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—-Men’s BIBLE Study

The Reasons for This Study

We trust in God the Holy Spirit,
everywhere the giver and renewer of life. . . .
The same Spirit
who inspired the prophets and apostles
rules our faith and life in Christ through Scripture . . .

These words from “A Brief Statement of Faith,”
adopted officially by the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) in
1991, state a primary conviction of Presbyterians.
Presbyterians believe that God’s Spirit actually speaks to
us through the inspired books of the Bible, “the unique
and authoritative witness to Jesus Christ in the Church
universal, and God’s Word” to each of us (Book of Order,
PC(U.S.A)), G-14.0516e(2)).

Recent studies, however, have shown that many men
know very little of what the Bible says, yet many do
express a desire to learn. To help meet that need, this
Bible study guide has been prepared at the request and
with the cooperation of the National Council of
Presbyterian Men of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)
and its president, Dr. Youngil Cho.

The Suggested Pattern of Study

Men may use this guide in a variety of weekly
settings: men’s breakfasts, lunches in a downtown
setting, evening study cells in homes, and many others.
The material provides guidance for seven one-hour
sessions. To facilitate open discussion, it assumes a small
group of men (no more than twelve), one or preferably
two of whom might be designated as leaders. Each
session is Bible study; there must be a Bible for each
man. The Bible, not this study guide, is the textbook.

The men are not required to do study outside the
group sessions, though suggestions are given for such
study. To be enrolled in this study, however, each man is
expected to commit himself to make every effort to attend
and participate fully in all seven sessions.

The pattern of study is to be open discussion.
Agreement by all to follow seven rules will make such
study most effective.

1. We will treat no question as stupid. Some men
will have more experience in Bible study than others, but
each man must feel free to say what he thinks without
fear of being ridiculed.

2. We will stick to the Scripture in this study. The
group has gathered for Bible study, not to pool their own
ideas on other matters, however good those ideas are.

3. We will regard the leader(s) as “first among
equals.” Leaders in these studies are guides for group
discussion, not authorities to tell the group what the
Bible means. But following their study suggestions will
facilitate learning.

4. We will remember that we are here to hear God
speak. Presbyterians believe that the Spirit that spoke to
the biblical writers now speaks to us through their words.
We do not come simply to learn about the Bible, but with
minds and hearts expecting to receive a message from God.

5. We will listen for “the question behind the
question.” Sometimes a man’s gestures and tone of voice
may tell us more of what he is feeling than his words do.
We will listen with sympathy and concern.

6. We will agree to disagree in love. Open
discussion is an adventure full of danger. Men will differ.
None of us will know the whole truth or be right all the
time. We will respect and love and try to learn from each
other even when we think the other person is wrong.

7. We will make every effort to attend and
participate faithfully in all seven sessions of this
study. Participation will involve making notes in the
spaces provided for your own answers to questions
relating to the study and from time to time sharing with
others your answers, even when you worry that they are
not the “right” answers.

Some Suggestions for the Leader

Those who lead groups in this study should be
especially aware of the foregoing seven “rules.”

Though two leaders are not required, having a team of
leaders often helps to open up the group for freer
discussion by all its members. One leader might be
responsible for introducing the study at a given session
and for summarizing other parts of the study where such
summaries are suggested. The other leader might take
more responsibility for guiding the discussion, helping to
see that each man who wishes to has a chance to speak,
helping to keep the study centered on the Scripture, and
moving the group along to the next subject when one has
been dealt with sufficiently. The leaders might also
alternate in their responsibilities or share them equally.
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This material is a guide for study within the group.
The study material for each session is to be distributed
at the time of that session. The study guide for each
session is in the form of worksheets. Each man should
have a pencil or a pen. Spaces are provided for each
student to make brief notes for his answers to questions
on the passages to be studied. A good deal of the time
may be spent as the men quietly, individually, decide on
and note their own answers to these questions. Some are
designed simply to guide the students in looking at key
passages. Others are intended to help the student think
about what these passages mean to us today. The real
basis for this study should be the ideas that come in the
times when the men are quietly studying their Bibles
and deciding individually on their answers to these
questions. If a man has made a note on his sheet
concerning his answer to a question, he has had to do
some thinking about it. And he is more likely to be
willing to tell the group his answer.

There should also be time, of course, for the group to
share and compare answers to these questions. In the
New Testament, the Holy Spirit seems most often to be
manifest within a group. God speaks to us authoritatively
through Scripture, but often what God says to us in
Scripture becomes clearest when voiced by a Christian
friend. We learn through each other.

Each session ends with an Afterword. During the
session the leader may call attention to things in the
Afterword when they seem appropriate.

Among the many characteristics of a good discussion
leader are these: (1) He tries to give everyone who wishes
a chance to speak without pressuring anyone to speak
who does not want to. (2) He does not monopolize the
discussion himself and tries tactfully to prevent anyone
else from doing so unduly. (3) He is a good listener,
helping those who speak to feel that they have been heard.
(4) He helps to keep the group focused on the Scripture.
(5) He tries to watch for signs that show that the group is
or is not ready to move on to the next question.

This kind of study can generally be carried on much
more effectively with the participants sitting informally
in a circle or around a table rather than in straight rows
with the leader up front. Frequently, especially in a large
group, you may want to divide into groups of three or
four, or simply let each man compare his answers with
those of the man sitting next to him.

Often, more questions have been given than some
groups are likely to cover in one hour. If you don’t
answer them all, don’t worry. Pick the ones that seem
most interesting and let the rest go.

The questions in this study guide are phrased in
various ways and come in different orders, but basically
they are intended to help the participants think through
three things: (1) What does this passage say? (2) What
does it mean? (3) What does it mean now to you? It is our
conviction as Presbyterians that when believers study
together God’s word, in an atmosphere of prayerful
expectancy, God will speak to them.

Throughout each study you will find Scripture
quotations. These are taken from the New Revised
Standard Version of the Bible. While this version is used
throughout this study guide, it may prove beneficial for
each participant to use the version with which he feels
most comfortable.

Testing has shown that the discussion that arises in
each study may cause the session to last longer than the
intended sixty minutes. A clock figure has been placed in
each study to suggest where it might be divided into two
sessions. Discussion is at the heart of these studies and
should not be sacrificed for the sake of presenting the
lesson exactly as suggested in this study guide.

In the letter inviting the writers of these studies to
attempt this work, Dr. Marvin Simmers, having recognized
some difficulties, added, “Remember, we are not alone!”
The leader also may take courage from that assurance.
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The Home Team

About twenty years after the death of Christ, the
first fragments of written history appear that tell
about the “Christians.” Still related to Judaism,
these Christians had spread in small numbers all
around the eastern end of the Mediterranean Sea.
Among the earliest such documents are several
letters (epistles) written by the apostle Paul to
various churches he had founded on his missionary
journeys. One of these, written from Ephesus (16:8)
around A.D. 54, was what we call First Corinthians.
It was, however, not the very first letter Paul had
written to this church (see 5:9). It was part of an
extended correspondence between Paul and one of
his earliest and most beloved congregations.

Paul founded the Corinthian church in about A.D.
50 and stayed for some time with them—perhaps as
long as two years. At the end of First Corinthians
(16:5), he promised to return for another extended
visit. If you look at a map of the area you will see
that Ephesus is a bit more than 200 sea miles
directly across the Aegean Sea from Corinth on a
major sea route. But Paul planned to take the
longer land route through Macedonia (16:5), the
site of his first churches.

Corinth was a communications and
transportation hub. Located on an isthmus, it had
ports facing both Roman and Greek markets and
was bisected by a north—south land route as well.

It has been called a “sailors’ town” and was
famous for “its sacred prostitute—priestesses of
Aphrodite.” Old Corinth had been destroyed and
then rebuilt as a new city by the Romans, so
traditions were weak and experimentation was
rampant. It has been suggested that the population
was polyglot, without deep roots and from all over
the empire.

This study suggests that the congregation at
Corinth may have been Paul’s “home team”—the
church with whom he was on most intimate terms.
Because of his extended correspondence with them,
we know more about this church than any other.
Paul wrote to them in a pastoral mode and
interacted with them on a personal, as well as a
theological, basis. He referred often to his position
as their “father” (4:15), their “builder” (3:10), and

1. William M. Ramsay, The Westminster Guide to the Books of the Bible.
Copyright © 1994 William M. Ramsay (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox
Press, 1994), p. 407. Used by permission of Westminster John Knox Press.

their “judge” (5:3). He alternately praised and
condemned them, as might any highly involved
parent, and his letters to them are full of personal
names, shared anecdotes, and familiar asides and
comments.

Coach Paul

Indeed, a fruitful way to see Paul’s relationship
to the Corinthian church is to picture him as their
coach. He frequently (4:16, 11:1) suggests that the
Corinthians should imitate him when they become
confused, use him as a kind of mentor or player—
manager. He often uses images from sports to
illustrate his points (9:24-27).

This study selects a number of brief messages
from “Coach” Paul to his home team and uses
sports analogies to help clarify what he is trying to
say. It sees the Corinthian letters as lively
communication, as a continuing and often heated
dialogue between a deeply concerned founder and
the young and boisterous community for which he
felt responsibility.

Usually we read Paul the other way, as a kind of
professor of doctrine with fixed and difficult
theological abstractions heaped one upon the other.
Relatively few sermons get preached about Paul,
and those that are produced tend to cluster around
special occasions of theological importance—
Reformation Sunday (Romans 1), communion
(1 Corinthians 11), weddings (1 Corinthians 13), or
funerals (1 Corinthians 15 or Romans 8). His
letters are often searched for proof texts to support
or defend favorite causes; 1 Corinthians 7 is often
(mis)used as a traditional defense of both sexism
and slavery!

This study avoids all such abstractions and
distractions and plunges directly into the locker
room hurly-burly of “Team Church.” It sees Paul as
passionately caught up in helping his “players” win
the “imperishable wreath” (9:25), and it finds in
First Corinthians an amazing collection of pithy
and profound coaching tips on how the Christian
life should be lived in the midst of an urban,
secular, and often immoral world—a world not
unlike our own. As you read it, you will be asked to
“play along.”
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The (Asia) Minor League

During its first fifty years, professional baseball
remained geographically fixed in a collection of
eastern cities from which its teams could easily
travel to play one another. Not until 1961 did its
scope expand to most of North America. Major and
minor league teams represented the growing urban
areas of the east and gave them a source of pride
and identity.

Travel limitations and urban pride were also the
defining characteristics of the cities caught up in
Paul’s missionary outreach. All were centers of
commerce and trade, all were on major roads or sea
lanes making an arc throughout Asia Minor, and in
most of them, Greek remained the linga franca
while Rome was everywhere the imperial presence.
Most were not major cities—Rome, Athens,
Jerusalem or Alexandria—but were instead the
smaller, busy, often new, commercial centers, full of
recent immigrants and alive with new ideas,
religious as well as cultural. They were perfect for a
minor league franchise!

In 1993 the Northern League of Professional
Baseball started playing in midwestern cities such
as St. Paul, Sioux Falls, Duluth, and Madison. It
was remarkably well received in such places,
especially the next year when Major League
players went on strike, stopping the season in
August, so that for the first time in ninety years no
World Series was held! It rode a little-noticed
rising wave of interest in hometown sports.
“Attendance at minor league baseball games
topped 30 million in 1993 for the first time since
1950, when there were three times as many
leagues and twice as many clubs.”

The world of contemporary sports seems amazingly
close to this world Paul confronted in Corinth and Asia
Minor. Their great strength was enthusiastic creativity.
The great danger in both worlds was pride, status, or
being “puffed up” (4:6)—division. And the antidote or
alternative to such divisive status-seeking was and is team
play, cooperation, and unity. “Your boasting is not a good
thing,” Paul writes (5:6), and his repeated emphasis on
unity is captured in the theme statement of the letter
(1:10): “Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, . . . that
all of you be in agreement and that there be no divisions,
among you...”

2. Stefan Fatsis, Wild and Outside: How a Renegade Minor League Revived the
Spirit of Baseball in America’s Heartland (New York: Walker and Company,
1995), p. 16.
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One feature of Greco-Roman culture was an
educational system based on rhetoric in which
speech training was used to define and separate
the upper classes from those below them. Recent
studies of First Corinthians have focused on its
rhetorical form as a “homonia speech”™ —a
prescribed way of appealing for unity and
cooperation in the face of discord and social chaos.
Paul is recognized as skillful in this style and
dedicated to supporting cohesion or team play in
response to the status-seeking and individual self-
aggrandizement of some of the Corinthian
Christians. Just as a coach cajoles and inspires his
team to play together and win, so Paul in First
Corinthians argues with his friends in Corinth to
find common purpose, to use everyone’s unique
skills, and to play as a team—or, to use Paul’s
favorite term, as a “body” (12:14).

First Corinthians as a
Coach’s Handbook

The easiest way to outline First Corinthians is to
divide it into two large chunks—an opening
statement of its thesis about unity in chapters 1 to 4
and then a lengthy section of specific applications
(chapters 5—15) responding to reports brought to
Paul by “Chloe’s people” (1:11) and addressed to
him in a letter full of questions (7:1).

This study follows a different outline. It finds
throughout the letter seven brief “coach’s
messages” or bits of advice on how to deal with the
many problems faced by the new Corinthian
congregation. Each message will be looked at in its
original context to give an overview of the letter,
but the emphasis will be on specific advice or
direction from “Coach” Paul as to how Christians
are to play the all-important game of life. The title
of the study, “Making the Team,” has at least two
meanings: First, it suggests the requirements
expected of an individual team member in order to
“make the team.” Second, it outlines the overall
wisdom and inspiration needed by a coach if a
successful team is to emerge (be made). Both could
apply to you, the reader, as well as to the
Corinthians.

These seven messages are summarized in the
outline below. Chapter 8 on food for idols, chapter
11 on Worship, and the closing in chapter 16 receive
minimal attention in this plan, and the ever-popular
chapters 13 on love and 15 on resurrection are
considered only in their broader contexts.

3. Dale B. Martin, The Corinthian Body (New Haven and London: Yale
University Press, 1995), p. 40.



1. God’s Draft Pick (1:10—4:21)

“Consider your own call, brothers and sisters:
not many of you were wise by human standards,
not many were powerful, not many were of noble
birth” (1:26).

2. Training Rules (5:1—6:20)

“All things are lawful for me, but not all things
are beneficial” (6:12a).

3. Finding Your Position (7:1-40)

“...let each of you lead the life that the Lord
has assigned, to which God called you” (7:17a).

4. A Winning Game Plan (9:1—11:1)

“For though I am free with respect to all, I have
made myself a slave to all, so that I might win
more of them” (9:19).

5. Talents (12:1—13:13)

“Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same
Spirit” (12:4).

6. Team Building (14:1-40)

“Let all things be done for building up” (14:26b).

7. Victory (15:1-58)
“But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory
through our Lord Jesus Christ” (15:57).

Some Useful Resources
On First Corinthians

William A. Beardslee, First Corinthians: A
Commentary for Today (St. Louis, MO: Chalice
Press, 1994).

Alexandra R. Brown, The Cross and Human
Transformation: Paul’s Apocalyptic Word in 1
Corinthians (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress
Press, 1995).

Robert Jewett, Paul the Apostle to America:
Cultural Trends and Pauline Scholarship
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press,
1994).

Dale B. Martin, The Corinthian Body (New
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1995).

Wayne A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians:
The Social World of the Apostle Paul (New Haven
and London: Yale University Press, 1984).

Margaret M. Mitchell, Paul and the Rhetoric of
Reconciliation: An Exegetical Investigation of the
Language and Composition of 1 Corinthians
Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press,
1993).

William M. Ramsay, The Westminster Guide to
the Books of the Bible (Louisville, KY: Westminster
John Knox Press, 1994).

On Men and Sports

Stefan, Fatsis, Wild and Outside: How a
Renegade Minor League Revived the Spirit of
Baseball in America’s Heartland (New York:
Walker and Company, 1996).

Mickey Herskowitz and Steve Perkins,
Everything You Always Wanted to Know About
Sports (New York: New American Library, 1977).

Roger Horrocks, Male Myths and Icons:
Masculinity in Popular Culture (New York: St.
Martin’s Press, Inc. 1995).

Phil Jackson, Sacred Hoops: Spiritual Lessons of
a Hardwood Warrior (New York: Hyperion, 1995).

John Madden, One Knee Equals Two Feet (And
Everything Else You Need to Know About Football)
(New York: Jove Books, 1986).

John McPhee, Levels of the Game (New York:
Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1969).

Timothy Morris, Making the Team: The Cultural
Work of Baseball Fiction (Urbana and Chicago:
University of Illinois Press, 1997).
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ONne

God’s DRAFT PicK

Introduction

May be summarized by the leader or read individually by
the group.

“Consider your own call, brothers and sisters:
not many of you were wise by human standards,
not many were powerful, not many were of noble
birth” (1 Cor. 1:26).

Remember when you used to choose up sides to
play games as kids? Usually the two best players
took turns until everyone was chosen. It was a
useful and democratic process, but it hurt to be
last! All the players in a professional sports draft
are talented and experienced, yet even there the
attention is focused on the first few picks. Only a
wise coach, carefully building a complete team,
pays close attention to the later choices. A
successful team needs stars, but it also needs
variety and depth at each position.

Some of the Corinthian Christians saw
themselves as All-Stars. Their young church was
growing and doing remarkable things—which
“Coach” Paul recognized (1:4-9). But instead of
pulling together, success was pulling them apart.
They were focusing on their own skills and
positions (1:10-17); they needed a coach to help
them see the big picture.

“Coach” Paul sat them down for a serious talk.
He had to use a written letter since he was away
from them, but the tone of chapters 1 to 4 is as
colloquial and personal as if he were right there: “I
appeal to you, brothers and sisters” (1:10); “I fed
you with milk . . . for you were not ready for solid
food” (3:2); “Do not deceive yourselves” (3:18); “Am I
to come to you with a stick, or with love?” (4:21).

And the clincher, “Consider your own call” (1:26).
Paul here introduces the central idea behind the
first chapters of his letter. It is God that has the
power, it is God that is in charge, and it is God’s
game that is being played. To prove it, God did the
most remarkable thing. When it came time to
choose up sides, God started at the end of the line—
with the leftovers and castoffs—rather than with
the stars (1:27-31). It is not the Corinthians who
are successful; they have nothing to boast about. It
is their owner who is the source of their life and
talent (1:30). Even though Paul uses traditional
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1 Cor. 1:10—4:21

speech patterns, his claim here is audacious and,
still today, revolutionary. In the game of life, God
has chosen the lowly, the foolish, the weak to
shame the strong (1:18-27)!

Questions for Study & Discussion by the Group

Read 1 Cor. 1:10-31. Line up your group as if in a locker
room and ask someone with a firm voice to read the
passage forcefully as if it were, indeed, a coach’s message.
Write here your emotional responses to the coach’s
message—how it made you feel. When the coach has
finished, compare your notes with those of your
teammates.

Discuss what a congregation would look like if it were
operating on the basis of God’s “foolish” draft pick. How
would it choose officers—and pastors? How would it
advertise? How would it train new members? Jot your
notes here and then discuss as a group.

As a child, where were you when sides were chosen? Do a
personal assessment as suggested by “Coach” Paul. On a
standard bell curve (a few at both ends of the curve and
most people in the middle), where do you see yourself—
intellectually, physically, and socially? Write down your
assessment here and then discuss in pairs what you have
to offer your church as an individual, as a team member,
as someone empowered by God.




The Corinthians seemed more committed to pastors
(1:12-17) than to God. Former ministers can still interfere
with the current life of a congregation. If the authority of
your pastor were being undermined by a former pastor,
what would you do? If you were “coach,” what course
would you suggest for a divided church?

The Oldest Sports Story

How many sports stories and movies have you
seen with this same plot? Coach is assigned a motley
crew of misfits who have no chance of winning. Coach
uses inspiration and cooperation to build a team that
comes from behind to win the big prize. In Cool
Running a tropical island produces a championship
bobsled team! In The Mighty Ducks a mixed bag of
misfits learn to win by playing together. In Eddie an
enthusiastic fan becomes the (female!) coach of a
professional basketball operation and turns the self-
centered stars into a winning team. Sports literature
for children repeats this story endlessly.

But is it true to life? Is it an adult story as well?
Many sports stories for adults deal with the darker
side of sports—the possibilities for corruption,
greed, or selfishness. Is Paul accurate in his
assessment of his team and its chances when they
decide to “play” for God? Chapters 2 and 3 spell out
his underlying arguments.

When we use the measuring devices from “this
age” (2:8) or “the world” (2:12), “Team Church” does
not measure up well. But when we see ourselves
through the hidden lens of God’s Spirit (2:12-16),
something unexpected shows up! Gifts that can
only be spiritually discerned (2:14) come into play.
Paul’s job as coach is to help them see their own
fullest potential.

Apparently the Corinthian Christians thought
that human wisdom (gnosis) lay beneath their
success. Many Greek sects were active in Asia
Minor and were certainly present at Corinth
(Gnostics, Cynics, Stoics, etc.). They all understood
correctly that the truth about life was hidden, not
obvious, but they thought they could gain insight
into this hidden truth through secret or
philosophical practices. The Corinthian Christians
apparently thought that they had gained the secret
gnosis needed to release God’s power—in the name
of Jesus Christ!

Not so, says Paul. Jesus Christ is not the star
player who will win it all for you. Jesus was the
weakest draft pick of all—the little kid at the end of
the line! Jesus died as a tortured criminal on a

crudely made cross! It was this rejected “Jesus
Christ and him crucified” (2:2) that Paul came
preaching, and he was as frightened and timid as
anyone could be (2:3-5) as he put forth this
amazing claim for God.

“Team Church” does not depend on any human
strength, secret wisdom, or worldly power, Paul
explained. Even Christ would be “dead meat” apart
from God! It is God’s Spirit alone that makes all the
difference—turns dry bones into living armies.
Without it we are nothing!

It was Jesus’ willingness to rely totally on God
that led to his resurrection. To have this “mind of
Christ” is what “Coach” Paul came to Corinth to
teach. No wonder he was frightened! It was a claim
that turned all of human wisdom and power on its
head, a claim that “none of the rulers of this age
understood” (2:8). Just as the first disciples did not
understand Jesus, so these new Christians at
Corinth did not yet understand Paul.

The game of life they were being asked to play
went counter to everything they thought they
knew, and Paul had to “start them out with milk,
not solid food” (3:1-4). It was back to the basics.

Questions for Study & Discussion by the Group

Think about the “bible” these Jewish first-century
Christians knew (our Old Testament). What were the
“basics” that it taught? Jot down your answers and build
a group list.

Jesus was a faithful Jew. What were some of the key
elements in his teaching that echoed Old Testament
basics?

What do you think are the “basics” of Christianity that
you need to “practice, practice, practice ‘til you get them
right.” What do they include?
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While some of the new Christians in Corinth were Jews,
others were not. Why do you suppose there were
misunderstandings about Paul’s teaching?

Many New Age religious activities are popular today.
Discuss some that you know about and decide as a group
whether they use hidden “wisdom” of the kind Paul
condemns? What might “Coach” Paul say about today’s
religious scene?

Basic Training

Session 2 will focus on “Coach” Paul’s team
training rules (chapters 5 and 6). Here, under
“Basic Training,” we look at those things from
Jewish tradition that Paul assumed everyone
would know and understand—even though they
obviously didn’t! Like basic moves in sports—
learning to tackle, hit the ball, or shoot fouls—
these three basics are so essential to play that it is
unthinkable to go on until they are mastered. They
need to be reviewed and practiced constantly.

Do you not know that you are God’s temple, and
that God’s Spirit dwells in you (3:16)? The Hebrews
had no word for temple; it was simply the “house of
. Starting with the
Tabernacle (tent) in the wilderness, it took many
forms, but it always focused on God’s “Presence” or
Shekinah. This is a later Jewish term to describe
the “goodness” (Ex. 33:12-23), “light” (Acts 26:13),
“glory” (1 Kings 8:11), or “Spirit” (1 Cor. 3:16) of
God.

It was central to Paul’s conversion experience
(Acts 9:3) and to his belief in God’s abiding
presence. The human creature is pictured by Paul
as the container or temple for this divine Spirit.
Looking at oneself as anything less is sinful!

Basic fact number 1: You contain God!

“What do you have that you did not receive?
(4:7).

Paul pictures himself as the “steward” of God’s
mysteries (4:1). This is an Old Testament position
of trust, a person who represents his master in any
business transaction. Like Paul, all Christians are
given everything they have in trust, to be used for
God’s purposes alone. This provides no basis for
boasting because nothing belongs to them.

Basic fact number 2: Everything belongs to God!
We are fools for the sake of Christ . . . ” (4:10).
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Here Paul draws the Corinthians’ attention to
himself as their model and states for the first time
his oft-repeated admonition, “Be imitators of me”
(4:16). The way of discipleship appears foolish to
the world. As with judges, prophets, and sages of
old, it involves doing whatever God commands with
no thought about human opinions or worldly
consequences. While it is basic to faith, it is never
easy, and Paul realizes he is offering these new
Christians a hard life: “When reviled, we bless;
when persecuted, we endure; when slandered, we
speak kindly. We have become like the rubbish of
the world!” (4:12-13). Imagine the silence that
settled over the “Team Church” locker room as
these words were read.

Basic fact number 3: We are to do whatever God
asks!

Paul ends this section with words of assurance:
“I am not writing this to make you ashamed, but to
admonish you as my beloved children” (4:14). These
are the basics of the Christian life. Until you
understand them and can internalize them, you are
not ready to go out into the world and play on God’s
team. So practice, practice, practice!

Questions for Study & Discussion by the Group

We hear a lot today about high or low self-esteem. How do
Christians view the “self,” and what gives it “esteem” or
“worth”? Discuss your answers together.

How would your behavior change if you took seriously the
idea that you were God’s temple, the container for God’s
Spirit? How might others see you differently? The “you”
here is plural in the Greek; you are all God’s temple! How
might this affect team play at your church?

Have you ever thought of not taking care of yourself as a
form of sin? What might this mean in terms of diet, rest,
exercise, and time for meditation? How do traditional
roles of masculinity fit with this picture?




The primary activity of Christians is to give thanks for
God’s gifts. How can you do this at work, in your family
life, and at worship? Give specific examples.

When you talk about stewardship as giving a tithe (10%)
to God, is this too little? How might Paul talk about
stewardship?

Try to write a brief prayer of thanksgiving to use with
your team before you go out to play on the field of life.

How can “real men” act foolishly for Christ? Can you
think of examples of men you know who have done this?
What are the problems involved and how might you meet
them? Does it make a difference if you operate as a team
rather than alone?

Afterword

One of the tasks of sports in America has been
the assimilation of immigrant youth into a mostly
urban and American culture where merit, rather
than status, is rewarded and where the team comes
ahead of individual players and their backgrounds.
An advantage of this has been the teaching of a
new kind of social democracy where hard work,
rather than class, can pay off and where the rule of
law is experienced firsthand. A disadvantage of this
is the loss of ethnic character and culture and the
imposition of social values such as competition over
other gentler values.

Assimilation

In baseball novels, players join to and meld with
their teams, assimilating from the country to the
city, from the experiences of the second-generation
immigrant to those of the unmarked “American,”
from the south to the north, from black to white
experience, from speaking Spanish to speaking
English, and from the insular regional culture to
cosmopolitanism.'

Paul’s Christian community may have had a
similar influence on the growing urban centers of
the Greco-Roman world. It certainly offered young
people from different backgrounds a lifestyle that
challenged the existing social structure and a value
system that improved upon the prevalent morality.

In the coming week, let your mind play with the
ways in which sports and Christianity have been
culturally challenging and morally uplifting. Where
does the similarity break down? Is there a shadow
side to sports—and to Christianity—that is not
often recognized?

Looking Ahead

In the next session we will take a long look at
the “Training Rules” posted by “Coach” Paul in 1
Corinthians 5 and 6. If you get a chance, read them
over and see how you are doing with them.

1. Timothy Morris, Making the Team: The Cultural Work of Baseball Fiction
(Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1997), p. 4.
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Introduction

“‘All things are lawful for me,” but not all things
are beneficial” (1 Cor. 6:12).

As we look at the Training Rules posted on the
“Team Church” locker room walls, we begin to get
hints about the radical nature of the game we are
being asked to play. At a kind of ultimate level,
there are no rules at all! Paul, trained as a
Pharisee in all the intricacies of Jewish law, was
the most clear about this new freedom in Christ
because it had radically changed his life. The
congregations he founded would have heard much
of this freedom (Rom. 6:20-23; Gal. 5:1). They were
apparently practicing it to excess (sexual
immorality, 5:1; greed and drunkenness, 5:11;
lawsuits and grievances, 6:1). They—and we—
might overlook the corollary. All things are lawful
but, not all things are beneficial! This is one of
Paul’s most common counterbalancing statements
(see 10:23). We are set free for a purpose; law is
replaced by grace—for a reason. The premise of
Paul’s training rules is clear, remarkable, and—
unthinkable! We are playing a win/win game!

In a win/win game, anything that does not
benefit you or your opponent is not beneficial! In
contrast, nearly all ordinary sports are win/lose
games—at least as many losers as winners are
always involved. You can imagine the confusion in
the locker room when they hear that they have to
play in such a way as to benefit everyone, not just
themselves or their team! They are free to play
without any restrictions, and Paul often mentions
the more obvious restrictions of the past—gender,
race, creed, social status. They are to play as if
these things no longer matter!

Imagine the impact of such a teaching in a place
like Corinth. It was teeming with every opportunity
for perversion and temptation. It was rigidly
divided by class and status (aristocratic, educated
citizens on one end and menial slaves on the other).
Paul drew converts from all levels of this society,
but particularly from the lower classes. The idea of
freedom from all restrictions was a heady one—
only surpassed by its balancing idea that freedom
was to be practiced lovingly, for the benefit of all,
not just for the individual or his or her group.
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1 Cor. 5:1—6:20

Remember the basics learned in Session 1:
Everyone is a container or temple for God’s
presence or Spirit; nothing belongs to us apart from
what God has given us in trust; and we are to do
whatever God wills despite worldly ridicule and
opposition. God does not give us any rules to limit
or proscribe our behavior except the rule of lov