
| 1 Corinthians | 
Week 9 Scripture Guide | 1 Corinthians 6:1-8 

 
Biblical Context 

In Paul’s previous writing about the presence and tolerance of sexual immorality in the church, he addressed 
the Corinthians’ misunderstanding between the church judging unbelievers and judging those within the church (1 
Cor 5:12-13). He now discusses the church judging amongst themselves in the context of a Christian having a 
“grievance” (πρᾶγμα,  pragma ) against his brother, rather than having the case judged by unbelievers. The word 
Paul uses to describe these grievances is “trivial” (ἐλάχιστος,  elachistos ; 6:2) which is elsewhere translated as 
“least,” “small,” and “little.” These small matters stand in contrast to more criminal cases that could fall under the 
jurisdiction of a higher authority (cf. Rom 13:1-7).  In the Greek text, the first word Paul uses in his question is 1

τολμάω ( tolmaō ,   “dare,” “show boldness,” “do not hesitate”), “Do you dare…?” Rather than go to judgment 
before other Christians, they did not hesitate to subject themselves to the judgment of the unrighteous (ἄδικος, 
adikos ) (6:1).  Paul is referring to secular Roman law and Roman courts where individuals stand before the  bēma 2

(“judgment seat”; cf. Acts 18:12), bringing their case and awaiting Roman law to be administered. Certain 
Corinthian believers were taking each other to Roman court on trivial, non-criminal cases.  Roman society was 3

very litigious and cases would begin at dawn and be argued until late in the day. The judges were selected from 
the sociopolitically affluent and it was typically the members of the upper class that subsequently received better 
treatment in the law courts. In fact, penalties written in Roman law were often in favor of the more well-to-do.  4

“Roman courts could not be relied upon to administer justice impartially since they were open to bribes and were 
partial to the status and power of the prosecutor or defendant or both.”  In that time, individuals could not bring 5

cases against those who were considered socially superior to them. As a result, the affluent used the court system 
to show their own superiority.  Like most churches in the region, the church of Corinth was made up of people 6

from all walks of life. A member with greater power or wealth might have advantage over a less influential 
“brother.” Further, the secular advocates were permitted to use “the most unbridled language about his client’s 
adversary.”  What was at stake was more than power or money, but a rift in the Corinthian church on the secular 7

stage. Paul is concerned with the reputation of the church before outsiders and about unity within the church. 
While Paul has made it clear that certain judgments should not be made according to the world’s standard 

(4:5) or against outsiders (5:12a), he also looks forward to a time when followers of Jesus will judge the world by 
God’s standards (6:2a, 3a).  The Corinthians had an “over-realized eschatology” believing the end had already 8

come and Paul shows them how their current state reveals that they have not yet arrived, but are continuing to act 
carnally. Yet, he still has their favorable end in sight (cf. 1 Cor 1:8). The Corinthian believers thought they were 

1 In light of the Old Testament distinction between civil and criminal processes of law, some have suggested that the sexual immorality of 1 Cor 5:1-13 
fell into the category of criminal law, where the dispute of 6:1-8 was considered civil law that concerns the group. In the Old Testament, criminal cases were 
decided by the head of the community. This is seen in 5:3-5 where the apostle of the church in Corinth pronounces judgment and calls the church to action. 
In 6:1-8, Paul urges the church to handle the smaller matters. Cf. Exo 18:12-27 and Deut 1:9-18. Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner, “1 Corinthians,” in 
Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI; Nottingham, UK: Baker Academic; Apollos, 2007), 710. 

2 ἄδικος ( a-,  “not,” - dikos , “just”) is also used in 1 Cor 6:9 describing those continuing to walk in overt sins contrary to the ways of God. Paul contrasts 
the saints, who will inherit the kingdom of God and judge the  adikos , with the  adikos , who will neither inherit the kingdom of God, nor judge the saints. 

3 This is not a sweeping command to never go before a secular court. Paul appealed to civil courts—to a Roman commander (Acts 22:25–29), the 
governor (Acts 23:27; 24:10–21),  the emperor (Acts 25:4–12)—to establish his right to a proper trial and treatment as a Roman citizen (Acts 16:37–39). 

4 Craig S. Keener,  The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament  (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 1 Cor 6:1–2. 
5 Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner, The First Letter to the Corinthians, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, 

U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2010), 222. 
6 John D. Barry et al., Faithlife Study Bible (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2012, 2016), 1 Cor 6:1. 
7 Ciampa, 223. “Young orators learned their trade with colorful character assassination, often playing to crowds of onlookers...It is little wonder that the 

church in Corinth suffered strife, jealousy, and discord with members entangled in such circumstances.” 
8 Paul is referencing Dan 7:18, 22, “But the saints of the Most High shall receive the kingdom and possess the kingdom forever, forever and ever...and 

judgment was given for the saints of the Most High, and the time came when the saints possessed the kingdom.” See also Rev 2:26, “The one who conquers 
and who keeps my works until the end, to him I will give authority over the nations.” Regarding the judging of angels, “This probably reflects an apocalyptic 
motif regarding the judgment of fallen angels [cf. Jude 6], and it thereby intensifies the point of what was just said (v. 2). So inclusive will be our 
participation in God’s eschatological judgment that not only the world but even the angels will be judged by the newly formed eschatological people of 
God.” Gordon D. Fee,  The First Epistle to the Corinthians , ed. Ned B. Stonehouse et al., Revised Edition., The New International Commentary on the New 
Testament (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2014), 257. 

 



walking in wisdom and spiritual maturity, yet Paul suggests that they are currently acting “incompetent” (ἀνάξιος, 
anaxios ) to judge even the smallest matters.  In light of the saints’ role in the coming judgment, the fact that they 9

are seemingly unable to judge trivial cases is concerning.  
If the Corinthians have such trivial matters, Paul asks why the they are bringing these cases before “those who 

have no standing (ἐξουθενέω,  exoutheneō ) in the church” (1 Cor 6:4).  Through the secular legal process, the 10

ruthless advocates would all but destroy the reputation of the client’s opponent, another brother in Christ, over 
such a small, trivial matter. The Corinthians ought to have been ashamed of themselves (6:5a).  Paul sarcastically 11

asks Corinthians, “Can it be that there is no one among you wise enough to settle a dispute between the brothers, 
but brother goes to law against brother, and that before unbelievers?” (6:5b-6; cf. 1:28a; 3:18). In other words, “If 
you are as wise as you think you are, why can’t you settle these tiny disputes?” The Corinthians have a perceived 
condition of wisdom (3:18; 4:10; 2 Cor 11:19), but Paul is trying to help them see their true condition.  He digs at 12

a deeper problem. While it is bad enough that one Corinthian is willing to tarnish the reputation of another brother 
in secular courts, Paul says, “To have lawsuits (κρίμα,  krima ) at all with one another is already a defeat for you” 
(1 Cor 6:7a). Paul is referring to legal disputes specifically, not just disputes ( pragma ) among Christians. The 
problem is not the dispute, but that the Corinthians were taking the dispute to secular courts (κριτήριον,  kriterion ). 
“They were defeated the moment the legal proceeding began, since its initiation served as testimony to the 
church’s failure to resolve the conflict as a healthy family would be expected to do.”  Paul then puts forth two 13

rhetorical questions emphasizing the preferred alternatives, “Why not rather suffer wrong (ἀδικεῖσθε,  adikeisthe )? 
Why not rather be defrauded (ἀποστερεῖσθε,  apostereisthe )?”  Rather than take their brother to court for a trivial 14

matter, Paul suggests that Christians should rather be willing to suffer wrong or be defrauded by another. Jesus 
gives an example in Matt 5:38-42, if someone slaps you, turn the other cheek. If anyone would sue you and take 
your tunic (outer garment), give him your cloak (inner garment). If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with him 
two. Jesus used hyperbole to provoke consideration of valuing relationships first and regard possessions as 
nothing. In his other letters, Paul shares a similar principle. In Rom 12:14-21, he calls believers to do what is 
honorable, live peaceably, bless your enemy, and overcome evil with good. In Phil 2:3-4, “Do nothing from 
selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility count others more significant than yourselves. Let each of you look not 
only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others.” Peter says that we are called to endure sorrow while 
suffering unjustly, following the example of Jesus (1 Pet 2:19-21). There is more at stake than losing out on 
material possessions: division in the body of Christ and a blight on the church’s testimony among unbelievers. 
 
Connection and Application 

The Corinthians were taking each other to court instead of handling conflict amongst themselves. Claiming to 
be wise, they were confronted on their lack of wisdom when it came to settling their own disputes. We might not 
take each other to court, but instead of confronting a brother or sister in love, we might make a passive aggressive 
social media post, or casually participate in gossip and slander—and that before unbelievers. Rather, we should 
confront one another in love (Matt 18) and resolve the conflict in a godly manner. We have each been forgiven of 
our sins by the cross of Jesus that both reconciles us to God and also to one another. As God has forgiven us, so 
must we forgive each other. This is the gospel on display for the world to see—for God’s glory and our good. 

9 The word ἀνάξιος ( anaxios ) is a combination of  an  (“not”) and  axios  (“worthy/deserving”). Throughout Paul’s letters, the root  axios  is used to 
describe how the saints are called walk—”worthy of the calling” (Eph 4:11); “worthy of the gospel of Christ” (Phil 1:27); “worthy of the Lord” (Col 1:10). 

10 “Those who have no standing” ( exoutheneō ), is a substantive participle meaning “one who by their attitude or manner of treatment has no merit or 
worth, disdained, regarded as of no significance” BDAG, 352. Cf. 2 Cor 10:10 where the Corinthians despised ( exoutheneō ) Paul’s speech. The Greek of 1 
Cor 6:4 is somewhat ambiguous. This could also read as a command to bring cases before the “insignificant” members in (ἐν,  en ) the church, as opposed to 
those outsiders deemed “disdained” by (ἐκ,  ek ) the church. Thus the lowliest saint should judge more competently than the wisest pagan. Keener, 1 Cor 6:4. 

11 In 1 Cor 4:14, Paul specifies that his object was not to shame them regarding apostolic hardships, but rather intended fatherly admonishment. In the 
context of 6:1-8, however, he specifies that shame  is  intended, because the matter itself shames them. There is more at stake than the trivial matter. 

12 Fee, 260–261. 
13 Ciampa, 235. 
14 Defraud ( apostereisthe ) “to cause another to suffer loss by taking away through illicit means, rob, steal, despoil, defraud,” BDAG, 121. 

 
 


