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So You Want to Sue One Another? 
1 Corinthians 6:1-117 

Russ Kennedy 

 

The church is the new body, the new temple, the new nation, the new people of God. We are 
together as a people in Christ by the Spirit in the New Covenant. We are also bound together as 
a gathered people in covenant with one another. This idea is largely lost in our western churches. 
We have little sense of what it means to be in Christ and in church. We associate church with a 
club. It is our religious club, maybe even a sacred club. But we join and leave with little aware-
ness of what is actually going on.  

The church at Corinth had lost this as well. They had blurred the distinctions between the church 
and the world. This had many bad consequences in the church. We find them in too many 
churches today. And frankly, many of you need to seriously reconsider your understanding of 
“church”. The church according to the Bible is a community, a kingdom, a people group. To be 
accepted as a member of this community is a really big deal. To be removed from this community 
was also a really big deal. Today, you get removed, go to another or start your own – no one will 
care. This “it’s no big deal” had infected the people at 1st Corinthian Church to such a degree 
that they saw no compelling reason to deal with or remove sinning members. We saw last week 
how the church failed to carry out the discipline it needed to.  

One of the wonderful things about being together as a church and serving together as elders is 
the ability to interact with one another over the Word of God. Out of that interaction, I felt com-
pelled to spend a few minutes clarifying what I said about 1 Corinthians 5:6-11. This has already 
been put in the manuscript for last week and some may have noticed it.  

First, to help us stay true to the text, we need to see the structure of the text. I think it will h 

A The Command: Remove the person (v. 1‐2) 

B The Corporate Responsibility (v. 3‐5) 

C Covenant Community around the Passover Lamb (v. 6‐8) 

B Individual Responsibility (v. 9‐11) 

A The Command: Purge out the person (v. 12‐13) 
 

Chapter 5 then is about the failure of the church at Corinth to deal with sin through church 
discipline. But it is more than that. It is the beginning of Paul’s long argument that the church 
at Corinth is not living, not doing in accordance with who they are in Christ. This is not merely 
a matter of overlooking sin nor of disobeying the Apostolic command to remove sinning, 
unrepentant people. It goes to the heart of who they are as a people. Since they are a commu-
nity of people, since they are identified as a pure lump, their failure was sinfully tragic.  

                                                 
7 Unless otherwise designated, Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version® (ESV®), 
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But we have little sense of the dreadful words, “Turn him over to Satan…” This judgment 
was a part of the “remove from membership.” Outside the church means in the world. Not 
under Christ, means under Satan.  

Now we saw clearly what the church was to do: remove the sinning person (v. 1-3). We also 
saw how the church was to go it: through Biblical church discipline (v. 3-5). We also saw why 
the church was to do it: they are to preserve and protect the church from the corrupting, leav-
ing effect of sin (v. 6-8).  

But was not so clear was verses 9-11. Verses 3-5 tell us how the church, as a body, is to publi-
cally remove the sinning person. Verses 9-11 are intended to tell us as individuals how to 
interact with that person. There is an application as I taught it. But the primary instruction is 
to the church as individuals. If a person has been disciplined, how are we supposed to interact 
with that person? Paul tells us: 

9 I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people— 10 not at 
all meaning the sexually immoral of this world, or the greedy and swindlers, or idola‐
ters, since then you would need to go out of the world. 11 But now I am writing to you 
not to associate with anyone who bears the name of brother if he is guilty of sexual 
immorality or greed, or is an idolater, reviler, drunkard, or swindler—not even to eat 
with such a one. 

First, note the “not to associate” in verses 9 and 11. Verse 9 was Paul’s original instruction 
to them – don’t associate with the sinning person which the church misunderstood. Paul 
now repeats that instruction clarifying that he is talking about people who are to be dealt 
with in the church. He is telling the rest of the people in the church how to interact with the 
disciplined person when he insists on continuing to call himself a Christian. They are not to 
associate with that person, even to the extent of not having a meal with them to fellowship 
with them. A disciplined person who insists they are still a Christian needs to be totally cut 
off from Christian fellowship. He has to understand that he has been put out of the com-
munity of the church. He is no longer a part of being in Christ and in fellowship.  

Now, the language here does allow for the application I made. If a person keeps on sinning 
and continues to say they are a Christian and no one deals with them, we should not fel-
lowship with them as well. But the primary application is to the person who has been re-
moved – no association, no fellowship, no meals. The secondary application would be the 
same.  

Now, why take the time to go back and be sure we are clear on this?  

It is always important to get the text right and to get it across. 

It gives real clarity to the question we always get when we do have to exercise church disci-
pline. 

It is part of the bookends in 1 Corinthians 5-11. Paul opens in chapter 5 in dealing with who 
needs to be removed from the community of believers with the Lord’s Table as the key idea. 
In chapter 11, Paul is dealing with the failure to accept and affirm all who ought to be at the 
Lord’s Table. In between are in Chapters 6-11 are all the failures of the people in the church 
to believe and behave as the pure lump, the real corporate body of Christ. 
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The failure of Corinth to fully understand the nature of the church showed up in another area. 
We have seen problems in the church in our studies. 

In her leadership divisions… 

In her failures to discipline… 

In her inability to handle being sinned against… 

Consider some situations and how they ought to be handled 

You hire a Christian contractor who does not complete the work as promised but has taken 
your money. 

You buy a used car from a dealer owned by a Christian but the car turns out to not be very 
good at all and the dealer won’t honor the 30 day return warranty. 

You loan a brother a car and he scrapes against a well but won't turn it in to his insurance to 
be fixed. 

 How would you resolve these… disputes? Some in the church at Corinth were taking their dis-
putes with other Christians into the legal courts. Sounds entirely within their rights. Sounds 
entirely within your rights too? Paul says has some very strong and savory words for us. 

 

So we are dealing with grievances and disputes between believers. 

 1 When one of you has a grievance against another, does he dare go to law before the un‐
righteous instead of the saints? 

 2 Or do you not know that the saints will judge the world? And if the world is to be 
judged by you, are you incompetent to try trivial cases? 

 3 Do you not know that we are to judge angels? How much more, then, matters per‐
taining to this life! 

 4 So if you have such cases, why do you lay them before those who have no 
standing in the church?  

5 I say this to your shame. Can it be that there is no one among you wise enough to 
settle a dispute between the brothers, 6 but brother goes to law against brother, and 
that before unbelievers? 

 7 To have lawsuits at all with one another is already a defeat for you. Why not rather 
suffer wrong? Why not rather be defrauded? 

 8 But you yourselves wrong and defraud—even your own brothers!  

Let’s begin by following the text. This doesn’t outline well. There are some underlying questions 
Paul is asking. Remember, this is scene three of “You Don’t Understand the Church.”  
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What	are	you	doing?	(v.	1)	
 1 When one of you has a grievance against another, does he dare go to law before 
the unrighteous instead of the saints? 

Listen how strongly Paul words this. “How do you dare…?” How could you? This is so 
clearly wrong, so clearly not what should happen Paul is astonished that they would do it. 
What is it that they are doing? They are taking each other to court to settle disputes. 

Now, a little background will help. It was very common for people in the Roman world to 
sue each other. There were civil courts and judges in every city just to hear such cases. The 
Roman law system was similar to ours in its division of civil, criminal and federal courts. 
In the Roman culture, people would sue to establish an advantage, to secure social status, 
to ruin another person’s reputation, to bankrupt an enemy and to try get reparations for 
perceived wrongs.  

Christians were going into the pagan court system in order to resolve their disputes. Paul 
is shocked. How could they dare to do this? Now in our ears Paul’s shock sounds, well, 
shocking. Why is he so upset? After all, it is the minister of justice and if I have been 
wronged, God has provided the legal system as a means of making things right. I’m just 
exercising my right using the means God has given. 

Now, for the sake of following Paul and hearing him rightly, the Apostle is addressing the 
issue of using the civil courts. If there is a crime committed then the Christian may press 
charges for criminal acts. Once the charges are placed, then the state is prosecuting and the 
person sinned against becomes a witness for the state. So, Paul may be leaving open crimi-
nal prosecution. He is shocked that Christians are in civil courts against each other.  

Don’t	you	know	what	God	has	vested	the	church	with?	(v.	2‐3)	
2 Or do you not know that the saints will judge the world? And if the world is to be 
judged by you, are you incompetent to try trivial cases? 

 3 Do you not know that we are to judge angels? How much more, then, matters per‐
taining to this life! 

Do they know this? Evidently they should have found this in the Scriptures or were taught 
it by the Apostle when he founded the church. Paul says, “Do you not know…” twice. The 
implication is that they ought to know. So here is how important understanding the church 
is. We are not only a covenant community of people who must deal with those who sin in 
the church, but we will one day judge the world and angels.  

Why does he say this? Well, because he just said that in this age we do NOT judge the world. 
We are only to judge and deal with those who are in the church. But there is coming a day 
where the church will rule and reign with Jesus. We will be responsible to judge the fallen 
world and fallen angels.  

So, the question then is simply this: do you go to the courts because you are incompetent as 
Christians to settle the disputes between one another? If you are, then what is going to hap-
pen when much larger issues are at stake? If you incompetent to settle your own disputes, 
then how are you going to judge over such weighty matters as the final judgement on the 
last day? 

We do have to think briefly about what Paul is saying about the church being part of the 
final day’s judgment. Not much is said elsewhere in the Bible about what this is. We know 
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that we will rule and reign with Jesus. We know that there will be a judgment of sinners 
and fallen angels at what is known as the Great White Throne judgment. Paul certainly is 
saying that the church, that is Christians, will be involved in that judgment. 

The positive side of the argument is simply: God has made you able to settle the disputes 
among yourselves. So, do not take your disputes out to the world. 

Why	do	you	appoint	the	wrong	people?	(v.	4)	
4 So if you have such cases, why do you lay them before those who have no standing 
in the church?  

Now this verse is difficult in the original language. If you read several translations you will 
find at least three different translations reflecting different readings of the Greek. I am not 
going to go through all of that. But it does end up confusing that question itself. 

Is Paul charging that Christians are taking their disputes between themselves before those 
who have no standing in the church? Now, this has led some to say that this is not interper-
sonal disputes between people, but is disputes within the governance of the church. In other 
words, these are disputes over the leadership or ministries of the church. This is derived from 
the phrase, “have no standing in the church.” The argument is then that Paul is saying that 
intra-church disputes between church leadership or within ministries should be resolved 
within the church, not taken to the courts. The courts don’t have jurisdiction over internal 
church matters. Is that all that is being said?  

No, that is an application of the text, but it is not what Paul is saying. It is a misunderstand-
ing of the word, “standing”. The word does not mean, “Having legal authority over...” The 
word means, “Having the respect or esteem of…” So the text actually says, “So if you have 
minor cases pertaining to this life, why do you put them before those who have are not 
respected or esteemed in the church?” Paul is shifting his challenge. He is saying, “Even 
when you do try to resolve them in the church, you choose people who are not respected 
and presumably, whose decisions will not be regarded.” 

So, there are two issues Paul is charging the church with: 

They are taking their disputes out into the civil courts instead of resolving them in the 
church. This may be happening because of the second issue. 

They are appointing people who are incompetent and not respected to adjudicate the 
cases they do bring to the church.   

That then leads Paul to the next challenge. 

Isn’t	there	anyone	you	can	appoint?	(v.	5‐6)	
5 I say this to your shame. Can it be that there is no one among you wise enough to 
settle a dispute between the brothers, 6 but brother goes to law against brother, and 
that before unbelievers? 

What does Paul say to their shame? It is to their shame that they are going outside the 
church and that they are making poor appointments in the church. I think the second one 
is leading to the first one. If you have a major dispute with another Christian, and you don’t 
respect the people who have been appointed to resolve that dispute, it is likely that you are 
going to go elsewhere, namely, the civil courts.  

This sentence encapsulates both. Paul’s sarcasm is biting here. Oh, they are a church with 
all the gifts and with magnificent leaders, but they can’t find people wise enough to settle 
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disputes? The result then is that brothers go to legal war against each other and to make it 
even worse, before unbelievers. 

Clearly then, Christians who have disputes are to have them resolved within the church by 
competent, wise people who have the congregation’s respect. Christians are not to take their 
personal or corporate disputes into the civil courts before unbelievers. 

Why	aren’t	you	willing	to	be	wronged?	(v.	7)	
7 To have lawsuits at all with one another is already a defeat for you. Why not rather 
suffer wrong? Why not rather be defrauded? 

Now Paul comes to the heart of the issue. The fact that these disputes have reached the level 
of suing one another is a symptom of a deep heart issue. In a wry turn on words, he says 
that when you go to the law to win against your brother you have already been defeated. 
The defeat you suffer before you even get a judgment is your own judgment.  

Why? Because it exposes your heart. You don’t understand the nature of the church. You 
don’t understand the relationships within the church. You don’t’ understand that you will 
one day sit on the court of heaven. Yes, all that. But what is worse? You are unwilling to be 
wronged. You are unwilling to be defrauded. You are sinning in your response to being 
sinned against. 

Brothers and sisters, how you respond to being sinned against is a real mark of your spirit-
uality. Our tendency is to respond with fight or flight. We strike out or we escape into vic-
timhood. We do not walk uprightly even as people sin against us, defraud us and possibly, 
even in the church, there is no recourse. Why not simply, for the sake of the testimony of 
the church and for the Name of Christ, be willing to be wronged? Why do you fight for your 
rights? Why would sue a brother or sister? Even if there is no Biblical recourse in the church, 
then be willing to accept being wronged. Let the Lord sort it out. He will do what is right. 

Now, why should we do this? Why should we be willing to be sinned against and wait 
patiently until the Lord settles it? Because this is what God does. He has been sinned against 
over and over and over. By the world? Yes. But at the end that doesn’t matter because hell 
awaits them. God is continuing to endure our sin against Him even though He has re-
deemed us and saved us and – well, He died for us. His Son took our hell – yet here we go 
with our rights and our pride and our stupid love of winning and we will, before unbeliev-
ers, take each other to court.  

Can’t	you	see	how	bad	this	is?	(v.	8)	
 8 But you yourselves wrong and defraud—even your own brothers!  

Hear what Paul is saying? What is wrong with us that we wrong and defraud one another? 
What has gone wrong with us that this discussion is even necessary? At this point, Paul 
moves from sarcasm to sadness. He is deeply moved, shocked and saddened. And to be 
honest, I am not sure this is resonating with us very much.  

Listen to these powerful words from one commentator: 

So far had the Christians at Corinth strayed from the way of forgiveness and ac-
ceptance of wrongs at the hands of fellow-believers, that they were now actually 
wronging and defrauding one another. The word wrong refers to general injustices: 
defraud to wrongs in regard to property. So reputations and personal possessions were 
no longer sacrosanct in the Christian community. They had moved so far from the 
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supernatural reality of mutual love with the love of Christ, that they were deliberately 
flouting normal standards of business and social ethics. [Prior, p. 113]. 

 

Responding	to	being	wronged…	
What does this mean for us in our own interactions? First let us be so very careful not to 
wrong or defraud one another. But, if it happens, there are only two ways to respond. I have 
intentionally made these short, pithy and almost without commend.  

The	Wrong	Way	

There is clearly the wrong way to respond. 

In	our	Attitudes	

It is wrong for us to so crave our reputations, our stuff, our feelings that we will de-
mand our rights. 

In	our	Actions	

It is wrong for Christians to take one another to civil courts to settle personal disputes. 
It is possible that may even apply to suing another Christian for a divorce.  

In	the	Reasons	

It is before the unrighteous (v. 1) 

It is instead of those who ought to have to do it in the church (v. 4)  

It is a defeat for the God’s people (v. 7) 

The	Right	Way	

There is clearly the right way to respond. 

Ain	our	Attitude	

We must be poised to be reconciled. 

We must be poised to suffer being wronged (v. 7). 

In	our	Actions	

The church must appoint competent, respected person or persons to adjudicate the 
dispute (v. 5). 

The decision of the appointed person or persons is final and not to be disregarded, 
particularly by going out into the civil courts (v. 5). 

In	the	Reasons	

We will judge the world (v. 2) 

We will judge angels (v. 3) 
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Reflect	and	Respond	

How do you respond to this? 

Surprise and shock? You have just assumed you had the right? 

Frustration and fear? What would you do in this situation? 

Denial and dismissal? You would simply defend your rights no matter what? 

Do you trust the church and its leaders to appoint a respected, competent person or team to deal 
with a dispute between you and another church member?  

Are you willing to suffer being wronged? Are you willing to respond to being sinned against in 
a way that pleases the Lord? 

May the Lord give His grace so that the offenses and disputes among our people are easily ad-
dressed and dealt with. 

May the Lord grant us wisdom, if we need to deal with a dispute among us, that we will follow 
the Lord’s direction and be pleasing to Him. 

 

 

 

 

 


