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Chapter 8: Holy Living in the Church

1 Corinthians 6:1–20

After insisting upon the necessity of purging the evil person from the church’s midst, Paul now 
amplifies the importance of holy living in the church in 1 Corinthians 6. Paul puts the primary focus 
on the subjects of greed and sexual immorality, which receive extended treatment at the beginning 
and the end of the chapter, respectively. Additionally, Paul lists out several variations on these 
subjects in his vice list in 1 Corinthians 6:9–10. The heart of this chapter is in v. 11, where Paul 
reminds the church, “And such were some of you. But you were washed, you were sanctified, you 
were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God.” All have been born 
unrighteous, but Christians are radically transformed. Here, Paul articulates the glory of the gospel 
for sinners: in Christ, you are not now what you were once.

Unrighteous Judges (1 Cor. 6:1–6)

At the end of the previous chapter, Paul stated that his responsibility was not to judge outsiders, 
but insiders—that is, professing Christians inside the church (1 Cor. 5:12). While Paul was addressing 
the sin of sexual immorality in 1 Corinthians 5, he mentioned other sins, including those who are 
greedy and swindlers (1 Cor. 5:10, 11). Now, we see that Paul is concerned with insiders who are 
guilty of these very sins by suing their fellow believers in front of unrighteous judges (1 Cor. 6:1).¹ 
Not only are they unconcerned to judge insiders guilty of serious sins, but they are asking outsiders 
to judge their insider, fellow Christians! Paul emphatically expresses his disappointment in their 
actions by bringing the word “dare” to the very front of the sentence in the original Greek.² By the 
word “dare,” Paul is not describing “the boldness of the act involved but the lack of shame thus 
shown.”³ This is the first of eight “staccato-like” questions that Paul uses to puncture the arrogance of 
their shameless lawsuits.⁴

Why, though, do their lawsuits exasperate Paul? Paul does not condemn all uses of the public 
magistrates, since he himself appealed to Caesar when he could not get justice from his fellow Jews 
(Acts 25:11).⁵ Here, Paul’s concern is that the Corinthians are bringing fellow believers “before the 
unrighteous instead of the saints” (1 Cor. 6:1). Paul will use this word “unrighteous” again only a few 
verses later, to insist that the “unrighteous” will not inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor. 6:9). As 
David Garland observes, “The link between 6:1 and 6:9 is deliberate and makes clear that they are 
hauling brothers in Christ before the wicked, who will be barred from God’s kingdom.”⁶ Still, this 
does not necessarily mean that these judges were thoroughly corrupt in their character, but in their 
lack of faith.⁷ That is, they brought their lawsuits before unbelievers. In so doing, they gave those 
unbelievers an opportunity to scoff at the gospel, they treated their brethren in the Lord disdainfully, 
and the destroyed the unity of the church.⁸
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Judging the World and Angels (1 Cor. 6:2–3)
Paul then asks two related, rhetorical questions. First, if believers will judge the world, then why 

do those with lawsuits consider fellow believers to be incompetent to try these small cases (1 Cor. 
6:2)? That is, how much less serious are these lawsuits than the requirement of judging the world? 
Second, if believers will judge angels, then how much more should believers judge in matters 
pertaining to this life (1 Cor. 6:3)? That is, how much more competent are believers for judging 
worldly matters than they will need to be to judge angels? 

Now, Paul does not mean to say that believers will individually and independently judge the 
world or angels. Rather, he means that we will judge the world and angels “as derivatively and 
corporately sharing in Christ’s own glory as Judge.”⁹ We will be assembled with Christ in his 
tribunal on the last day to judge the world and angels alike.¹⁰ Although the reference to judging 
angels could describe judging and condemning fallen angels, this could also refer to the idea of 
entering into an estate where believers rule over good angels for the rest of eternity.¹¹ In regard to 
both judging the world and judging angels, Paul asks, “Do you not know…?” to scold the 
Corinthians who should know better—the first two such questions out of six total in this chapter 
alone.¹² 

Those Despised by the Church (1 Cor. 6:4)
In verse 4, Paul criticizes the bench of judges the Corinthians have put in authority over 

themselves in these cases, but there are two possible ways to translate what exactly he says. On the 
one hand, the King James Version translates the verse as an imperative: “If then ye have judgments of 
things pertaining to this life, set them to judge who are least esteemed in the church.” If this is the 
correct translation, then Paul is appealing to his earlier distinctions between those who are weak in 
the eyes of the world (“least esteemed”), by insisting that those such people indeed wield the power 
of God in their judgments. On the other hand, the ESV translates the verse as another rhetorical 
question: “So if you have such cases, why do you lay them before those who have no standing in the 
church?” The ambiguous grammar of the sentence fits both translations. Nevertheless, while the 
imperative (KJV) translation fits the larger themes in 1 Corinthians, the rhetorical question 
translation probably best fits in the immediate context surrounded by so many other rhetorical 
questions.¹³ Paul is shocked that Christians would subject themselves for judgment to those with no 
standing in the church.

Settling Disputes vs. Defrauding Brothers (1 Cor. 6:5–8)
All of this, Paul insists, should bring the Corinthians to shame (1 Cor. 6:5). They should not 

“dare” to continue doing what they are doing, but repent in humiliation and sorrow (cf. 1 Cor. 6:1). 
Then, Paul puts his finger on one of the central ironies of this whole situation: the Corinthians have 
made much of their wisdom, and yet they do not trust the wisdom of anyone within their midst to 
settle their disputes (1 Cor. 6:5).¹⁴ The verb translated as “settle a dispute” in v. 5 (diakrinai) refers to 
arbitration, and is subtly, but importantly, different from the idea of “going to law” (krinesthai; 1 Cor. 
6:1) to seek a judgment in a lawsuit.¹⁵ In the case of Christian arbitration, believers are helping to 
settle disputes by believers rather than judging which side should “win.”¹⁶ In such a wise community, 
why should believers resort to hauling their fellow believers before unbelieving judges?



3 1 Corinthians 6:1–20: Holy Living in the Church

©2019 by Jacob Gerber

Being Defrauded vs. Suffering Defeat (1 Cor. 6:7–8)
Indeed, Paul insists that in such lawsuits, no one wins—not even the person who wins the judgment. 

For, “to have lawsuits at all with one another is already a defeat for you” (1 Cor. 6:7). This “defeat” has to do 
with much more than the judgment rendered, but with “a great loss in honor and in dignity for one 
thing and an equally great loss in Christian fellowship and love.”¹⁷ Or, as David Garland puts it, “No 
matter who wins or loses the lawsuit, all lose spiritually.”¹⁸ It would be better to be defrauded than to 
pursue one’s “rights” in this way (1 Cor. 6:7). On this point, R. C. H. Lenski is worth quoting in full:

This is exactly what Christians so often forget. When a fancied or a real wrong has been 
done them, they think they must demand and secure redress. They at least feel that the 
brother who supposedly wronged them or who actually did them wrong must be humbled 
and made to ask their pardon. Or to take a more specific case, this is also true when one is 
defrauded or thinks he is. Simply to suffer the wrong, the injustice, or the injury does not 
occur to many Christians. The least they do is to set up a loud complaint and then continue 
complaining and ill will. To forgive at once and to forget so thoroughly as to make no 
complaint at any time, is an unknown ethical practice even to brethren who think they are 
σοφοί [sophoi; “wise”], well read in the Scriptures and rather advanced Christians. Of course, 
when Paul asks the Corinthians why they do not rather suffer wrong he in no way excuses 
those who actually do wrong, nor encourages them to continue their wrongdoing. What 
obligation they have is plain; it needs no elucidation here.¹⁹

In the final verse in this section, Paul makes clear that it is not only that Corinthian Christians are unwilling 
to be defrauded, but that they themselves do the defrauding by their lawsuits (1 Cor. 6:8). How much worse 
is the wrong that they inflict?²⁰

But You Were Washed… (1 Cor. 6:9–11)

In verses 9–10, Paul draws the fundamental boundary line between the righteous and the 
unrighteous. Believers should not submit themselves to the jurisdiction of the “unrighteous” (1 Cor. 
6:1) because the “unrighteous” will not inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor. 6:9). Paul makes his 
point emphatically in at least four ways. First, he once again asks the question, “Do you not 
know…?” by which he suggests that the Corinthians should know better. Second, to add even more 
weight to the rhetorical question “Do you not know…?”, Paul adds an explicit warning: “Do not be 
deceived” (1 Cor. 6:9).²¹ Third, he structures the whole passage with a rhetorical device called an 
inclusio, where he begins and ends with the same phrase: “…will [not] inherit the kingdom of 
God” (1 Cor. 6:9, 10).²² Fourth, Paul gives further definition about who will not enter the kingdom 
of God by listing exactly ten representative vices, since ten is a number of completion.²³

Inheriting the Kingdom of God (1 Cor. 6:9, 10)
What, though, is at stake here? What does it mean to inherit the kingdom of God, and why 

should the unrighteous fear the possibility of missing out? Paul is not describing an inheritance “in a 
strict sense,” where a son takes possession of property after the father dies, but simply an inheritance 
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of entering “into full possession of” something.²⁴ Still, even though the death of a father is not in 
view, the idea of inheritance is closely associated in the Bible with the adoption of God’s people as his 
sons (cf. Rom. 8:17; Gal. 4:30; Heb. 1:4, 14).²⁵ The kingdom of God refers to God’s reign and rule, as 
Jesus himself defines it in the second and third petitions of the Lord’s Prayer: “Your kingdom come, 
your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” (Matt. 6:10). For God’s kingdom to come would mean 
that his will would be done on earth as it is done in heaven—that is, perfectly. To enter into full 
possession of the kingdom of God as sons, then, means that we will share in God’s own reign and 
rule over his creation as co-heirs with Jesus himself (Rom. 8:17).

The Unrighteous (1 Cor. 6:9–10)
The unrighteous, however, will not inherit the kingdom of God. That is, they will have no share 

in the glories of the life to come, because they refuse to trust in Christ for their salvation. Because of 
their unbelief, their lives produce all kinds of rebellious, wicked behavior. Where the world tends to 
understand religion as the performance of outward, external duties, true Christianity is spiritual and 
internal first, and external and outward secondarily, growing as the fruit from our personal piety. 
Therefore, it is not enough simply to perform various religious rites, or even merely to subscribe to 
specific doctrines, since only true, whole-hearted devotion and obedience will do.²⁶ Importantly, Paul 
is talking about ongoing, unrepentant patterns of sin, rather than isolated sins that a believer stumbles 
into in weakness, but then repents from them.²⁷ Indeed, all of us are born as unrighteous sinners 
because we inherit Adam’s original sin (cf. Rom. 5:12–21). It is not that we become unrighteous only 
after we commit any of these sins; rather, we commit these sins out of the unrighteousness that we 
receive from Adam.

In verses 9–10, Paul builds off of the vice lists from 1 Corinthians 5:10, 11, but adding four more 
terms: adulterers, two terms that the ESV translates collectively as “men who practice 
homosexuality,” and thieves. All of these new terms fall under the two major headings of these lists in 
1 Corinthians 5:10, 11: three of the terms fall under the general heading of sexual immorality, while 
the last falls under the heading of greed and swindling.²⁸ The term for “adulterers” very simply refers 
to married people who engage in sexual activity outside of their marriage. Likewise, thieves also has 
a fairly straightforward definition: “it ordinarily refers to actual robbery rather than to the kind of 
underhanded stealing suggested by our word ‘defraud.’”²⁹

The precise definition of the two terms translated together in the ESV as “men who practice 
homosexuality,” however, are a bit more controversial, especially among interpreters who would 
seek to legitimate homosexual behavior. The first word, malakoi, means “soft” or “effeminate” (KJV), 
referring ultimately to the passive sexual partner in a male homosexual act.³⁰ Some have argued that 
this word refers only to the passive partner in a relationship with a young boy—a relationship called 
pederasty—but Paul could have (and yet, did not) use the term “pederast” (paiderastēs) if that was the 
only behavior he wished to condemn.³¹ The second word, arsenokoitai, seems to be a word that Paul 
himself coined, and it “almost certainly” arises by combining the words “man” (arsenos) and “sexual 
relations” (koitēn; lit., “bed”) from the Greek Septuagint version of Leviticus 18:22: “Do not have 
sexual relations with a man as one does with a woman” (Lev. 18:22; cf. Lev. 20:13).³² 

Thus, these two words “refer to the passive and active partners in consensual homosexual acts,” as 
the ESV footnote explains. Or, to put this more explicitly, biblical scholar Robert Gagnon 
summarizes his research by explaining these two words “are correctly understood in our 
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contemporary context when they are applied to every conceivable type of same-sex intercourse.”³³ 
This text clearly states that ongoing, unrepentant homosexual practice (along with other forms of 
sexual immorality and/or covetous greed) will disqualify someone from inheriting the kingdom of 
God. This does not mean that those who have ever committed such sins are disqualified from 
inheriting the kingdom of God, but that such behavior is sin that someone must repent from in 
order to be saved. It is to the possibility of redemption that Paul turns next.

Such Were Some of You (1 Cor. 6:11)
In verse 11, Paul reminds the Corinthians that some of the Corinthians had these exact sins in 

their pasts: “Not all the Corinthians had been fornicators, not all thieves, and so on, but in the 
Corinthian congregation a good assortment of such immoral and criminal persons was to be 
found.”³⁴ Though these sins formerly held these men and women captive, Paul insists that these sins 
are no longer their current identity. Instead, God has broken the power of these sins over their lives 
through the gospel: “But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of 
the Lord Jesus Christ and by the Spirit of our God” (1 Cor. 6:11). By these three terms, washed, 
sanctified, and justified, Paul is not describing three sequential steps in the order of salvation.³⁵ Instead, 
Paul “makes use of three terms to express one and the same thing, that he may the more effectually 
deter them from rolling back into the condition from which they had escaped.”³⁶ In the original 
Greek, Paul repeats the word “but” before each term, powerfully reinforcing the stark contrast 
between their former lives and their lives in Christ: “but you were washed, but you were sanctified, 
but you were justified….”³⁷

Still, each word captures a different facet of the salvation that God’s people have gained through 
faith. The first word, “washed,” generally refers to a general purification from something like guilt or 
pollution.³⁸ This is not a direct reference to baptism; however, this word points to the spiritual reality 
to which the visible sign and seal of baptism points.³⁹ The only other place where this verb is used, in 
the same form, is in Acts 22:16: “Rise and be baptized and wash away your sins, calling on his name.” 
Baptism, therefore, symbolizes and confirms the reality of this spiritual washing that Paul describes 
here. Elsewhere, the Apostle Peter makes the same point: “Baptism, which corresponds to this, now 
saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for a good 
conscience…” (1 Pet. 3:21). Baptism is not a washing for physical dirt, but a washing that appeals to 
God by faith for cleansing from spiritual dirt.⁴⁰

The second word, “sanctified,” means “made holy.” Here, sanctified does not refer to our gradual 
growth in grace as we live out our calling as saints (1 Cor. 1:2b). Instead, this refers to our immediate 
change in identity as “those sanctified in Christ Jesus” (1 Cor. 1:2a). In this sense, sanctified describes 
how we are set apart unto the Lord as “devoted to the service of God.”⁴¹ We should recall that the 
main theme of the previous chapter is that we, having been made holy, should take care not to allow 
any unholy, old leaven of sin to creep back into our lives (cf. 1 Cor. 5:8). The third word, “justified,” 
means “acquitted”⁴² and “counted/declared righteous.”⁴³ Notice the two sides of justification: (1) we 
are acquitted when God forgives our sins, and (2) we are counted/declared righteous by the imputation 
(i.e., the crediting) of Christ’s own righteousness to us.

All of this happens, Paul explains, “in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ” and “by the Spirit of our 
God.” By “the name of the Lord Jesus Christ,” Paul refers to the great power and authority of the 
Lord Jesus Christ.⁴⁴ Our Lord Jesus Christ has purchased and accomplished our washing, 
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sanctification, and justification by the cleansing of his blood and the power of his resurrection. Then, 
the Spirit of our God takes everything that Christ has accomplished and applies it to believers through 
faith.⁴⁵ By describing the Holy Spirit as the “Spirit of our God,” Paul makes an allusion to the Father, 
thus demonstrating the unified work of all three Persons of the Trinity in securing our salvation.⁴⁶ In 
the economy of redemption, the Father sends the Son into the world to accomplish our salvation, 
and then the Father and the Son send the Holy Spirit into the world to apply that salvation to our 
lives through faith. Here is how John Calvin describes the whole scene:

With propriety and elegance he distinguishes between different offices. For the blood of 
Christ is the procuring cause of our cleansing: righteousness and sanctification come to us 
through his death and resurrection. But, as the cleansing effected by Christ, and the 
attainment of righteousness, are of no avail except to those who have been made partakers of 
those blessings by the influence of the Holy Spirit, it is with propriety that he makes mention 
of the Spirit in connection with Christ. Christ, then, is the source of all blessings to us from 
him we obtain all things; but Christ himself, with all his blessings, is communicated to us by 
the Spirit. For it is by faith that we receive Christ, and have his graces applied to us. The 
Author of faith is the Spirit.⁴⁷

Paul marvels at this salvation, though, to make a specific point: because of what we are now from the 
Father, through Christ, and by the Spirit, we must not go back to what we were once. Or, in the 
words of the author of Hebrews, “how shall we escape if we neglect such a great salvation?” (Heb. 
2:3).

Flee from Sexual Immorality (1 Cor. 6:12–20)

After drawing such a clear-cut contrast between the unrighteousness that disqualifies someone 
from the kingdom of God and the new identities received by those in Christ, Paul now 
acknowledges that not all matters are so serious. Some matters are what theologians call adiaphora, or 
indifferent to the Christian life. For example, while the old covenant strictly regulated the kinds of 
foods God’s people could eat, food is now adiaphora to the Christian life.⁴⁸ Christ has abolished the 
ceremonial food laws (Mark 7:19; Acts 10:15), and Paul strengthens that claim by providing deeper 
theological justifications for why the food we eat is indifferent to our faith.⁴⁹ Nevertheless, Paul traces 
the limitations of Christian liberty for things adiaphora and for what God has explicitly forbidden.

All Things are Lawful (1 Cor. 6:12)
Although not explicit, most Bible scholars believe that the Corinthians had adopted the saying, 

“All things are lawful for me” as a slogan, and many Bible translations reflect this understanding by 
putting this slogan in quotation marks. It is less clear, however, from whom the Corinthians took 
this idea. Some have suggested that the Corinthians are echoing Paul’s own teaching against 
legalism,⁵⁰ while others have suggested that the Corinthians may have adopted this slogan from Jesus’ 
teaching on what is and is not “lawful” (e.g., Mark 3:4; 7:19).⁵¹ Regardless of the original source, Paul 
recognizes that the Corinthians have begun to abuse this principle of Christian liberty to justify 
anything at all.⁵²
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What is Profitable (1 Cor. 6:12a)
The word translated as “lawful” (exestin) has to do with the “right to determine” something (e.g., 

“authority”), and it appears several times in a few different forms in this passage and throughout the 
rest of the letter (1 Cor. 8:9; 9:3–18).⁵³ Indeed, the principle of Christian liberty insists that Christians 
have the authority to employ their own wisdom to make choices in a variety of areas; however, 
Christian liberty has three major limits. First, Paul insists that our liberty is limited to whatever is 
profitable. Paul writes, “‘All things are lawful for me,’ but not all things are helpful” (1 Cor. 6:12a). As 
Charles Hodge writes, “It is both absurd and wicked to do anything which is injurious to ourselves 
or others, simply because it is not in its own nature sinful.”⁵⁴ It is not enough merely to insist that 
something is permissible if it is not also profitable. This even means more than whether my choices 
will be profitable for me, for elsewhere Paul insists that we must also guard our actions in relation to 
what is profitable for others too (1 Cor. 10:23–33).⁵⁵

What Does not Render Us Powerless (1 Cor. 6:12b)
Second, our Christian liberty should not render us powerless: “‘All things are lawful for me,’ but I 

will not be enslaved by anything” (1 Cor. 6:12b). A particular food or behavior may not be forbidden 
in itself, but “it is wrong to be in bondage to any appetite or habit.”⁵⁶ The word 
“enslaved” (exousiasthēsomai) describes power or authority wielded over someone, and it is closely 
related to the word “lawful,” which refers to the power or authority of Christian liberty that the 
Corinthians were claiming for themselves.⁵⁷ This limitation, then, is not so much a limitation as a 
warning: don’t assert your liberty in such a way that you end up relinquishing your liberty.⁵⁸

This point particularly illustrates the paradox of Christian liberty. When we insist upon freedom 
from God, we end up as slaves to sin, under the oppressive tyranny of Satan himself. On the other 
hand, when we voluntarily enslave ourselves to Christ by faith, we are free indeed (cf. John 8:36). 
Our slavery to Christ compels us to servanthood to our Lord and to others, and yet only in this life of 
service are we actually free to live as God created us. Martin Luther captures this paradox with one of 
his characteristic contrasts: “A Christian is the most free lord of all and subject to none; a Christian is 
the most dutiful servant of all and subject to all.”⁵⁹ Those who are free indeed relish living in the 
tension of this paradox of Christian liberty.

What is not Prohibited (1 Cor. 6:13–14)
Third, our Christian liberty does not allow us to do what God has otherwise prohibited. To make 

this point, Paul begins by quoting what is likely another slogan of the Corinthians: “Food is meant 
for the stomach and the stomach for food” (1 Cor. 6:13a). In this life, God has designed food for our 
stomachs, and he has fitted our stomachs to find nourishment for the body from food.⁶⁰ Then, Paul 
quickly acknowledges another fact: “God will destroy both one [the stomach] and the other 
[food]” (1 Cor. 6:13b). This statement probably has two levels of meaning. First, this statement refers 
to the decay of our bodies and of food. At death, our bodies decay (including our stomachs), and 
food rots too. If we eat the food, that food passes through our stomachs and is expelled, where it also 
decays (cf. Mark 7:19).⁶¹ Thus, God destroys both one and the other in the short term. Christians, 
therefore, should not be overly concerned about what we eat, for “the kingdom of God is not a 
matter of eating and drinking” (Rom. 14:17).⁶² 
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In the longer-term, Paul may also have in view the reality of life after the resurrection. The 
Scriptures reveal that our resurrected bodies will have the capacity not only to eat (Luke 24:41–43), 
but even to feast on rich food and to drink well-aged wine (Isa. 25:6; Rev. 19:9). Nevertheless, our 
new, glorified bodies will not depend on food to live in the same way that we do now. This is 
another reason we should not be overly concerned about food: our current need of food is a “mere 
temporary arrangement.”⁶³

Paul says all of this in order to draw a bright contrast between food and sexual immorality. While 
food is meant for the stomach and the stomach for food, it is not true that the body is meant for 
sexual immorality, and sexual immorality for the body. Instead, God designed the body “for the 
Lord, and the Lord for the body” (1 Cor. 6:13c). As Thomas Schreiner points out, “The word Lord 
signals that Jesus is the master over one’s body; he rules over what believers do with their bodies.”⁶⁴ 
Because God has prohibited sexual immorality, sexual immorality is neither adiaphora or lawful for 
the Christian.

Importantly, the word Paul uses here for “body” (sōma) “means more than animal tissue….Body 
in fact is one of several terms used by Paul to denote not one part of man’s nature but man as a 
whole. The belly is a material organ which I use for a short time; the body is myself.”⁶⁵ Sexual 
immorality is not merely physical, but an act that involves the whole person, physically and 
spiritually. Moreover, just as God raised up the Lord Jesus Christ from the dead, so also will he raise 
us up from the dead.⁶⁶ Not only is the body not for sexually immorality in the same way that the 
stomach is for food; moreover, God also will not destroy the body in the same way that he will 
destroy the stomach—rather, he will resurrect the body.⁶⁷ As Leon Morris puts it, “The resurrection 
forbids us to take the body lightly.”⁶⁸

Members of Christ (1 Cor. 6:15–17)
In v. 15, Paul explains and amplifies his argument against sexual immorality.⁶⁹ Once again, Paul 

scolds them with the rhetorical question, “Do you not know…?”, reminding them that they do 
know better than this.⁷⁰ The Corinthians know that their bodies (again, their selves) are members of 
Christ. To engage in sexual immorality with a prostitute, then, constitutes nothing less than taking 
away a member from the body of Christ and joining that member to the prostitute. While our 
English versions largely translate this phrase as “Shall I then take the members of Christ…,” the verb 
is actually “take away.”⁷¹ The member must sever his relation to Christ in order to join himself to a 
prostitute.⁷² The imagery, however, is more horrifying even than that, since “members” does not 
imply that this is a simple “membership transfer.” Rather, these members are the “limbs and organs” 
or Christ, and these limbs and organs are being ripped out of the body of Christ in order to be joined 
to the prostitute.⁷³ Rather than gouging out his own eye or cutting off his own hand to avoid sexual 
immorality, the Christian who commits sexual immorality is gouging out the eyes and cutting the 
hands of Christ’s body (cf. Matt. 5:29–30).

As the next logical step in his argument, Paul insists that whoever joins himself to a prostitute 
becomes one body with her, citing Genesis 2:24 that “the two will become one flesh” (1 Cor. 6:16). 
Sexual activity joins and entangles the sexual partners into a closer and more complicated relationship 
than we necessarily realize.⁷⁴ The verb translated as “joined” (or, better, “joins himself”)⁷⁵ literally 
means “to glue” (in woodworking) or “to weld” (in metallurgy).⁷⁶ In the Bible, this verb not only 
describes the bonds of sexual unions, but also the spiritual bonds to God (or gods), where it is often 
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translated as “hold fast.”⁷⁷ This is not coincidental, since Paul observes that the whole reason 
Christians may eat any foods but not have any sex is that food is purely physical and temporary, 
while sex involves our whole person, body and soul (1 Cor. 6:13). So, while God has blessed and 
sanctified sex within the lifelong, covenantal, one-flesh bond of marriage between one man and one 
woman, God has forbidden sex in any other context.⁷⁸ This does not mean that every act of sex 
marries those involved, but it does mean that sex bonds the two parties in deeper ways than either of 
them realize.⁷⁹ As Leon Morris writes, “‘Casual sex’ is anything but casual.”⁸⁰

The primary problem of sexual immorality, then, is that it disrupts the fundamental bond that we 
were created to enjoy: our spiritual union with the Lord Jesus Christ. This union is so close that we 
become “one spirit” with him (1 Cor. 6:17). That is, our spirits become united with him by the Holy 
Spirit he sends to us. It is in this spiritual joining that we see the resemblance between marriage and 
the Church’s relationship to Christ (cf. Eph. 5:22–33).⁸¹ Paul Barnett puts it this way: “The Father 
bestowed the Spirit on the Son at his baptism in the Jordan and at his ascension (Luke 3:22; Acts 
2:33). The risen Lord now gives the same Spirit to his people, joining them to him as ‘one Spirit.’”⁸² 
Sexual immorality destroys not only the one-flesh union of marriage, but also our one-spirit union 
with Christ.

Flee Sexual Immorality (1 Cor. 6:18)
In light of all this, Paul pleads, “Flee sexual immorality!” (1 Cor. 6:18, my translation). Later in 

this letter, Paul will write similarly about idolatry: “Therefore, my beloved, flee from idolatry” (1 
Cor. 10:14).⁸³ Here in 1 Corinthians 6:18, however, Paul writes more tersely and emphatically, “Flee 
sexual immorality,” omitting the word “from” that appears in 1 Corinthians 10:14, “flee from 
idolatry.”⁸⁴ Just as Joseph fled from sexual immorality with Potiphar’s wife, so the Corinthians must 
flee sexual immorality wherever they may encounter it.⁸⁵ Indeed, the present imperative form 
indicates “habitual action”—we must make it our “habit” to flee sexual immorality.⁸⁶ This imperative 
has important pastoral, practical applications, as Lenski observes: 

Some sins we must necessarily face, fight, and thus conquer. From others we recoil with a 
shock, their baseness and their stench repel us, we flee. Fornication [“sexual immorality”] is 
and should be one of these. Paul writes φεύγετε [pheugete; “flee”] for another reason. He 
recognizes the danger that lies in our sinful flesh. So he admonishes: flee lest a spark ignite 
the tinder and fire the passion and the lust, and you be scorched in the flames, Prov. 7:6–27.⁸⁷

By God’s grace, we must train our hearts and minds to regard sexual immorality with utter revulsion, 
while at the same time cultivating a healthy wariness of recognizing that this temptation could all 
too easily ensnare us, if we get too close to it. Therefore, flee sexual immorality!

To these practical reasons for fleeing sexual immorality, Paul adds another: “Every other sin a 
person commits is outside the body, but the sexually immoral person sins against his own body” (1 
Cor. 6:18). The word “other” (“every other sin…”) does not appear in the Greek, but is supplied to 
give sense to the logic of Paul’s statement. Literally, the text reads, “Every sin that, if a man does [it], 
is outside the body, but the sexually immoral person sins against his own body” (1 Cor. 6:18, my 
translation). Paul is not contradicting himself when he says that every sin is outside the body, but that 
sexual immorality is against the body. On the contrary, the conjunction “but” is “exceptive, 
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qualifying ‘every sin’ to mean ‘every other sin’ except the one spoken of in this clause.”⁸⁸
In what sense, though, is sexual immorality different from other sins, especially other sins that we 

seemingly commit against our own bodies, such as drunkenness, gluttony, or even suicide?⁸⁹ The 
context leading up to this verse helps to answer this question. In the case of sexual immorality with a 
prostitute, this sexual intimacy rips the body out of union with Christ and joins itself in an 
unauthorized union elsewhere (1 Cor. 6:15).⁹⁰ The reason for this is that sexual immorality uniquely 
joins two people together in their bodies—not just in their physical bodies, but spiritually too (1 Cor. 
6:16).⁹¹ As Barnett observes, “The ‘body’ is not merely flesh, organs and bones, but the total person 
including mind, memory, conscience and emotions.”⁹² Additionally, as Garland explains, 
“drunkenness does not have the capacity to make a person one flesh with alcohol. This one-flesh 
union is true only of the sex act….In the context, sex with a prostitute severs the union with Christ 
and sabotages its resurrection destiny.”⁹³ As Hays observes, it is striking that throughout this context, 
Paul does not much dwell on the idea of sexual immorality as adultery (cf. 1 Cor. 6:9), even though 
most of these believers would have been married: “Perhaps the specific fornicators he had in mind 
were not married, but another explanation seem likelier: he regards sexual promiscuity not primarily 
as an offense against any human relationship but, most fundamentally, as a sin against God. The 
union with prostitute violates the believer’s prior bond with Christ.”⁹⁴

A Temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19a)
To all of these ideas, Paul adds yet another to strengthen his warning: each believer’s body is 

individually a temple of the Holy Spirit, who dwells within us (1 Cor. 6:19a). For the eighth time in 
this letter and the sixth time in this chapter, Paul frames this point on the criticizing question, “Do 
you not know…?”⁹⁵ Earlier, Paul wrote that the church as a whole (“you” plural) functions 
collectively as a holy temple for God’s Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 3:16–17). Now, Paul argues that each 
single body of a believer is individually a temple for God’s Holy Spirit. In both passages, Paul uses 
the word ναός (naos), referring to the inner sanctuary of the temple, rather than ἱερόν (hieron), which 
may refer to the entire temple complex, especially its outer courts.⁹⁶ Paul’s point is beyond simply 
drawing a vague religious analogy between our bodies and temples. Much more, Paul is insisting 
that the Holy Spirit dwells in our bodies just as he formerly dwelt in the holy places of the temple. 
Therefore, we dare not profane the Holy Spirit’s holy dwelling place by any sin, much less by sexual 
immorality with its defiling effects on the body in its physical and spiritual unity.⁹⁷

Glorify God in Your Body (1 Cor. 6:19b–20)
After reminding the Corinthians that their bodies are individually temples, Paul takes his logic 

two steps further by asserting first that they are not their own, for they were bought with a price, 
and second that they must glorify God in their bodies. If indeed our bodies serve as the temple of the 
Holy Spirit, then our bodies do not belong to us, but to God, and they may “only be used for the 
purposes for which he designed it.”⁹⁸ They may not pay to hire a prostitute, since their bodies have 
already been bought at a price—the price of Christ’s death for them on the cross (1 Cor. 6:19b–20).⁹⁹ 
Some scholars point to the contemporary idea of “sacral manumission, by which a slave was bought 
‘for freedom’ (cf. Gal. v. 1) in the name of a god…but the fundamental idea of ransoming Paul 
derived from the Old Testament, where the words are used in a wide variety of senses (e.g. Exod. vi. 
6; xiii. 13; Ruth iv. 4ff.; Ps. ciii. 4; Isa. xliii. 1).”¹⁰⁰ Paul will say something similar in 1 Corinthians 
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7:22b–23a: “Likewise he who was free when called is a bondservant of Christ. You were bought 
with a price; do not become bondservants of men.”¹⁰¹ We do not have the freedom to do as we 
please, because we have been purchased as bondservants at the price of the blood of Christ. This is 
not a burden, but a glorious reminder that not only do we belong to him, but also that God 
graciously gives himself to us in this arrangement.¹⁰²

Therefore, Paul insists, we must glorify God with our bodies. The conjunction translated as “so” 
in the ESV is difficult to translate into the English, but Leon Morris gives a helpful explanation:

Therefore translates dē, a shortened form of ēdē, ‘already’. It is sometimes added to an 
imperative to give it a note of greater urgency. ‘Do it so speedily that it is already done!’ The 
use of the aorist rather than the present imperative agrees with this. There is an urgency 
about it. Let there be no delay.¹⁰³

In contemporary English, we might then paraphrase Paul’s words as, “Get it done—and do it 
yesterday!” That is, because God owns us, we must “devote ourselves wholly and entirely to his 
service, that he may by his word regulate even the outward actions of our life.”¹⁰⁴ Contrary to the 
teaching of Gnostic philosophy, our bodies are not husks to be cast off at death for the liberation our 
souls. Rather, God created us holistically, body and soul, and what we do in our bodies matters, 
whether we defile our bodies through sexual immorality, or whether we glorify God in our bodies.¹⁰⁵

Discussion Questions

1) Why were the Corinthians bringing their disputes to law before unrighteous judges rather than 
for arbitration by fellow believers? What is the actual result when we seek to win against fellow 
believers (1 Cor. 6:7)? Where do your own greedy desires trying to win against fellow believers? 
How might fellow believers help you settle your disputes?

2) Why can’t the unrighteous inherit the kingdom of God (1 Cor. 6:9)? Do people become 
unrighteous after committing these sins, or do people commit these sins because we are born 
unrighteous (cf. Rom. 5:12–21)? How does the doctrine of original sin affect the way we view 
ourselves and our need for a Savior?

3) How many of us have committed all the sins listed in 1 Corinthians 6:9–10? Even if we haven’t 
committed all these sins, how many of us were unrighteous? What does it mean to have been 
“washed”? “sanctified”? “justified”? What does 1 Corinthians 6:11 teach us about our new identity in 
Christ, through the Spirit of our God? 

4) What kinds of things are adiaphora (indifferent) to the Christian life (1 Cor. 6:12)? What 
significance does food have for Christian living (1 Cor. 6:13)? Why is sexual immorality so different 
from food (1 Cor. 6:12–18)? What were our bodies actually created for, if not for sexual immorality 
(1 Cor. 6:19)? How, then ought we to live (1 Cor. 6:20)?
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