not come to the 
earth with fanfare, God can use us—simple earthen vessels—for his glory. 
This glory is not due to our ability, but to his power working in us.

5.	 Group learners into pairs, and ask each duo to read the specific descrip-
tions Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 4:8–9 about his trials. Assign each of 
the phrases Paul used here to a different pair.
•	 Hard pressed on every side, but not crushed
•	 Perplexed, but not in despair
•	 Persecuted, but not abandoned
•	 Struck down, but not destroyed

Encourage pairs to share ways in which each person could follow Paul’s 
example with their assigned description.

6.	 Read 2 Corinthians 4:13–18 aloud and ask learners to follow along in 
their Bibles. Then ask these questions and direct learners to respond 
without looking back at the Scripture:
•	 Why did Paul persevere in ministry, even in the face of tribulation?
•	 How did Paul describe Christians’ troubles on earth? Why is it incredible 

that he could use that description?
•	 If we were to put earthly problems and eternal glory on a scale, which 

would weigh more? Why?
•	 What did Paul say is eternal—the seen or unseen? Why?

Encourage Application

7.	 Say, Eternity is not just an endless infinity that begins when we die; it begins 
as soon as we become Christians. When we start to see all our moments in 
light of eternity, we understand they have a value that we would not other-
wise have known.

8.	 Close in prayer, asking for a proper perspective on all things eternal.
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Notes

1.	 nasb refers to the 1995 update of the New American Standard Bible®, Copyright © 
The Lockman Foundation 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 
1995. Used by permission. nasb refers to this edition of the New American Standard 
Bible®.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

The great British preacher, Joseph Parker, faced criticism on a Sunday morn-
ing when a man said to him, “Dr. Parker, you made a grammatical error in 
your sermon.” He then explained the preacher’s mistake. Dr. Parker looked 
at the man and said, “And what else did you get out of the message?”1 Some-
times we only notice what is wrong; you might say the spirit of nitpicking is 
alive and well these days.

We all face criticism. At times, criticism is well-placed, but often it is not 
constructive. Abraham Lincoln once said, “He has the right to criticize who 
has the heart to help.” Constructive criticism is an art. This raises an essen-
tial question: How should a Christian give and receive criticism?

In 2 Corinthians 7:5–16, Paul exemplified how to offer constructive 
criticism. Paul’s letter to the church at Corinth was corrective correspon-
dence that followed on the heels of what some call Paul’s severe (or “harsh”) 
letter to the Corinthian church. After Paul sent the corrective letter, which 
was delivered by Titus, he waited anxiously for news of how the church 
would respond to the criticism. When Titus returned, Paul was delighted 
to hear that his letter resulted in remorse-filled repentance in the Corin-
thian church. Paul’s constructive criticism worked; the church listened and 
responded well. What can we learn from Paul’s example?

Interpreting the Scriptures

A Tough Letter, Paul’s Trouble, and Titus’ Return (7:5–7)

7:5. Paul mentioned the harassment he experienced on a trip to Macedo-
nia, the region in northern Greece which contained the churches of Philippi, 
Thessalonica, and Berea. In 2 Corinthians 2:12–13 Paul said he came to 
Troas (a port city on the Aegean Sea; cf. Acts 16:8; Acts 20:5–12) but did 
not find Titus there, so he left and went to Macedonia. In Macedonia, Paul 
became embroiled in troubles again. During his second missionary trip, Paul 
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experienced difficulties in Philippi and Thessalonica. In Philippi, he was 
publicly flogged and imprisoned (Acts 16:22–39; Phil. 1:30; 1 Thess. 2:2), 
and in Thessalonica, fellow believers had to shuttle Paul out of the city at 
night for his safety (Acts 17:1–10).

Paul mentioned “conflicts without” (apparently an external threat) and 
“fears within” (an internal problem). We have no information on the precise 
nature of these events. However, his “fears within” undoubtedly included 
his concern over Titus’ reception (cf. 2 Cor. 2:12–13).2 Bible scholar David E. 
Garland said, “his body had no rest in Macedonia—until Titus showed up 
with good news.”3 Thus, Paul offered a transparent view of his emotional 
state (e.g., fear, anxiety, worry).

7:6–8. Paul said he was dealing with “conflicts without” and “fears within” 
and then identified the solution to his problem with two words in verse 6: 
“But God!” For Paul, the solution to his problem was God (cf. Romans 8:31).

Titus (Paul’s co-worker, whom the apostle mentioned in four of his 
epistles) was a Gentile (Galatians 2:1, 3), which gave rise to a sharp debate 
about the need for Gentiles to be circumcised (Acts 15:2). Titus delivered 
Paul’s “Severe Letter” to the Corinthians. The letter called upon the Corin-
thian church to discipline the one who had caused all such hurt, and to 
demonstrate their innocence in the matter and their penchant for Paul. 
(2 Corinthians 2:3–4; 7:8, 12).

This letter was probably written while Paul was in Ephesus.4 Unfortu-
nately, the letter is lost—although some have suggested that it is preserved 
in chapters 10–13. Paul was anxiously concerned about the Corinthians’ 
reaction to the letter he asked Titus to deliver.

Paul had been anguished about the letter. At first, he seemed to regret 
sending it, so he traveled to Macedonia to find out what had happened when 
it was received. When greeted by Titus with good news (2 Cor. 7:5–7), he was 
relieved because his efforts were validated. Delighted, Paul then sent Titus 
back to Corinth to collect funds for an important offering (cf. 8:6).5

The Response to a Tearful Letter (7:9–13)

7:9. Paul was not happy about causing sorrow—and did not intend to 
hurt the Corinthians—but he rejoiced that the Corinthians’ grief had led 
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to repentance. In Scripture (e.g., Amos 5:6–11), divine judgments were not 
“only acts of justice but also attempts to bring the guilty to repentance.”6

7:10–11. Paul compared “godly sorrow” with “worldly sorrow.” The former 
produces repentance; the latter causes remorse and death. The eventual 
result: “what this godly sorrow has produced” was what Paul had in mind 
all along. Paul explained that godly sorrow leads to repentance, and worldly 
sorrow leads to regret. Godly sorrow leads to salvation; worldly sorrow leads 
to death. The difference is the byproduct: a changed mind and heart—and 
a willingness to change behavior (cf. Romans 6:15–23). The Bible contains 
many examples of godly grief: David (2  Samuel  12:13; Psalm 51), Peter 
(Mark 14:72); and Paul (Acts 9:1–22). It also gives examples of worldly grief: 
Esau (Genesis 27:1–40; Hebrews 12:15–17) and Judas (Matt. 27:3–5).7

7:12–13. Paul discreetly avoided mentioning the names of the people 
involved in wronging each other. Instead, he referenced them generally as 
the “one who did the wrong” and “the injured party.” Since his focus was to 
restore his relationship with the Corinthians, Paul’s reaction was to praise 
them for their response to his disciplinary letter. Although the Corinthian 
church still had problems (e.g., complaining about Paul’s canceled visit in 
2 Cor. 1:15–2:2), he chose to focus on the positive rather than the negative.8

Titus’ Report Brings Paul Joy (7:14–16)

7:14. Paul described to Titus his “boasting” about the Corinthians and how 
their response had proven those boasts accurate. Although “self-commen-
dation” (i.e., boasting about oneself) had to be done discreetly in Paul’s day, 
bragging about one’s friends was probably a more palpable practice.9

7:15. Titus’ report to Paul that the church had been “obedient in disciplin-
ing the wrongdoer”10 resulted in Titus’ “affection” becoming even more 
significant when he remembered their obedience. The obedient Corinthian 
response caused Paul to brim with pride for his spiritual children—turning 
his attention to their strengths rather than dwelling on their failures.
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7:16. Paul’s accurate boasting brought the apostle abundant joy. Their posi-
tive reception of Titus—as Paul’s physical representative—signaled their 
approval of the apostle.11 Paul had complete “confidence” in them. This con-
fidence was not merely in them—but in the Lord working through them.12

Focusing on the Meaning

Charles Haddon Spurgeon was stopped by a man who bowed and offered 
this sharp remark, “The Reverend Mr. Spurgeon—a great humbug!” To the 
insult, Spurgeon took off his hat and said, “Thank you for the compliment. I 
am glad to hear that I am a great anything!”13 

Elbert Hubbard once wrote, “To avoid criticism, do nothing, say nothing, 
be nothing.” However, sooner or later we all face criticism. How should we 
receive (and give it)?

Although criticism is painful, we must confront the error of our ways to 
grow spiritually. Granted, much of the criticism we get these days is uncon-
structive; it is not productive feedback from discerning people. Thus, Paul 
gave the church today a simple blueprint for criticism: make it constructive 
for producing genuine repentance. Valid, constructive criticism always has 
the other person’s welfare in mind—more than just critiquing for personal 
preference. Here are few suggestions:

First, make sure all criticism is constructive and intends to build up the 
body of Christ. Give correction that leads to repentance, not criticism that 
nurses a grudge.

Second, always ask yourself, “Is the correction I am giving, advice I would 
willingly receive?” Avoid the trap of hypocrisy.

Finally, realize that correction—like all change—is not easy to give or 
receive. Change is difficult—emotionally, physically, and spiritually. It will 
require effort, time, and discipline.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Begin the session by asking, What challenges did you face getting here 
today? Allow several members to respond. Ask, How does identify-
ing these challenges affect the way you view and react to others during our 
time together? Does the context of our lives affect our relationships with 
one another? After a period of discussion say, Today, we will hear Paul’s 
response to how the criticism he leveled against the Corinthian church was 
received. When voicing his criticism, Paul was aware of the situation within 
the church and the challenges the church was facing.

Guide Bible Study

2.	 Establish the significance of Paul’s state of mind in 2 Corinthians 7:5–7. 
Instruct members to listen as you read verse 5 and identify words or 
phrases Paul uses to explain the context of his arrival in Macedonia. 
Ask members to give examples of when they have experienced “conflicts 
on the outside, fears within.” Contrast this state of mind with what Paul 
said as you read verses 6–7. Identify the sources of encouragement Paul 
received and how each contributed to him being able to say “my joy was 
greater than ever.”

Read 2 Corinthians 7:8–9 aloud. Write the words sorry and sorrow-
ful on a large sheet of paper or markerboard. Note how many times the 
words appear in these two verses. As one way to define the words, invite 
members to suggest other words that carry a similar meaning (anguish, 
grieving, regretful, mournful, woeful). Add these suggestions to the 
visual. Based on Paul’s words, discuss the various roles sorrow plays 
when dealing with conflict.

On a markerboard or a large sheet of paper, create two columns. 
Label one column Godly Sorrow and the other Worldly Sorrow. Group 
class members into two teams and assign each team a column. Instruct 
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them to create a list of characteristics descriptive of their column using 
2 Corinthians 7:10–11 and information in the Study Guide. After teams 
complete the assignment, discuss the differences between the two col-
umns and the role godly sorrow plays in approaching conflict.

3.	 Read 2 Corinthians 7:12 aloud. Ask, What was the intent of Paul’s criti-
cism? What does Paul’s example say to us when we find ourselves in a position 
to offer criticism? Say, Paul avoided name-calling and singling out any one 
person or group within the church. His goal was to guide the church toward 
solutions and not get caught up in blaming others. Paul included everyone in 
his criticism as an invitation to work together toward a solution.

4.	 Read 2 Corinthians 7:13–16 aloud and instruct members to use the side-
bar “Levels of Resolution” to identify the outcome of Paul’s criticism of 
the behavior in the church at Corinth and God’s guidance among the 
Corinthians.

Focus on the role Titus played in the resolution of the conflict. Say, 
Think of a time in your life when someone brought encouragement from God 
to you through a helpful act, word, or simply by his or her presence. For whom 
could you perform the kind of service Titus performed for Paul?

Encourage Application

5.	 Say, Paul’s experience with the church at Corinth provides a good example of 
how to humbly and lovingly confront issues without hurting others and frac-
turing relationships. Discuss the following questions with members:
•	 What is the difference between pointless criticism and productive 

criticism?
•	 What general principles should we follow in offering criticism to others?
•	 How should we receive criticism from others?

6.	 Close the session in prayer, thanking God for teachings that guide us in 
understanding how to live as Christ-followers.
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DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Begin by inviting members to share an experience when they gave 
what they thought was constructive criticism only to discover that 
others viewed their remarks as critical and inappropriate. Ask, What 
was required to calm the emotions and address the situation in a construc-
tive manner? After several members have shared, say, Today, we are going 
to hear from Paul as he shared his joy upon hearing that his criticism of the 
behavior in the church at Corinth was received and brought about change.

Guide Bible Study

2.	 Set the context of today’s Scripture. Remind members that Paul wrote 
this letter after he concluded his ministry in Ephesus and traveled to 
Macedonia. Titus tracked Paul down in Macedonia with the good news 
that most of the church in Corinth had repented, returned to the gospel, 
and accepted Paul’s authority. Paul decided to write the Corinthians one 
more time expressing his relief. Read 2 Corinthians 7:5–7 aloud. Point 
out the things Titus shared with Paul that resulted in his joy being 
“greater than ever.”

3.	 Although your group is familiar with Paul and the Corinthian church, 
they will benefit from getting to know Titus. Say, Titus was a converted 
Gentile who was quite involved in Paul’s missionary activities. He was a 
capable person, called by Paul “my partner and coworker” (2 Cor. 8:23). 
Titus received the challenging assignment of delivering Paul’s critical letter 
to Corinth and correcting problems within the church. Titus’ genuine concern 
and ability to relate well to the Corinthians contributed to his success and 
allowed him to bring good news to Paul in Macedonia.

4.	 Read 2 Corinthians 7:8–9 aloud. Say, Receiving someone’s criticism or 
suggestions can be difficult. Some people retreat from the situation while 
others lash out negatively. Discuss the natural reaction by the church to 
feel hurt by Paul’s criticism. Explain Paul’s delight that though their 
feelings took a hit, the Corinthians chose to listen, and the result was 
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repentance. Say, Often, we can become better people, stronger and wiser, 
when we listen to others’ ideas.

5.	 Read 2 Corinthians 7:10–12 aloud. Using the Study Guide, distinguish 
between “godly sorrow” and “worldly sorrow.” Say, Describe the changes 
that took place in the Corinthian Christians because of godly sorrow bringing 
repentance that led to salvation and left no regrets. Call attention to the 
way Paul commended the church for their maturity in finding a solution 
to the situation.

6.	 Say, You and I cannot predict the way our criticism will be received no matter 
how sincere and eloquent we may present it. Such was the case with Paul. 
Read 2 Corinthians 7:13–16 aloud and instruct members to listen for 
ways Paul, Titus, and the Corinthians experienced blessings in the reso-
lution of the situation and restoration of their relationships.

Encourage Application

7.	 Ask, If a friend asked you to guide him in preparing to share a critical thought 
with a coworker, what advice would you give him? As the group responds, 
write the ideas on a markerboard or large sheet of paper.

8.	 Ask, What advice would you give others on receiving criticism? As the group 
responds, write the ideas on the markerboard or large sheet of paper 
beside the advice on giving criticism. Ask, What core truths from Paul’s 
situation with the church at Corinth do these two lists reflect? How can these 
truths be applied to our daily living?

9.	 Close with a prayer of commitment to growing in understanding the 
proper time and ways to give and receive criticism.

Notes

1.	 Warren Wiersbe, Angry People (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2009), 113.

2.	 Clinton E. Arnold, Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary: Romans to 
Philemon., vol. 3 (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2002), 230.
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Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1999), 346–361.

4.	 Colin G. Kruse, 2 Corinthians: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 8, Tyndale New 
Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1987), 22.

5.	 Allen C. Myers, The Eerdmans Bible Dictionary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987), 1008.

6.	 Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 2 Cor. 7:9.

7.	 Kruse, 142–143.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Two men sought to resolve a dispute by seeking the wisdom of an old sage. 
The first man explained to the sage what happened, and the sage replied, 
“You are absolutely right.” The other man explained the matter from his per-
spective. Again the sage replied, “You are absolutely right.” The wife of the 
sage had been listening to everything and scolded her husband saying, “You 
told both men they were absolutely right. That’s impossible! They can’t both 
be right.” To this, the sage answered, “You are absolutely right.”

It is always easier to tell everyone what they want to hear. But what 
should you do to effectively resolve a conflict? In 2 Corinthians 10, the 
Apostle Paul confronted a complex conflict. Rather than ignoring it or tell-
ing everyone what they wanted to hear, Paul approached the situation in a 
way that led to resolution. Responding to the claims of his opponents was 
not easy for Paul because some of the criticism was personal. The Corin-
thians believed Paul did not measure up to their standard of an educated 
intellectual; he was not an orator who fit the bill of a great teacher.

For the Corinthians to take Paul seriously, they expected him to dress 
the part (a particular style of clothing was assumed). Also, they disdained 
his occupation (a tentmaker was not someone from the upper class of soci-
ety). Paul’s demeanor, which seemed wimpy to them, was not impressive, nor 
did they consider meekness a virtue (as Paul did). Moreover, Paul did not use 
the rhetorical techniques of persuasion they respected. So, what did Paul do? 
Today’s Scripture provides the answer.

Interpreting the Scriptures

There is a drastic change in tone in 2 Corinthians 10, which may have been 
due to new information Paul received just before writing this letter, or per-
haps, he had waited to deliver his real diatribe. Some scholars have suggested 
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chapters 10–13 are excerpts from a separate letter from Paul—but confir-
mation is not necessary to explain what’s happening here.1

10:1. Paul was probably quoting his opponents, who may have called him 
“timid” in person but “bold” when he was away from them. Having already 
received Paul’s severe letter (cf. 2:4; 7:8), and responding to it with hostility, 
the Corinthians recognized a straightforward tone in this letter compared 
to the apostle’s mild attitude when present with them. Describing his tone 
as meek (cf. 1 Cor. 2:3) was not seen as desirable for someone in Paul’s posi-
tion—perhaps equivalent to the word wimp today. However, Paul managed 
to turn their criticism into a compliment by showing that this characteristic 
(i.e., “meekness,”) was a virtue found in Jesus (Matthew 11:29), as well as 
one that should be found in Jesus’ followers (cf. 1 Peter. 1:19).

10:2. The phrase “standards of this world” means walking according to the 
flesh, and this was Paul’s assessment of his opponent’s accusation of him—
and perhaps a criticism of Paul’s travel plans (cf. 1  Cor.  1:15–2:4), or a 
mishandling of the collection (2 Cor. 2:12:16–18).2 While his character was 
under assault, Paul put pressure on the Corinthian church to resolve their 
problem before he visited them (i.e., “when I come”).

10:3–5. Paul used military metaphors—familiar with Stoic and Cynic 
philosophers of his day—to describe the Christian life as a spiritual battle 
for moral advancement. Using philosophical language common among the 
ancient Greek sages,3 Paul described taking thoughts as “captives” (viz. pris-
oners of war)—an extended metaphor on getting control of human thoughts 
(cf. Prov. 21:22). Since the Romans took prisoners of war and sold them as 
slaves, the marketplace of Corinth would have been teeming with them. Paul 
further used the imagery of destroyed military “strongholds” as a metaphor 
for arguments that opposed Christ.

The Corinthians would have been familiar with the concept of a strong-
hold since the Acropolis towered over the skyline of Corinth. That monolith 
was one of the most impressive fortresses in all of Greece—with the temple 
of Aphrodite on top. Roman armies used a variety of weapons to demolish 
powerful strongholds, including “artillery, catapults, battering rams, mobile 
towers, mechanical ladders, movable protective sheds, and vehicles.”4
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By contrast, Paul saw the weapons that Christians use as spiritual. How-
ever, it is not merely arguments that are destroyed but also pretensions 
which exalt themselves against the truth—something the philosophers of 
Paul’s day (especially the Sophists) would have reveled in. Paul seemed to 
be aiming for a type of argument in which a person uses words in such a 
way that they may sound impressive but are untrue—a practice that was 
common across the Roman empire and especially at Corinth.5

10:6. By describing a willingness to punish those who remained disobedient, 
Paul extended the metaphor further, since rulers who won in battle pun-
ished those they defeated (2 Samuel 12:31). Paul may have meant “believers 
must work harder to make up for time lost through disobedience.”6

10:7–9. Paul challenged those who doubted his authority and encouraged 
the Corinthians to adjust their perspective. Part of their problem was “you 
are judging by mere appearances,” a mindset that persists to this day. The 
Old Testament story of God choosing the shepherd boy David over his bigger 
and stronger older brothers is a reminder that “Man looks at the outward 
appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart” (1 Samuel 16:7).7

10:10–11. Paul quoted his opponents, who charged him with writing let-
ters that were “weighty” and “forceful” but being unimpressive in person. 
This may be the only time Paul directly quoted his opponents. He had already 
been criticized for his oratory skills (1 Corinthians 1–4), and challenged over 
his leadership style (2 Corinthians 11–13). Here, the Corinthians criticized 
Paul for what they perceived as an inconsistency between his writing voice 
and his persona. Paul challenged this accusation with a warning that his 
presence would match his written words.

10:12. Paul warned about the unwise practice of self-comparison. Even in 
the secular world of Paul’s day, self-commendation was frowned upon and 
sometimes regarded as pretentious (a vice, not a virtue). But climbing to the 
top by pushing others down was as commonplace in Paul’s day as it is in ours.

10:13–15. Paul’s “boasting” was within “proper limits” (a term which 
referred to the geographical region a public servant’s service included, 
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perhaps something like “jurisdiction” today).8 He limited this boasting to 
the service God had assigned him.

10:16. Paul’s ultimate goal was to advance the gospel further “to the regions 
beyond you,” just as he wrote in the Book of Romans of his desire to preach 
Christ in places “where Christ is not known” (Rom. 15:20).

10:17–18. Paul paraphrased Jeremiah 9:24 on the matter of boasting (cf. 
1 Cor. 1:26–31) to show that self-commendation was out of place, and the 
only appropriate form was boasting in the Lord. This approach was a way of 
saying that God’s approval is the only one that matters.

Focusing on the Meaning

Paul was under attack by some of the Corinthians. His opponents disparaged 
him personally and questioned his apostleship. Paul worked to overcome 
their criticism, but he also endeavored to reestablish his rapport with the 
congregation—after all, the gospel was at stake.

Paul’s approach to conflict raises the topic of how to deal with disputes 
in the church in a way that produces reconciliation and resolution. Paul did 
several things worthy of emulation while maintaining the integrity of his 
motives and methods. In working to resolve the problem, rather than avoid-
ing or worsening it, Paul approached the situation with uncommon wisdom.

In the book Mastering Conflict and Controversy, the authors describe strat-
egies for managing conflict. Their suggestions include: deal with one issue 
at a time, explore the problem, and explore the solutions. Things to avoid 
include name calling, “mind reading” (attributing evil motives), inducing 
guilt (“Look how you’ve made me feel”), and discrediting another person.9

As Paul handled the problems at Corinth, he was dealing with similar 
issues, but he needed to stay above the fray. He did not want to compromise 
his integrity or that of the gospel. He also wanted to avoid the things his 
accusers were doing (e.g., boasting or bragging). In the end, Paul practiced 
what Jesus preached in the Sermon on the Mount: “Blessed are the peace-
makers, for they will be called children of God” (Matthew 5:9, niv).
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Prepare a handout to distribute as members arrive. Title the handout: 
Who Has Authority in Your Life? (A copy of this handout is available in 
“Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.baptistwaypress.org). 
Below the title list the following categories and instruct members to 
provide examples from their life experiences for each type: people, orga-
nizations, agencies, institutions, other. After members have completed 
the assignment, ask for volunteers to reveal their answers. When sev-
eral have spoken, say, We are going to hear Paul defend his ministry to a 
group of false teachers who questioned his authority.

Guide Bible Study

2.	 Read 2 Corinthians 10:1–2 aloud. Say, Sarcasm, in simple words, means 
to speak bitterly. Paul used sarcastic remarks to contrast the way he was 
perceived when physically present to the way he was perceived though his let-
ters. He explained that he had responded to issues in the church, sometimes 
with diplomacy (which came across as “timid”) and other times based on his 
authority (viewed as “bold”). To illustrate Paul’s point that Christians do 
not live by the standards of this world but through their faith in Christ, 
prepare the following exercise. Use a markerboard or create two signs 
that you attach to a focal wall: Living as Christ and Standards of the World.

3.	 Assign the following characteristics (which you have printed on index 
cards) to members and instruct them to place their trait under the 
corresponding sign. (A copy of these characteristics is available in 
“Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.baptistwaypress.org).
•	 slow to anger
•	 gentle in temperament
•	 patient with others
•	 humble servant



134 � 2 CORINTHIANS:  REFUTE, RESTORE, AND RAISE HOPE

•	 focus on recognition
•	 deceitful
•	 desire for power
•	 selfish
•	 impersonal.

Afterward, discuss the difference between the two categories.
Say, Paul went on to explain the spiritual battle of living the Christian 

life. Read 2 Corinthians 10:3–6 aloud. Ask members to define strong-
holds (an area dominated by a particular force or group) and arguments 
(reasons that support a belief). After each word is defined, ask for con-
temporary examples of these in a person’s life and in the life of the 
church. Say, Paul promised in verse 6 to punish the disobedience of a few in 
the church once the majority displayed obedience to God.

4.	 Invite a member to read 2 Corinthians 10:7–11 aloud as Paul might have 
spoken it. Ask members to identify truths Paul stated in defense of the 
allegations made by false teachers (no one has the right to invalidate a 
person’s standing as a Christian if the person’s ministry and character 
reveal Christ; God gives authority to leaders to build up and not destroy 
the fellowship; Christians should maintain integrity and consistency in 
word and deed).

5.	 Ask members to define the words boast and boasting. After discussion, 
say, While boasting often describes a person who feels superior, Paul used 
boasting to construct a personal identity based on a relationship with God 
and as one called to share the gospel of Christ. Read 2 Corinthians 10:12–
18 aloud. Ask, How did Paul view the dispute in Corinth? (as a roadblock 
to the maturing of the church and the spread of the gospel to “regions 
beyond”). Ask, How can unresolved disputes disrupt the greater purpose God 
has established for the church?

Encourage Application

6.	 Give each member an index card. Instruct them to write a word or 
phrase that identifies what might cause a dispute in the church. Say, 
Integrity in motives and methods is required to resolve conf licts in the 
church. Instruct members to flip the card over and write three specific 
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suggestions for solving the dispute they listed. After adequate time has 
passed, enlist volunteers to share their recommendations. Allow time 
for discussion.

Close the session in prayer, thanking God for Paul’s words to the 
Corinthians that can guide us when disputes surface and keep us 
focused on accomplishing the purpose of our church’s ministry. Pray 
for church leaders as they seek God’s direction in guiding the church in 
sharing the gospel and equipping Christians.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Begin by asking members to recount a recent experience when they 
witnessed a dispute among coworkers, friends, or relatives. Limit the 
amount of time each volunteer takes and keep the responses general 
and confidential. Say, We are going to listen to a conversation Paul had 
with the church in Corinth about a dispute that was hindering the church’s 
ministry.

Guide Bible Study

2.	 Read 2 Corinthians 10:1–2 aloud and note the two primary ideas Paul 
addresses: (1) the mistaken opinion of some that Paul wavered between 
boldness in his letters and timidity in person, and (2) Paul’s conviction 
that his style of ministry was modeled after Christ and not the stan-
dards of the world. Use the information in the Study Guide to define the 
phrase standards of the world.

3.	 Say, In verses 3–6, Paul told the Corinthians he would not cower in fear 
when he arrived on his next visit as some of them apparently expected. Read 
2 Corinthians 10:3–6 aloud and ask members to identify the military 
metaphors Paul uses to make his point [wages war (v. 3), weapons of 
warfare to destroy strongholds (v. 4), tears down obstacles (v. 5), takes 
captives (v. 5), ready to punish rebels (v. 6)]. Read Ephesians 6:11–17 
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aloud to illustrate Paul’s description of a Christian’s weapons for spiri-
tual warfare.

4.	 Say, Paul contended that much of the trouble in the Corinthian church 
festered because of their tendency to judge individuals and actions on a super-
ficial basis. Read 2 Corinthians 10:7–11 aloud. Ask members to agree or 
disagree with the following statement and then discuss the reasons for 
their answers: The temptation to judge ourselves by our best intentions and 
others by their worst actions is a continuing problem.

5.	 Read 2 Corinthians 10:12–18 aloud and instruct members to note the 
number of times Paul used the word limits. Ask, What did Paul mean 
when he used “limits” to define his ministry? Using the information found 
in the Study Guide, explain that Paul wanted the church to resolve the 
dispute so it could mature in the faith and move forward with higher 
purpose. Read Jeremiah 9:23–24 aloud as the basis of Paul’s challenge 
in verse 18.

Encourage Application

6.	 Pose the following question for personal and church consideration: 
When finding solutions to disputes that come our way, do we maintain godly 
integrity in our motives and methods or do we lean on the standards of this 
world? Read aloud the Study Guide sidebar, “Dealing with Disputes,” and 
allow several members to express their thoughts.

7.	 Encourage class members to maintain godly integrity in motives and 
methods when resolving disputes. Close the session in prayer. Thank 
God for providing lessons in Scripture that guide us in living as Christ-
followers and addressing the challenges we face.

Notes

1.	 Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 2 Cor. 10:1–18.

2.	 Clinton E. Arnold, Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary: Romans to 
Philemon., vol. 3 (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2002), 238.

3.	 Keener, 2 Cor. 10:1–18.
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6.	 Keener, 2 Cor. 10:1–18.

7.	 Arnold, 240.

8.	 Keener, 2 Cor. 10:13–16.

9.	 Edward G. Dobson, Speed B. Leas, Marshall Shelley, Mastering Conflict and Controversy, 
(Portland: Multnomah Press, 1992), 43–44.
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

When the Corinthian church questioned the credibility of the Apostle Paul, 
they forced him to boast about his revelations and visions. Paul wanted them 
to know that although he had those experiences, he repeatedly prayed for 
God to remove his “thorn in the flesh.” Part of Paul’s divine revelation was 
God making known to him that he had a purpose for the “thorn.” God had 
allowed Paul’s thorn to persist so that through it God might reveal that his 
“grace was sufficient,” and his power was made perfect in human weakness.

The Romans prided themselves in power and glory, but even the Roman 
emperor was reminded of the necessity of humility. When riding in the 
parade known as the triumphal procession, amid the throng of cheering 
crowds, a slave in the chariot would whisper in the emperor’s ear, “Remem-
ber, you too are mortal.”1

Paul was permanently reminded of his mortality by his “thorn in the 
flesh.” We can relate since we all suffer and sometimes wonder why God does 
not answer our prayers to remove the thorns of life. Paul teaches us a valu-
able lesson: God’s grace is sufficient to meet all our needs. We must learn 
to trust in his power and grace. We must also avoid the spiritual pride that 
sometimes comes when God’s grace is bestowed upon us.

Interpreting the Scriptures

12:1. Paul said it was “necessary” that he boast about his “visions.” (The 
Greek word for “visions” is optasia from which we derive the word optom-
etrist.) The word “revelations” (Greek apokalypsis) is the same used for the 
Book of Revelation—and means revealing something previously unknown (cf. 
1 Corinthians 14:6; Galatians 2:2). Paul explained that, after a fourteen-year 
silence on the subject, he used the wording to prove his credentials to the 
Corinthians.
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12:2. When Paul said, “I know a man” (vv. 1, 5, 7), he was, most likely, refer-
ring to himself in the third person,2 since in verses 6–10 he described his 
experience but wanted to relate this information indirectly.3 If Paul penned 
2 Corinthians around a.d. 55–57, then his vision would have occurred in a.d. 
41–43 (fourteen years earlier). He described being “caught up” to the “third 
heaven” and not knowing if he was “in the body” or not. The Bible sometimes 
speaks of a heaven that is above the sky (1 Kings. 8:27; 2 Chronicles 2:6; 
Psalm 148:4), and this may suggest three heavenly spheres: the atmosphere 
of earth, the stars, and the heavenly abode of God.4

12:3–4. Paul’s expression as to “whether in the body” or not—meant he was 
unsure if he went to heaven physically or spiritually (cf. Acts 9:1–9). Some-
times, Old Testament prophets spoke of being “caught up” (cf. Ezekiel 2:2; 
3:14; 8:3). The term paradise referred to a garden but came to mean a heav-
enly place. Jesus promised paradise to the thief on the cross (Luke 23:43; 
cf. Rev. 2:7).5 Paul said he “heard inexpressible” things which he was not 
permitted to describe—and unlike others who blathered about such things, 
Paul remained tight-lipped.6

12:5–6. Paul refused to boast—except in what he called his “weaknesses,” 
referring to his hardships (v. 7; cf. 2 Cor. 11:23–29). Bragging about some-
thing borne of God’s initiative did not give the apostle a status of importance.

12:7. To keep Paul from becoming “conceited” (meaning an undue sense of 
one’s self-importance) about his revelations, God gave the apostle a “thorn in 
the flesh.” The word thorn has several possible meanings: 1) a physical prob-
lem (e.g., an illness, a pain, a disease, an eye problem, a speech impediment; 
cf. 2 Cor. 10:10; 11:1–5; Gal. 4:13–14; 1 Thessalonians 2:18), 2) a mental or 
spiritual issue (e.g., depression, emotional turmoil over the churches, or a 
struggle with sin), or 3) a ministerial opponent.

Since Paul mentioned the word “flesh,” it was likely a physical ailment. 
Paul was direct: his thorn was something God had done to cultivate humility 
in the apostle because he was spiritually advantaged. The phrase “to tor-
ment” mirrored what Jesus experienced by the Roman soldiers before his 
crucifixion (cf. Mark 14:65; Matthew 26:67).
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12:8–9. Paul said he asked God three times to remove the thorn—matching 
the three prayers of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane (cf. Mark 14:32–42). 
Thus, Paul did not initially appreciate this thorn as he later did. He regarded 
it as a “messenger of Satan.” The word messenger (Greek angelos) can mean 
either “angel” or “messenger,” and thus can be either spiritual or physical (cf. 
Gal. 4:13–14).

Paul certainly faced both spiritual and physical challenges. God answered 
Paul’s prayer, but in a manner he did not anticipate. The Lord told him that 
his “grace was sufficient.” The title “Lord” may refer to either God or Jesus—
if Paul was referring to the latter, it is the only recorded word of the risen 
Jesus in the writings of Paul.7

God’s grace is always sufficient, but more than that, his “power is made 
perfect in weakness.” For Paul, the thorn remained, as did the weakness of 
the apostle. However, Christ’s power was manifest. Despite Paul’s shortcom-
ings, God exalted Christ through Paul. Contrasting the common assumption 
that power removes weakness, Paul revealed a paradox: in Christ weakness 
reveals power. The cross itself embodies this paradox (cf. Ephesians 3:16; 
Philippians 4:13).

For the principle that the power of God rests on the humble (cf. 
Isaiah 57:15), consider these examples: 1) Abraham confessed that he was 
“nothing but dust and ashes” (Genesis 18:27); 2) Moses asked God, “Who 
am I, that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” 
(Exodus 3:11); 3) Gideon asked, “How can I save Israel? My clan is the weak-
est in Manasseh, and I am the least in my family” (Judges 6:15); and 4) David 
said, “Do you think it is a small matter to become the king’s son-in-law? I’m 
only a poor man and little known” (1 Samuel 18:23).8

12:10. Paul concluded his insight with the well-known aphorism, “when I 
am weak, then I am strong.” He was restating the paradox of his life and 
ministry: in the crucible of affliction—when he was helpless and vulner-
able—the presence of the crucified Christ empowered him.
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Focusing on the Meaning

The Greeks told the story of a man imprisoned with his son on the island of 
Crete who planned to escape by inventing a means of physical flight. Attach-
ing bird feathers with wax, he and his son managed to fly off the island. 
However, his son, named Icarus, chose to fly too high and too close to the 
sun. The heat of the sun melted the wax, and the wings fell off. The story 
is often repeated to remind us to avoid the hazards of pride. Like Prov-
erbs 16:18, which warns “pride comes before the fall,” Paul wanted us to 
grasp the dangers of pride, boasting, and bragging—for God alone gives us 
the grace and power to sustain our lives.

The Scripture passage for this lesson has many applications to life. We 
are to shun the temptation to brag or boast about spiritual achievements, 
such as hours in prayer or Bible Study, memorizing of Scriptures, or mis-
sion trips. Like the Roman emperors of old, we must listen to the whisper, 
“You too are mortal.” We hear this whisper when the doctor gives us an 
unexpected diagnosis, or a phone call brings unwelcome news. Life’s disap-
pointments, pains, and struggles—like a thorn in the flesh—remind us of 
our mortality and humanity. However, Paul affirmed they also remind us of 
the sufficiency of divine grace and, paradoxically, God’s power revealed in 
human weakness.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Prepare a copy of the following exercise for each member. (A copy of 
this exercise is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at 
www.baptistwaypress.org).

1. Helen Keller a. deaf
(author, political activist)

2. Stephen Hawking b. schizophrenia
(British physicist)

3. Ludwig van Beethoven c. blind and deaf
(greatest musical composer)

4. Vincent van Gogh d. blind
(noted Dutch painter)

5. Marla Runyon e. motor neuron
(national track champion) disease

6. Sudha Chandran f. mental illness
(acclaimed Indian dancer)

7. John Nash g. amputee
(American mathematician)

[Answers: 1. c.; 2. e.; 3. a.; 4. f.; 5. d.; 6. g.; 7. b.]

After everyone has arrived, give each person a copy of the exercise 
and instruct the group to complete the matching portion. Tell them 
not to fill in the blanks until further notice. Allow time for everyone to 
finish. Then say, Hold on to your handout for now. We will come back to it 
later.

Guide Bible Study

2.	 Say, Upon building a case in 2 Corinthians 11 that justified boasting of his 
heritage and ministry and countered the boasting of the false teachers in 
Corinth, Paul focused on his experience with “visions and revelations from 
the Lord.” Read 2 Corinthians 12:1–6 aloud. Use the information in 
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the Study Guide sidebar, “Third Heaven,” to explain the context of the 
vision.

3.	 Assign the following passages from Acts to be read aloud by four mem-
bers: Acts 9:3–7; 16:9; 18:9–10; 22:17–21. After the passages are read, 
ask members to identify the difference between those visions and the 
one in 2 Corinthians. Say, Paul found inspiration in this vision (a mental 
picture) and revelation (a truth made clear in the soul) that encouraged and 
gave him confidence in his ministry. Recite the following statement from 
the Study Guide: Paul’s sole boast was that he was a vessel used for God’s 
purpose. If there were any boasting, it was that God brought him into his 
presence. Even then, Paul highlighted his human weakness.

Read 2 Corinthians 12:7–8 aloud. Direct members to form three 
small groups suitable to the size of the class. Give each group an index 
card with one of the following assignments:

Group One: Opposition to the gospel (Acts 13:50, 17:18, 20:3, 22:2, 
23:12–13, 25:24–27)

Group Two:  Phy s ic a l  a f f l ic t ion (Ga l at i a n s   4 :13 –15,  6 :11; 
2 Thessalonians 3:17)

Group Three: Relational or emotional barrier (1 Corinthians 15:9)

Instruct the groups to use the Study Guide and the Scripture passages 
listed to define Paul’s “thorn in the flesh.” Allow groups time to research 
and prepare a brief presentation. After groups have presented, say, 
A thorn in the flesh can be one of many things. Go back to the exercise you 
completed when you arrived. Review the answers. As a group, fill in the 
blanks by each person’s name identifying his or her significant contri-
bution to the world.

Read 2 Corinthians 12:9–10 aloud. Say, Paul referenced his “thorn 
in the flesh” as something God used to shape his life. Ask, What other bib-
lical characters faced similar situations when their weakness resulted in a 
demonstration of God’s power? (Moses: stammering tongue; Jeremiah: 
overwhelmed with his deficiencies, etc.). Using the Study Guide, high-
light the characteristics of God’s grace (covers all issues; is from Jesus; 
is personal).
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Encourage Application

4.	 Ask, What specifically was Paul referring to when he spoke of his “thorn in the 
flesh?” Because it could be something that falls into one of several categories, 
Paul’s specific identification of his “thorn in the flesh” was left to interpreta-
tion. Ask, What is your “thorn in the flesh”? Ask, How have you experienced 
the grace of God in dealing with your “thorn”? Has it been an experience that 
reminds you that God cares for you regardless of the situation?

5.	 Lead the group in a time of directed prayer. Ask members to recall when 
they have experienced the grace of God. After a few minutes, read the 
“Implications and Actions” section in the Study Guide as a closing prayer.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect with Life

1.	 Begin by asking members to boast about a recent experience that gave 
them great satisfaction. The experience might be job-related or some-
thing that occurred in their family or maybe an honor or award they 
received. After several people have responded, ask, When is it appropri-
ate to boast and when is it inappropriate? Allow time for discussion. Say, 
Today’s lesson picks up amid Paul boasting to the Corinthians. But Paul’s 
boasting did not focus on what he had accomplished, as did the boasting 
of the false teachers in Corinth, but on what God had done. Let’s join his 
conversation.

Guide Bible Study

2.	 Read 2 Corinthians 12:1–6 aloud. Lead a discussion of this text using 
the following questions.
•	 Who was “the man” Paul was talking about? (Paul himself)
•	 Why did he speak in third person? (to take the focus off himself and 

place it on God)
•	 What was the significance of Paul including the time when the vision 

occurred? (“fourteen years ago” established the event as a critical, 
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influential milestone of God’s work in his life after he became a 
“man in Christ”)

•	 What did Paul mean by referring to the event as “a vision and revelation?” 
(A vision is a mental picture with clearly defined form, that in this 
case, served as a vehicle to point out a revelation of truth; note the 
unique nature of this vision to Paul’s other visions in Acts 13:50, 
17:18, 20:3, 22:2, 23:12–13, 25:24–27.)

•	 Where is “the third heaven?” (Share information from the Study Guide 
sidebar “Third Heaven.”)

•	 What was the purpose behind this vision? (Paul’s personal experience 
with God laid a foundation for his future ministry.)

•	 Read 2 Corinthians 12:7 aloud. Using the information in the Study 
Guide, briefly explain possible interpretations of what Paul meant 
by his “thorn in the flesh.” Conclude by saying, Although a case can 
be made for various interpretations, Paul’s “thorn” served as a protection 
from spiritual pride that might have tainted the apostle’s ministry.

3.	 Say, Note Paul’s prayerful request to have the “thorn” removed, and Jesus’ 
reply. Read 2 Corinthians 12:8–10 aloud. Say, Paul did not receive the 
answer he hoped for, but he received an even better response from the Lord: 
“My grace is sufficient (all the time in every situation) for you.” As a visual 
of the truth from this passage, write the following formula on a large 
piece of paper or a markerboard: our weakness + Jesus’ strength = godly 
power.

Encourage Application

4.	 Refer to the Study Guide sidebar “Sufficient Grace in Weakness.” Use 
those suggestions and invite members to add others to answer the ques-
tion, How has God’s grace proven sufficient in times of need?

5.	 Close the session in prayer. Thank God for his care and grace to satisfy 
all our needs.

Notes

1.	 Tom Wright, Paul for Everyone: 2 Corinthians (London: Society for Promoting Christian 
Knowledge, 2004), 132.



Lesson 13: The Promise of Sufficient Grace� 147

2.	 Moo gives four reasons: (1) he knew the time and content of the revelation (vv. 2, 
4); (2) it was related to his “thorn” (v. 7); (3) his lack of knowing if in the body or not 
points to a personal experience; (4) an unknown Christian’s experience would have 
been irrelevant; see Douglas J. Moo, “The Letters and Revelation,” in NIV Zondervan 
Study Bible: Built on the Truth of Scripture and Centered on the Gospel Message, ed. D. A. 
Carson (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2015), 2377.

3.	 David E. Garland, 2 Corinthians, vol. 29, The New American Commentary (Nashville: 
Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1999), 510.

4.	 The “third heaven” would therefore be recognized as the highest says David E. 
Garland, 2 Corinthians, vol. 29, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman 
& Holman Publishers, 1999), 514.

5.	 See Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 2 Cor. 12:2–4. In the Greek Old Testament the 
word is used for the Garden of Eden in Genesis (cf. Ezek. 28:13 and 31:8); David E. 
Garland, 2 Corinthians, vol. 29, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman 
& Holman Publishers, 1999), 514.

6.	 Clinton E. Arnold, Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary: Romans to 
Philemon, vol. 3 (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2002), 254.

7.	 Garland, 519.

8.	 These examples are noted by Garland, 526.
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