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1 Corinthians 5 

Who Is In? Who Is Out? 

October 22, 2020 

 

 1 Corinthians 5 has been controversial in the church, likely ever since it was 

written.  For many it has become a model for church discipline.  This chapter does 

speak to that, and to ignore the fact means we do not take this chapter for what it is 

worth.   

 For others it has become an example of what the evangelical church in North 

America has become.  As one person put it, ‘evangelical’ has become more of being 

like John Wayne than Jesus Christ.  The image of the politically incorrect dominant 

man riding up to deal with problems and solving them with an iron fist, or a gun to 

be truer to the image has been off-putting for many.  Where is the wanderer of roads 

who sat on the side of a mountain and blessed the poor in heart and spirit?  Where is 

the homeless carpenter/teacher who healed and refused to take up arms?   

 Wherever you come out in all this, the point is this chapter elicits strong 

reactions.   So let’s get right into the chapter.  I would welcome your thoughts as 

they might differ than my own.  Healthy discussion is great for understanding the 

bible.   

 Chapter 5 begins with a report Paul has received of incest.  A man is sleeping 

with his father’s wife.  If we were close to this man and women, we might right now 
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be finding ways to explain this is not entirely wrong, that we understand a little and 

while we do not think it is right, we care about these two. 

 Paul does not go there, and it’s not because he does not care about them.  He 

has something else in mind.  In verse 1 he says the sexual immorality is a kind that 

even non-believers do not tolerate.  There is no grey zone in this situation. 

 The only ones who were getting away with this kind of behaviour were the 

rulers in Rome, and folks did not find their conduct acceptable.  They just couldn’t 

do anything about it without risking their lives and families, but respect for the 

morals for the Roman leaders was virtually non-existent.    

 Paul also does not speak about the women in this case.  In verse 2 he calls for 

expelling the man from the church.  This is a direct application of the lesson from 

the story of the woman caught in adultery found at the end of John 7 and into John 

8.  In that story the woman was targeted.  Jesus drew attention to the sin of those 

with stones to cast and they left.  Jesus did tell the woman to go and sin no more, 

and did not absolve her of responsibility, but the man was nowhere in that picture. 

 In this case Paul speaks only of the man.  Why is that so?  It’s a question of 

who has chosen to be part of the fellowship.  We don’t know if the woman was part 

of the fellowship.  We do know the man was.  That means he had made a free choice 

to follow Jesus.  His actions were showing he had not followed through on that 

choice. 

 That the woman is not spoken of further is in no way a slight.  There is no 

sense she is unimportant.  What is at stake is the man’s choice to be part of the 

fellowship and actions he has taken while being a part of the fellowship.     
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 Just as much at stake are the actions of the fellowship as a whole.  Paul goes 

right at them.  You are proud of this man!  We can only guess at the circumstances 

that led to this pride, but they are not important to Paul.  The behaviour is not 

acceptable in the church or outside the church.  The man should be put outside the 

fellowship.  Why has this not happened?   

 What have I missed?  The answer to that is why so many today feel judged and 

targeted by the church when they have fallen aside in some way.  They feel expelled 

and shunned.  It’s about the church’s attitude 

 Paul tells us in verse 2 we should be mourning.  We should be grieving.  

Instead, they are taking pride in what is clearly sin.  There is so much sadness in 

this.  Someone dear to us has gone astray. 

 This church is a fellowship that has forgotten what fellowship means.  

Fellowship is linked to the breaking of bread and drinking of the cup together.  It’s 

remembering the Last Supper and the events of the days that followed.  Those 

events are the link to fellowship.  The togetherness is based on the core of the Cross 

and Resurrection. 

 If not, church is no more than a social gathering, a social club.  There can be 

good meals, good conversation, even caring for each other, but without Jesus at the 

centre, it is not a church fellowship. 

 That is precisely why we begin communion with repentance and confession.  

We are all proud for the wrong reasons.  We are all sinners.  When we confess that 

we join in the reason for the Cross.  It is on that basis we proceed to break bread and 

drink the cup together. 
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 In verse 6 Paul again comes back to the problem of pride.  Your boasting is not 

good.  You are yeast, either for good or bad.  Because of Jesus the yeast that gives 

rise to malice and wickedness has been replaced by unleavened bread that needs 

only Jesus.   

 Here Paul makes a distinction.  In verse 9 he makes it clear we are to continue 

to associate with folks who are immoral because that is real life.  We are however, 

not to be in fellowship with folks who claim to be followers of Jesus but are 

sexually immoral or greedy, worship idols or gossip and slander or drink too much 

or cheat folks.   

Feet-in-the-Dirt 

 I am a firm believer we need to be in relationship with the real world.  

Followers of Jesus cannot live in a bubble.  I also believe the church is a place for 

sinners.  So how do I reconcile that with Paul’s call to expel a believer who is 

sinning? 

(1) I do not believe all those who attend church are followers of Jesus.  Many are 

not.  Knowing about Jesus and believing he is the Son of God is one thing.  

Repenting and accepting his forgiveness and then living for him is quite 

another.  Some in church know, but have not taken the step of commitment to 

Jesus.   

(2) I do not believe in expelling folks from church except for very compelling 

reasons.  I would rather folks were in connection with believers in all aspects 

of their lives.   
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(3) Communion on the other hand is reserved for those who are believers.  It is 

why we begin with confession and repentance.  This is fellowship.  Not 

everyone who attends church has made the choice to be part of that fellowship. 

(4) We do not have it all worked out prior to communion.  We have repented, and 

on that basis can participate in the rite of fellowship.  We have trusted our 

forgiveness to God once again.  We have trusted God to guide and direct us 

once again.   

(5) There are times when we should not take communion.  Those times are when 

we do not feel we have repented in front of God.  In the case of chapter 5, the 

man was clearly in a place where he was not confessing.  For that matter, 

neither were the rest of them in the church.  None of them should have been 

participating in communion based on what we have been told.  No wonder 

they were getting drunk in communion. They were not committed to a 

fellowship based on Jesus. 

 

 A second thought is built around the intent of Paul’s letter.  Far from 

condemning the church Paul is exhorting them to grow and mature.  He wants better 

for them and from them.  He is talking about spiritual formation. Dallas Willard 

says about our hearts:  

 

Profound transformation of our hearts is the only thing that can definitively conquer 

outward evil. It is very hard to keep this straight. Failure to do so is a primary cause 

of failure to grow spiritually. 
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In order to grow we need God to train us.  He saves us by realistic restoration of our 

heart to God and then by dwelling there with his Father through the distinctively 

divine Spirit. The heart thus renovated and inhabited is the only real hope of 

humanity on earth. 

 

We discover, usually after the fact, that a pervasive and powerful shift has occurred. 

It may happen to the individual, to the group, or to an entire culture. Old ways of 

doing things cease to be effective, though they may have been very powerful in the 

past. There arises a very real danger that we will set ourselves in opposition to what 

God truly is doing now and aims to do in the future. Often we miss the opportunity 

to act with God in the now. We fail to find, quickly enough, new wineskins for the 

new wine. 

 

Spiritual formation for the Christian basically refers to the Spirit-driven process of 

forming the inner world of the human self in such a way that it becomes like the 

inner being of Christ himself. 

 

  

 


