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“We Can Work It Out”					  Study #7


(1 Corinthians 6:1-11)








	Ours, like the first century Roman society, is a litigious society.  News of litigation and lawsuits are sprinkled through every day’s newspaper.  Somebody is suing somebody else for a wrong suffered.





	Tort reform may be just around the corner, but for now, it is perfectly allowable for you to sue anybody you want for any reason you might choose at any time that is convenient for however much money you might name.





	You might not win, of course, but that is incidental.  Engaging in lawsuits has become a very popular American pastime.  Nor would I say that civil suits are always wrong.  Surely, there are times when a grievous wrong is suffered and redress through the courts is appropriate.  But isn’t there something unhealthy in the escalation of lawsuits by Americans against fellow Americans we have been seeing in the last generation?  I think so.





	What do you think fuels this all too-frequent use of the courts to settle disputes?





	I am no social scholar, but I have tried to observe conflict in our culture as many others have.  I have been married for twenty years and have experienced some conflict there.  I am raising three children.....And, I’ve been involved up close and personal as a pastor in dealing with conflict and watching people in conflict for over seventeen years.  Based on my observations of others and owning up to my own shortcomings, I am going to suggest two causes for the rise in lawsuits in America.  The first is greed.  We want to profit and when push comes to shove will sometimes be willing to do whatever is necessary to profit.  The second is an unwillingness to face the difficult challenge of working through problems.





	I don’t know if that analysis rings true to you.  It seems to make sense to me.  But, this message is not about our litigious society.  I wish it were.  That would be an easier message to bring.  This message, and the passage in front of us, is about conflict in the church.





	And most Christians I know (including myself!) and most churches I have ever been associated with (including this one, right now!) need this message and this passage because Paul addresses conflict and its resolution.





	Last Sunday, Paul began to deal with issues of sexual sin in the church.  There was a man who was having an illicit relationship with his stepmother AND enjoying the full rights and privileges of fellowship in the church.  Paul told the church that the effect of the man’s sin was so negative that he was to be removed from the church.  He was (or would soon begin to have) a leavening influence among them.





	The apostle will come back to the theme of sexual purity in 1 Corinthians (6:12ff) and so will we, but his mention of the idea of judgment got him to thinking about another aspect of church life in Corinth that he needed to address.  Apparently, the Christians in Corinth were filing lawsuits against each other and are taking those suits before secular courts.  Not too surprisingly, Paul’s got a problem with that.....





Christians Shouldn’t Sue Fellow Christians (DUH!! (vv. 1-6)





“You’re Not Really Depending on the World’s System for Problem-Solving in the Church, Are You?” (v. 1)





	“Does any one of you, when he has a case against his neighbor, dare to go to law before the unrighteous, and not before the saints?” (v. 1)











	There were disputes between members of the church at Corinth





	There is nothing surprising or even wrong about Christians, from time to time, having a “case” against each other.  In the normal course of interactions, such will be true in every human relationship.





	Just as literal neighbors may have disputes, so “neighbors” in the church will have disagreements, arguments, and conflict.  Life in a family or a church or a neighborhood isn’t as sanitized as we might wish.  Personality clashes, style clashes, issues regarding beliefs and doctrines - all of these and more arise in life in the church.





	These things were certainly happening among the Christians in Corinth, but they had taken an interesting (and very flawed) approach to dealing with them those clashes.





	The members of the church were taking their grievances before unbelieving judges





	Instead of resolving these issues within the church, they were enlisting the aid of the secular courts.  Now, what is in view here are not criminal cases, but civil.  Much in the same way our society works, in Roman times, a citizen could sue another person for money to get satisfaction for a wrong suffered.  In Corinth, Christians were suing fellow Christians and taking them to the equivalent of small claims court.





	In verse 1, when Paul mentions the “unrighteous” and the “saints,” he does NOT mean that secular judges were/are always unrighteous in their lifestyles or that Christians in a church are always saintly in their behavior.  These two designations refer, instead, to non-Christians (those who are not righteous/justified before God) and Christians (saints, those set apart for God’s purposes).  There are no necessary moral connotations to be drawn from the use of the terms “unrighteous” and “saint” here at verse 1.  





	Evidently, Paul has found out about this practice from some unnamed source (just as he found out about the man living with his stepmother from a third party).  The implication behind the question of the first verse is Paul’s finger-pointing, “How dare you!?”





	Paul asks, “How dare you!?”





	The Jewish rabbis held that lawsuits between fellow Jews should never be tried in secular courts.  Such disputes were always to be settled within the Jewish community, lest their internal conflict bring them into reproach among the Gentiles.





	Likewise, religious groups among the Romans and Greeks held to the same practice, and for much the same reason.  They knew that internal squabbling reflected poorly on their group’s reputation in the community.





	Paul had the same concerns for the church at Corinth!  Christians have much stronger bonds in Jesus than the Jews did in Moses or than the Greeks and Romans did in their polytheism or their philosophies.  They (we!) should be able to work things out with each other.





	I don’t think for a minute that Paul was concerned that the Corinthians would not have received justice if they went to the Gentile courts.  A reading of Acts18:12-17 will show that Paul himself was treated very kindly by the Roman Proconsul, Gallio, while he was in Corinth!  In fact, generally speaking, Paul’s opinion of non-Christian magistrates was very favorable (see Romans 13).





	So, why was he so upset about the Corinthians’  practice of going to secular courts to settle disputes?  There are several reasons.  First, such litigation further divided an already divided church.  It is hard to be united with somebody if you’re suing the pants off of them!  Second, these cases hindered the work of God among the non-Christians in Corinth.  It is hard to present a good case for the life-changing, saving power of Jesus Christ when His people are tying up the courts with lawsuits against each other.  Third, it is conceivable that the cases being brought forward were actually dealing with church issues, and a even a wise and just non-believing judge would certainly be ill-equipped to deal with these.�





	Paul spends the rest of our passage arguing that the whole situation - from the tenor of the disputes to the strategy for dealing with them - was wrongheaded.





	His first reasoning regarding the impropriety of brothers and sisters in the family of God suing each other (what a thought!) is found in verses 2 and 3.  We discover the thrilling truth that we Christians will have some pretty heady judging to do in the far distant future.





“In the Future, You’ll Judge the World and Angels - Can’t You Judge Among Yourselves Now?” (vv. 2-3)





	Saints will judge the world - how much more small earthly matters (v. 2)





	“Or do you not know that the saints will judge the world?�  And if the world is judged by you, are you not competent to constitute the smallest law courts?” (v. 2)





	Disclaimer!!  Paul is definitely not thinking of a time when earthly courts will be filled with Christian judges.  He is not urging us to stack the courts with Christian judges today.  Not that it is bad when a Christian becomes a judge in the secular arena, but that is the farthest thought from Paul’s mind.  It would have been an absolute impossibility in the first century, and isn’t much more likely in our own that all judges will be Christians!





	What he means is that Christians will one day (I believe during the millennial reign of Christ on the earth) have a hand in judging the world, under the sovereign Lordship of Jesus.  That idea is hinted at in several places in the New Testament (Matthew 19:28; Luke 22:28ff) and is made explicit at least once (Revelation 20:4).�


	Paul had probably taught this fact/doctrine to the Corinthians during the 18 months he had been with them when he planted the church.  They were well aware of their future role as judges of the world - but evidently hadn’t considered the implications of such a lofty future.





	And the implication is simply that Christians who will one day have a hand in judging the world have no right to plead an inability to judge cases in the church.  They are certainly competent to decide the kinds of issues that are being brought before the judges of first century Corinth!





	Maybe they had property disputes with each other that had nothing to do with the church.  Maybe there were power plays in the church that were being brought to the city’s judges for arbitration (not too far-fetched - at this time, Christianity was not an officially outlawed religion).  Maybe there were even doctrinal disputes that judges were being asked to decide.





	It just should stand to reason that if believers are going to judge the world, they should be able to determine the matters that come up between them in church and in their interpersonal relationships with each other.





	Again, in verse 3, Paul speaks of a future judgment in which Christians will be involved as a rebuke for having to bring in outside hired guns to help decide disputes in the church.





	Saints will judge angels - how much more matters of this life (v. 3)





	“Do you not know that we shall judge angels? How much more, matters of this life?” (v. 3)





	If there is testimony in other places in the New Testament which speak of believers judging the world, I wasn’t able to find any that implied that we would be involved in judging angels - except here!





	According to several passages, angels will be judged (2 Peter 2:4, Jude 6; Rev. 20:10 - although all of these verses refer to bad angels, what we call demons).  Here, Paul tells us that in some way we will play a role in that judgment.�





	This is another rhetorical question, the answer to which is inescapable.  Christians will judge angels, beings from another realm.  Shouldn’t we, then, be able to judge matters of this realm in which we live?  Since we are going to judge supernatural beings, surely we should be able to handle mundane matters.





	In the next verse, Paul continues to point out the inappropriateness of the practice in which the Corinthian church was engaged.





“Why Would You Go To Judges Who Don’t Even Attend Church To Decide Issues Between Brothers and Sisters?” (v. 4)





	“If then you have law courts dealing with matters of this life, do you appoint them as judges who are of no account in the church?” (v. 4)





	Attention: Translation difficulty!





	Hold it!  Let me point out a problem some of you are having right now if you are reading along in your Bibles.  Those of you who have a different translation of the Bible - either the New International Version or the King James - will have a very different reading than I do (New American Standard Bible).  There is a reason for that difference.





	This is one of the relatively few places in the New Testament where the translation of a verse from Greek to English is extremely difficult.  There are two equally viable translations, and the problem involves a pretty technical piece of grammar which we don’t need to go into here.�


	I personally believe that the best translation is preserved in the New American Standard Bible.  Again, listen to that verse.





	The Corinthian practice





	“If then you have law courts dealing with matters of this life, do you appoint them as judges who are of no account in the church?” (v. 4)





	We need to understand that when Paul refers to men who are “of no account in the church,” he does not mean what we sometimes mean when we speak of someone who is “of no account,” implying that they are lousy people.  Paul is simply saying that these unbelieving judges have no standing in the church.





	It just doesn’t make sense that the Corinthian church is appointing unbelieving judges to arbitrate divisions between church members.  As silly as it sounds, this is what the church is doing.





	This section ends with a zing!  In verses 5 and 6, Paul lands a one-two-three punch designed to end this mean-spirited, cowardly, and (likely) money-grubbing way to resolve disputes.





“Is it Really True That There is No One in the Church Wise Enough to Arbitrate Disputes and so Maintain Loving Relationships and a Witness in the Community?” (vv. 5-6)





	Paul questions the “wisdom quotient” at Corinth (v. 5)





	“I say this to your shame. Is it so, that there is not among you one wise man who will be able to decide between his brethren?” (v. 5)





	Back in chapter 4 (verse 14), Paul had explicitly said that he was NOT writing to shame his readers.  Here, he says that they should be ashamed of their actions.





	Here is the church that boasted of its wisdom, having to borrow wisdom from unbelieving Corinthian judges to get legal satisfaction.  They evidently didn’t even consider the possibility of finding within their own ranks a wise person who might handle their disputes.





	Again, notice between whom these disputes have arisen.  Paul doesn’t say that it was between church members, but between “brothers.”





	Paul points out the problem of lovelessness (v. 6a)





	“but brother goes to law with brother” (v. 6a)





	The first of the two biggest problem with the Corinthians’ practice was that it violated love.  Love is to be the defining dynamic between Christians in a church - and you don’t sue people whom you love!  You may disagree with them; you may not see things eye to eye; you may not want to do things the same way.  But if you love someone, you don’t try to take them to the cleaners.





	Christians are in the same family.  Every one who names the name of Jesus is brother or sister to every one else who names the name of Jesus.  And family love is to rule in the church of Jesus Christ.





	The second of the two biggest problems with what the Corinthian Christians were doing is seen at the end of verse 6.  They were damaging their witness before people who didn’t know Christ.





	Paul points out the problem of poor witness (v. 6b)





	“and that before unbelievers” (v. 6b)





	That phrase is not meant to speak down to the non-Christians of Corinth.  It is to highlight that as important as whatever the issue dividing Christians might be, it is critical to remember at every point that there are people all around who don’t know the Lord and who are therefore lost.  In whatever actions a Christian takes he should take into account the effects of his actions on the lost person.





	And it doesn’t take much imagination to understand that a lost judge might just find the situation of a Christian taking a non-Christian to court to be strong evidence against the validity of Christianity and reject the Gospel on account of the lovelessness shown from Christian to Christian.





	We can sing, “They’ll know we are Christians by our love” till the cows come home, but if the song isn’t backed up by the reality, the impact is devastating.  Jesus said that LOVE between Christians is the mark of discipleship.





	“A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one another.  By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another.” (John 13:34-35) 





	He also said that our love for each other is the way the world will know that God sent Him, Jesus, into the world.





	“I do not ask in behalf of these alone, but for those also who believe in Me through their word; that they may all be one; even as Thou, Father, art in Me, and I in Thee, that they also may be in Us; that the world may believe that Thou didst send Me.” (John 17:20-21)





	This is what Francis Schaeffer called, “The Final Apologetic.”  If I understand what Jesus was saying in John 13 and 17, there is no witness for the truth of the Gospel stronger than Christians’ love for each other, and anything that blocks that love must be repented of and worked through.  Certainly, what was going on in Corinth qualified as unloving.  What about the quality of your relationships here in the Body of Christ at Northwest?  As we near the end of our time this morning, we begin to think in terms of applying the Bible’s teaching to our own lives and to our own situation.





	To this point, Paul has hopefully convinced the Corinthians that they shouldn’t be taking each other to civil court to redress grievances before unbelieving judges.  In verse 7, he turns a corner.  Thus far, it would seem, perhaps, that Paul’s main concern was to keep the Corinthians out of secular court and to settle their differences before church arbitration.  He actually has a higher goal......





Christians Should Turn The Other Cheek In Love (vv. 7-8)





Going to Court Against a Fellow Christian is, by Definition, a Defeat (v. 7a)





	“Actually, then, it is already a defeat for you, that you have lawsuits with one another.” (v. 7a)





	We have already seen that there is a problem associated with bringing suit in a secular setting.  Here, the lawsuits themselves between believers are labeled losses.  Why?





	Why is it that though lawsuits are not labeled sinful, they are called defeats.  How can Paul say that it doesn’t matter which Christian comes out ahead in the suit, but that nobody wins.





	Here is what I think.  What is the motivation behind most civil suits today?  Is it not vested interest?  Is it not that someone has a grievance and believes that they can profit - financially - from bringing the matter to court?





	It probably isn’t too great a leap to suggest that one huge piece of what is wrong with the whole lawsuit strategy is that it indicates the presence of greed.�  There is a lustful desire to have and a disregard for the well-being of another.  In fact, if I am bringing suit against you, I HOPE that I profit at your expense!





	Such greed dishonors God because it means that LOVE has been thrown out the window as the primary principle between two Christians.  What is left is a desire to acquire more or retain what one has.  What is gone is a desire to bless, to give, to serve, to love.





	That is why Paul inserts one of the most astonishing things we read in this whole book at the end of verse 7.  He says that there is a better way to handle disputes, though it is harder.....





It is Better to be Wronged Than to Take a Fellow Christian to Court (v. 7b)





	“Why not rather be wronged? Why not rather be defrauded?” (v. 7b)





	There is something about these words that is at once appealing and absurd.





	What Paul is suggesting is absurd, you know.  Why not allow myself to be wronged and defrauded?  How foolish.  What kind of a mentality is that?  Is Paul promoting a doormat theology now?





	Granted, here in 1 Corinthians 6 is not the only place we find this idea in Paul’s writings.  In Ephesians 5 he says that in the church we are all to “submit to one another,” a command which staggers us and leaves us wondering, “Whatever happened to my rights?”  In Philippians 2 he writes that we are each to consider the needs of others more important than our own.  That is beautiful poetry, but how do I live that way?





	Anyway, if Paul is being absurd by the questions he poses in verse 7, at least he is being consistent.  Throughout his writings he tells Christians that the fulfillment of personal needs/desires is not the biggest game in town.





	And if there is something absurd about his rhetorical questions in verse 7, we are still drawn to them because they remind us of what Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount, words we don’t reflect on very much, words that we have filed away in the “impractical” drawer, the “beautiful poetry” drawer.





	“But I say to you, do not resist him who is evil; but whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn to him the other also.  And if anyone wants to sue you, and take your shirt, let him have your coat also.  And whoever shall force you to go one mile, go with him two.  Give to him who asks of you, and do not turn away from him who wants to borrow from you.” (Matthew 5:39-42)


  








	A passage like 1 Corinthians 6 compels us to dust off Jesus’ words and ask if He was serious in a way that we have never imagined before; if love requires more giving than we had ever thought before; if living as a Christian takes more selflessness than we had ever dreamed; if being a part of a church will cost more than we had ever feared.





	Paul keeps the real life example of the Corinthians’ practice of bringing lawsuits against each other in front of us in verse 8.  But, we, who aren’t currently bringing lawsuits against each other, are beginning to see that he is laying down a bedrock principle for life in the Body of Christ that has broad application.  Listen to verse 8.





The One Being Wronged and Defrauded is a Brother/Sister! (v. 8)





	“On the contrary, you yourselves wrong and defraud, and that your brethren.” (v. 8)





	What can we conclude here but that it is preferable to suffer wrong caused by brethren than to cause suffering to the brethren?  Living by the royal law of love requires that I place your interests as my highest good.





	That is what Jesus did.  He laid down His life to meet our needs.  That is what you and I are called to do, too.








Conclusion:  





	Following this morning, we are going to be taking a two week break from 1 Corinthians for our annual missions emphasis.  After the break, I will look forward to spending more time in vv. 9-11 and the rest of chapter 6 with you.  Those are challenging verses - both to understand and to apply - and I want to have freedom to deal with them at leisure.





	This morning, though, I want to spend the final moments thinking with you about the issue raised by 1 Corinthians 6:1-8: conflict resolution in the church.  If you might think it somewhat strange that I, of all people, should speak to the issue of conflict resolution, I understand.





	There are two ways to fall off the high wires and there are at least two ways to fail to manage conflict in the church.





	One way to fail in resolving conflict is by greedily wanting your own way so much that the conflict turns into World War III.  You want what you want and you’ll do whatever it takes to get it - be it whine or complain or get angry or use force.  Unity in the church suffers when this kind of failure takes place.  The testimony of a church before a watching community is compromised when WWIII breaks out.  That was happening at Corinth and, from time to time, that has happened at Northwest.





	There is another way to fail.  That is to roll over in the face of conflict.  It is to fail by reason of not showing up for the debate.  It is to be so generally “good-natured” that you don’t make waves.





	Christians fail in both ways.  I know how I fail.  I fail by avoidance, by being nice, by not making waves.





	Our family owns a sailboat, affectionately called, “The Yacht.”  It is a Sunfish (ten feet) and we get it out to sail about twice a summer on Canyon Lake.





	The last time out was the most disappointing trip we have taken yet.  There was no wind and there were no waves.  When Jesus stilled the storm on the Sea of Galilee, I have always pictured that lake looking like Canyon Lake looked that day.  I hoped the wind would pick up while we were on the lake, but it didn’t.  And the most memorable moment of that day was when Ben and I looked at each other in this dead calm and remarked to each other at the same time, “What a bore.”





	Sailing without wind and waves is a bore.  You don’t go anywhere.  You don’t make any progress.  Churches that choose safe coves and never get into the open water, who don’t expose themselves to rough seas and high winds, who look for smooth interpersonal sailing don’t go anywhere and don’t make any progress and are boring.





	I know I’m veering off from the text in moving this direction.  Paul was talking about not taking each other to court.  OK.  We got that one.  Don’t sue each other!


	But the bigger lesson from 1 Corinthians 6:1-8 is about how to handle conflict in the church.  And this is where I see us needing to think together and pray together and move together.





	I need to speak personally for a minute.  For a variety of reasons (my mother dropped me when I was an infant), I have lived with an aversion to conflict.  That aversion has cheated the people I love most in life.





	My wife often hasn’t had the benefit of a strong leader who is willing to take charge.  My kids haven’t benefited from as consistent a disciplinarian as they should have had.  And Northwest Community Church has not enjoyed the leadership of a pastor who has led into conflict.  I have cheated you by my cowardice.





	I have quoted 1 Peter 4:8, “love covers a multitude of sins” using it as a copout to keep from dealing with serious issues.  And by my failure to address issues that need to be addressed, and to confront people who have needed to be confronted, three chronic problems have emerged at Northwest.





	One, a culture has been created in which we don’t deal with each other honestly and openly in a spirit of genuine commitment and love when there are problems.





	Two, a culture has been created in which it is not considered safe to take great risks for Jesus.





	Three, a culture has been created in which it is easy to leave.





	The best sailors are those who have weathered storms.  The hardiest marriages are those that have weathered storms.  And the healthiest churches are those that weather storms together.





	There is so much at stake in learning to work things out.  I’ve personally got a long way to go.  But I will tell you that in recent months I have seen not only the damage done by not confronting but also the possibilities for good that can come from honesty and openness.











	If you and I will take what Paul says in 1 Corinthians 6 to heart - 





don’t angrily bring suit against each other;


realize that the Holy Spirit has equipped us with what we need to deal with conflict;


we are brothers and sisters here;


it is better to be wronged than to inflict wrong,





then I believe there is great hope that this boat will start moving in powerful directions.  I believe that keeping in mind what Paul has told us will actually free us to speak the truth in love.





	But it may well be that you, like me, realize that you have fallen off the highwire, and that, on either side.  On evaluating your interactions with people here, have you failed by turning honest disagreements into WWIII, using weapons of the flesh - manipulation, power, pressure - to win?  If so, you have something to confess to God, and likely to people in your world.





	Or, have you failed by retreating into a shell?  Have you run away from conflict?  Have you spoken nothing, rather than spoken the truth in love?  If so, then you have a confession to bring to God - and perhaps some challenging assignments with people.





	Corinthian Christians and San Antonio Christians alike need to pay heed to Paul’s words.  There is so much at stake in our working through conflict.  The issue need not be raised to the level of lawsuits before love is violated or testimony is compromised by disputes in the church.  The Word of God calls us to action.


� He is not saying that worldly Judges should not or cannot do a great job in deciding cases dealing with earthly law.  Nor is the seeking of justice by Christians wrong.  To deduce from verse 1 that any going to court is forbidden to Christians is unwarranted.


� But Paul just said (v. 12) that Christians have nothing to do with judging outsiders.  There, Paul had referenced judgment of outsiders TODAY, while here (6:2), he refers to judgment of the world at the final day.


� Rev. 20:4 - “And I saw thrones, and they sat upon them, and judgment was given to them. And I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded because of the testimony of Jesus and because of the word of God, and those who had not worshipped the beast or his image, and had not received the mark upon their forehead and upon their hand; and they came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years.”


� Does he mean good or bad angels?  If good, what could possibly be their judgment?  Most of the time, when Paul refers to “angels” he means good angels and uses other terms to describe bad angels.


� The verb “appoint” could be parsed as either an imperative, in which case the translation would be, “Appoint judges who are of no account in the church” meaning that disputes which arise in the church should be given such a low priority that they could be dealt with by the least wise people in the church, or as an indicative, giving the sense of the New American Standard, with Paul asking with incredulity why they would commit cases of church conflict to judges who have no standing in the church (i.e. - are unbelievers).


� Foreshadowing here to the traits of swindling, thievery, greed mentioned in vv. 9-10?
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