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1 CORINTHIANS 5 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 It is actually reported that there is immorality among you, and immorality of 
such a kind as does not exist even among the Gentiles, that someone has his father's 
wife. 2 You have become arrogant and have not mourned instead, so that the one 
who had done this deed would be removed from your midst. 
 
5:1 Ch. 5 begins with an abrupt change of tone from ch. 4 preceding, likely indicating 

how some new information from Corinth has just arrived, interrupting the style of 
communication previously seen in ch. 4. To say that Paul is utterly appalled, by what he has 
just heard, would likely be an understatement! He describes, “It is actually reported that there 
is immorality among you, and of a kind that is not found even among pagans; for a man is 
living with his father's wife” (RSV). The clause en humin porneia, “among you [all] [is] 
fornication,” is plural, indicating how the broad tolerance of this activity by many within the 
Corinthian assembly will affect not only the offender(s) directly, but anyone who fails to do 
anything about it. There is variance seen among English versions, with many agreed that 
porneia, “fornication, prostitution” (LS)1 is too specific to be rendered as “immorality” (NASU), 
“sexual immorality” (NRSV/ESV, NIV) being better, and “fornication” (KJV) also being quite 
legitimate. 

Throughout chs. 5-7, the theme, of sexual immorality and sexual conduct, is dominant 
or present in some way, similarly followed by idolatry and idolatrous associations in chs. 8-
10. Sometimes in Scriptural rebukes of either the sin of God’s people, or the sin of the world 
at large, sexual immorality and idolatry will be mentioned together (Ezekiel 6:9; 23:37; 
Romans 1:14-27). Noting the largely non-Jewish audience of 1 Corinthians, Richard B. Hays 
asserts, “they bear the same moral responsibilities given to Israel in Scripture.”2 Stephen C. 
Barton goes even further, describing the Corinthians’ lack of obedience as a failure to 
understand what it meant for these largely non-Jewish Believers to consider their status 
before God as Israel: 

“[S]exual immorality and idolatry—apparently tolerated or at least understood 
differently within the more cosmopolitan ‘wisdom’ of the Corinthians—constitute 
fundamental threats to the unity and growth of the Christian fellowship which Paul is doing 

 
1 LS, 662. 
2 Hays, 80. 
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his utmost to preserve (cf. 1:10). They relate to each other in that, within the tradition and 
logic of biblical law and Israelite life, avoidance of sexual immorality and idolatry is 
paradigmatic of what it means to be Israel, God’s faithful covenant people who refrain from 
‘whoring’ after other gods (Jer 3:1-5; Ezekiel 16; 23; Hos 4:12; 5:4...).”3 

Far from the non-Jewish Corinthians being raised in a surrounding culture and society 
that valued the integrity of marital relationships, eschewed fornication and adultery, and was 
repelled at the veneration of images as objects of worship—the ethos of a typical Corinthian 
was likely not too different than the quote attributed to Demosthenes, an Athenian statesman 
from the Fourth Century B.C.E. He once said, “Mistresses we keep for the sake of pleasure, 
concubines for the daily care of our persons, but wives to bear us legitimate children and to 
be faithful guardians of our households” (Speeches 59.122).4 That there would have been some 
breach of the Biblical sexual code in Corinth, at some point in time, is hardly surprising; that 
there would be an allowance for it, is what really upsets Paul. 

Certainly, one can speculate as to what some of the reasons were, which specifically 
caused someone in the Corinthian congregation to have “his father’s wife.” Most are agreed 
that this is not a son having sexual relations with his biological mother, but instead his 
stepmother (“a man is living with his stepmother,” CJB), one who was likely not a member of 
the faith community.5 For sure, there was a temptation for a son from a previous marriage to 
have sexual relations with a stepmother, a woman who was often closer in age to her stepson 
than to her husband.6 While the reason for this sort of incest having taken place may have 
been just immorality in general and biological urges unable to be controlled, it has at least 
been suggested that there may have been some financial or inheritance motive involved,7 
given how v. 10 later associates “the sexually immoral of this world...the greedy and 
swindlers, or idolaters” (ESV). We can deduce that this was not a one-time incident, although 
we cannot know if this incident took place during the lifetime of the son’s father, or 
subsequent to his father’s death. Readers are not told explicitly how this incident took place, 
and so the default reason would obviously be uncontrolled lust. 

The Torah explicitly forbids sexual relations between a son and a stepmother: 
 
“You shall not uncover the nakedness of your father's wife; it is your father's nakedness” 
(Leviticus 18:8). 
 

 
3 Barton, in ECB, 1324. 
4 Demosthenes: Demosthenes with an English translation, eds. Norman W. DeWitt and Norman J. DeWitt 

(Cambridge, MA, Harvard University Press, 1949). Accessible online at <http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/cgi-
bin/ptext?lookup=Dem.+59+1>. 

5 Hays, 81. 
6 Keener, 48. 
7 Cf. Ciampa and Rosner, 197. 
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“If there is a man who lies with his father's wife, he has uncovered his father's nakedness; 
both of them shall surely be put to death, their bloodguiltiness is upon them” (Leviticus 
20:11). 
 
“A man shall not take his father's wife so that he will not uncover his father's skirt” 
(Deuteronomy 22:30). 
 
“‘Cursed is he who lies with his father's wife, because he has uncovered his father's 
skirt.’ And all the people shall say, ‘Amen’” (Deuteronomy 27:20). 
 
Further Jewish revulsion against incest between a son and his stepmother is witnessed 

in a wide variety of sources from the broad Second Temple period, and immediately 
thereafter: 

 
“[T]herefore Moses, detesting and loathing the customs of the Persians, repudiates them 
as the greatest possible impiety, for the magistrates of the Persians marry even their 
own mothers, and consider the offspring of such marriages the most noble of all men, 
and as it is said, they think them worthy of the highest sovereign authority. And yet 
what can be a more flagitious act of impiety than to defile the bed of one's father after he 
is dead, which it would be right rather to preserve untouched, as sacred; and to feel no 
respect either for old age or for one's mother, and for the same man to be both the son 
and the husband of the same woman; and again for the same woman to be both the 
mother and wife of the same man, and for the children of the two to be the brothers of 
their father and the grandsons of their mother, and for that same woman to be both the 
mother and grandmother of those children whom she has brought forth, and for the man 
to be at the same time both the father and the uterine brother of those whom he has 
begotten?” (Philo Special Laws 3.13-14).8 
 
“As for adultery, Moses forbade it entirely, as esteeming it a happy thing that men 
should be wise in the affairs of wedlock; and that it was profitable both for cities and 
families that children should be known to be genuine. He also abhorred men's lying with 
their mothers, as one of the greatest crimes; and the like for lying with the father's wife, 
and with aunts, and sisters, and sons' wives, as all instances of abominable wickedness” 
(Josephus Antiquities of the Jews 3.274).9 
 
“Therefore it is written and ordered in the heavenly tablets that a man should not lie 
with his father’s wife, and he should not uncover his father’s robe because that is 
defilement. They shall certainly die together, the man who lies with his father’s wife and 
also the wife because they have made a defilement upon the earth. And there shall be no 
defilement before our God among the people whom he has chosen for himself as a 

 
8 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 595. 
9 Flavius Josephus: The Works of Josephus: Complete and Unabridged, trans. William Whiston (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson, 1987), 97. 
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possession. And again it is written a second time: ‘Let anyone who lies with his father’s 
wife be cursed because he has uncovered his father’s shame.’ And all the holy ones of the 
LORD said, ‘So be it, so be it.’ And you, Moses, command the children of Israel and let 
them keep this word because it is a judgment worthy of death. And it is a defilement. 
And there is no forgiveness in order to atone for a man who has done this, forever, but 
only to execute him and kill him and stone him and to uproot him from the midst of the 
people of our God” (Jubilees 30:10-13).10 
 
“Do not touch your stepmother, your father’s second wife” (Pseudo-Phocylides 179).11 
 
“No man is to marry his father’s ex-wife, for that would violate his father’s rights” (11Q19 
66.12).12 
 
“These are [the felons] who are put to death by stoning: He who has sexual relations 
with (1) his mother, (2) with the wife of his father...” (m.Sanhedrin 7:4).13 
 
“Thirty six-transgressions subject to extirpation are in the Torah: He who has sexual 
relations with (1) his mother, and (2) with his father’s wife” (m.Keritot 1:1).14 
 
In his Jewish New Testament Commentary, David H. Stern references the example of 

Reuben, who had sexual relations with Bilhah (Genesis 35:22), and consequently had 
blessings withheld from him (Genesis 49:3-4).15 For certain, the crime of incest fell well 
within the non-negotiable entry requirements of the Apostolic decree (Acts 15:20, 29; 21:25), 
which were required of the new, non-Jewish Believers, coming to faith in Israel’s Messiah and 
entering in. As was noted by the Jerusalem leaders, the requirements that they placed in 
forbidding idolatry, blood, strangled meat, and fornication, were those only prescriptions 
that could be construed as a kind of “burden” (Acts 15:28), meaning that no forbearance would 
really be provided. The tenor of 1 Corinthians ch. 5 demonstrates how difficult following these 
four prohibitions truly was for many of the Greek and Roman Believers (cf. Ephesians 5:3-13; 
Colossians 3:5-7; 1 Thessalonians 4:1-8). Gordon D. Fee appropriately observes, 

“From 6:9-10 we learn that sexual immorality had been part of the Corinthians’ previous 
life-style; on the basis of 5:9, 6:12-20, 7:2, and 10:8 (cf. 2 Cor. 12:21), we may deduce that they 
had carried that life-style into their new existence in Christ. The problem, however, is not 

 
10 O.S. Wintermute, trans., “Jubilees,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 2, 119. 
11 P.W. Van der Horst, “Pseudo-Phocylides,” in Ibid., 580. 
12 Wise, Abegg, and Cook, 492. 
13 Jacob Neusner, trans. The Mishnah: A New Translation (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 

1988), 596. 
14 Ibid., 836. 
15 Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary, 446. 
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simply a relaxed attitude toward this sin, but whether they also tried to give a theological 
basis for it and thereby to condone it.”16 

In Rabbinic discussions in the Talmud, for example, one sees the view expressed that a 
proselyte, having broken all bonds of previous paganism, and subsequently with all family 
ties effectively annulled, could as a result marry his stepmother: 

“For R. Meir held, ‘In the case of any consanguineous relationship on the mother’s side, 
he must put away [such a woman]. If it is on his father’s side, he may keep her” (b.Yevamot 
98b; also b.Sanhedrin 57b).17 

If this was at all a view present during the time of Paul, possibly claimed as justification 
for the incestuous activities, then it is clear that Paul did not agree with it. 

In the view of Barton, “In relation to these prohibitions, it is clear that the offender has 
placed himself outside the bounds both of God’s covenant with Israel as inscribed in Torah 
and of wider societal norms.”18 In a way, v. 1 includes an echo of 1 Maccabees 7:23, “And Judas 
saw all the evil that Alcimus and those with him had done among the sons of Israel; it was 
more than the Gentiles had done.” One might also think in terms of Israel proper’s sins in 
Amos chs. 1-2, actually being worse than the sins of the surrounding powers. Perhaps most 
interesting, in noting kai toiautē porneia hētis oude en tois ethnesin, “and such fornication which 
[is] not even among the Gentiles” (Brown and Comfort),19 Hays draws the conclusion of how 
such non-Jews’ status was considered different than that of the nations at large, with their 
destiny inherently tied to that of Israel: 

“The word ethnē, translated by...most English versions as ‘pagans,’ is Paul’s normal word 
for ‘Gentiles’ (i.e., non-Jews). His use of this term here offers a fascinating hint that he thinks 
of the Gentile converts at Corinth as Gentiles no longer (cf. 12:2, 13; Gal. 3:28). Now that they 
are in Christ, they belong to the covenant people of God, and their behavior should reflect that 
new status.”20 

The significant rebuke present in the Corinthians, being considered separate from the 
pagan nations around them, is noted by Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner: “God’s people are 
to be a light to the nations, not the other way around, for the sake of God’s reputation and to 
facilitate evangelism.”21 

How significant is Paul’s statement, “there is sexual sin among you, and it is sexual sin 
of a kind that is condemned even by pagans—a man is living with his stepmother” (CJB)? 
While condemned by God’s Torah as being a capital offense, an incestuous relationship 
between a son and stepmother was scarcely tolerated among Greeks and Romans. 

 
16 Fee, 197. 
17 The Babylonian Talmud: A Translation and Commentary. MS Windows XP. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2005. 

CD-ROM. 
18 Barton, in ECB, 1324. 
19 Brown and Comfort, 588. 
20 Hays, 81. 
21 Ciampa and Rosner, 199. 
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Ben Witherington III informs us, “In the Greco-Roman world, extramarital sex, indeed 
a wide variety of forms of nonmarital sex that Jews and Christians would find aberrant, 
including various forms of incest, was not considered shameful. Jews and Christians were in 
a notable minority in their attitudes about fornication, prostitution, adultery, incest, and the 
like. But what Paul faces here, a man having incestuous relations with his father’s wife, was 
considered inappropriate by most pagans in the Greco-Roman world.”22 Ciampa and Rosner 
further note, “though some forms of extra-marital sex were not frowned upon....a 
relationship between a man and his stepmother was considered incestuous, treated with a 
sense of outrage and disgust, and punishable by deportation to an island.”23 

It is witnessed how Roman law, immediately before and after the lifetime of Paul, did 
forbid incestuous relations between a son and stepmother. Although many of us may have 
read v. 1 in the past as probably being hyperbole, it is documented how this kind of incest was 
really frowned upon: 

 
“The mother-in-law marries the son-in-law, no one looking favourably on the deed, no 
one approving it, all foreboding a dismal end to it. Oh, the incredible wickedness of the 
woman, and, with the exception of this one single instance, unheard of since the world 
began! Oh, the unbridled and unrestrained lust! Oh, the extraordinary audacity of her 
conduct! To think that she did not fear (even if she disregarded the anger of the gods and 
the scorn of men) that nuptial night and those bridal torches! that she did not dread the 
threshold of that chamber! nor the bed of her daughter! nor those very walls, the 
witnesses of the former wedding! She broke down and overthrew everything in her 
passion and her madness; lust got the better of shame, audacity subdued fear, mad 
passion conquered reason. Her son was indignant at this common disgrace of his family, 
of his blood, and of his name. His misery was increased by the daily complaints and 
incessant weeping of his sister; still he resolved that he ought to do nothing more himself 
with reference to his grievous injuries and the terrible wickedness of his mother, 
beyond ceasing to consider her as his mother; lest, if he did continue to behave to her as 
if she were his mother, he might be thought not only to see, but in his heart to approve 
of, those things which he could not behold without the greatest anguish of mind” (Cicero 
For Cluentius 5-6).24 
 
“Moreover, I cannot marry my former mother-in-law or daughter-in-law, or my step-
daughter or step-mother. We make use of the word ‘former,’ because if the marriage by 
which affinity of this kind was established is still in existence, there is another reason 

 
22 Witherington, 153. 
23 Ciampa and Rosner, 202. 
24 Marcus Tullius Cicero: The Orations of Marcus Tullius Cicero, trans. C.D. Yonge (London: G. Bell and Sons, 

1913-1921). Accessible online at <http://oll.libertyfund.org/titles/1736>. 
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why I cannot marry her, for a woman cannot marry two men, nor can a man have two 
wives” (Gaius Institutes 1.63).25 
 
5:2 Paul really is quite incensed by what he has heard: “And you are inflated with pride, 

instead of filled with grief so that he who has committed this act might be removed from your 
congregation” (HCSB). While Paul would obviously be infuriated about one committing 
incest, a sin like this is not isolated, given how he will later observe, “And if one member 
suffers, all the members suffer with it; if one member is honored, all the members rejoice with 
it” (12:26). What Paul had directed in Galatians 6:1, had obviously not been followed: 
“Brethren, even if anyone is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one 
in a spirit of gentleness; each one looking to yourself, so that you too will not be tempted.” 
Apparently, Yeshua’s model of correcting those in sin was also not followed (Matthew 18:15-
17). 

Previous figures in Biblical history had mourned over the sinful conduct of others, 
knowing that it would have consequences for the whole community (Ezra 10:6; Nehemiah 
1:4). Individual sins can lead to corporate problems. Achan’s sin caused defeat for Israel 
(Joshua 7), sexual offenders had to be cut off from Ancient Israel (Leviticus 18:24-30; 20:22-
24), and one can also consider the blessings and curses of Deuteronomy 28. Not removing 
sinners, from the assembly of God, can constitute an acceptance of the act, and a condoning 
of such behavior. Apparently, the incestuous incident was not something that had happened 
secretly, and was apparently well known among the Corinthian Believers. 

How could this incident have happened? Why were not too many Corinthians ashamed 
about this? Further on in this letter, given the Corinthians’ preoccupation with knowledge of 
God, one will detect a superior attitude in many thinking that they could do just about 
whatever they wanted (6:12; 8:1; 10:23). Many had to have thought that their salvation, in 
Israel’s Messiah, would permit them a freedomness to do anything, as a falsely believed 
consequence of grace covering their sins (cf. Romans 3:8; 6:1, 15; Jude 4). The Corinthians did 
not have a huge amount of appreciation for discipline over severe matters, which would differ 
from discipline being employed in a Judean Jewish synagogue (cf. John 9:22). Many of the 
problems, erupting among the Corinthians, were rooted within a way of thinking that was 
not at all one founded in Israel’s Scriptures. 
  

 
25 Gaius: The Insitutes of Gaius, Parts One and Two, ed. Francis de Zulueta (Oxford Clarendon Press, 1946). 

Accessible online at <http://faculty.cua.edu/pennington/Law508/Roman%20Law/GaiusInstitutesEnglish.htm>. 
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3 For I, on my part, though absent in body but present in spirit, have already judged 
him who has so committed this, as though I were present. 4 In the name of our Lord 
Yeshua, when you are assembled, and I with you in spirit, with the power of our 
Lord Yeshua, 5 I have decided to deliver such a one to Satan for the destruction of 
his flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Yeshua. 
 
5:3 Paul states his position to the Corinthians on the situation that has erupted with 

incest being present among them: “For though absent in body, I am present in spirit; and as if 
present, I have already pronounced judgment on the one who did such a thing” (ESV). It is 
rightly recognized how apōn tō sōmati parōn de tō pneumati, “being absent in the (my) body 
but~being present in the (my) spirit” (Brown and Comfort),26 is different from what he will 
address later in 2 Corinthians 5:6-8, and is instead akin to “I am with you only in my thoughts” 
(Contemporary English Version). A similar statement appears in Colossians 2:5: “For even 
though I am absent in body, nevertheless I am with you in spirit, rejoicing to see your good 
discipline and the stability of your faith in Messiah.” 

Alternatively in v. 3, it is possible to view “spirit” as the proper “Spirit,” meaning the 
Holy Spirit, so that when the Corinthians would gather together, the Apostle Paul by the 
authority of the Holy Spirit, could issue a proper judgment against this sinner. As Anthony C. 
Thiselton describes, Paul “uses [tō pneumati] to refer primarily to the Holy Spirit, even if there 
is a secondary allusion to [pneuma] as the human self in its capacity to be open to the Spirit. 
It is in the power of the Holy Spirit that Paul is present, as one who integrally forms one part 
of the one holy temple at Corinth which is threatened with defilement and destruction...but 
is sanctified by the common bond of the Spirit, who indwells the corporate body.”27 

5:4 Paul depicts the scene of him being present with the Corinthians in spirit, in their 
conscious thought, asserting, “In the name of the Lord Yeshua, when you are assembled, with 
me present spiritually and the power of our Lord Yeshua among us” (CJB). Yeshua’s own 
instructions, in dealing with a fellow in error, were to confront in private before making an 
issue public, then followed by expulsion should a sin not be remedied (Matthew 18:15-20). 
Because the sin of incest was well known in the Corinthian assembly, the issue of dealing with 
the sin in private—which perhaps had already taken place—had not then been followed with 
the necessity of removal. 

5:5 While there is agreement on how to recognize that the sexually immoral was to be 
cast out of the Corinthian assembly, there is no agreement on how to fully evaluate Paul’s 
direction, “you are to deliver this man to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, that his spirit 
may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus” (RSV). The removal from the assembly was eis 
olethron tēs sarkos, more literally “for the destruction of the flesh,” taken by some as “physical 

 
26 Brown and Comfort, 588. 
27 Thiselton, 391. 



1 CORINTHIANS 5 

- 137 - 

destruction” (Goodspeed New Testament), but also taken in the opposite direction as “so that 
the sinful nature may be destroyed” (NIV). 

Those who are cast outside of the assembly of God will find themselves in the realm of 
evil, the world at large definitely being the domain of Satan (Luke 4:5-6; Ephesians 2:2; 
Colossians 1:13; 1 John 5:19). Paul will later state in 1 Timothy 1:20, “Among these are 
Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan, so that they will be taught not 
to blaspheme.” Job 2:6 from the LXX can also be considered: “Then the Lord said to the 
slanderer, ‘Very well, I am handing him over to you; only spare his life’” (NETS). 

While many have taken “for the destruction of the flesh” in the direction of expulsion 
from the community revealing the sinful nature of the sexually immoral, with him 
consequently having to repent of the sin—it cannot be dismissed how various sins often have 
physical consequences, such as the death of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1-11), or 
inappropriately partaking of the ritual of the Lord’s Supper, as described later (11:29-30). 
That “for the destruction of the flesh” with sexual sin in view can mean the ex-communicated 
sinner physically suffering, is extremely important. When removed from the assembly, Paul 
could foresee a season of intensified sin for the one who has committed incest. A lifestyle of 
being engulfed, in countless sexual encounters, is often dangerous because of the venues 
where these take place, the violent behavior of offended and jealous lovers, as well as the 
different infections and diseases one can contract. Associated with these types of activities 
would also be the dangers of wild orgies, consumptions of vast amounts of alcohol, and a 
broad hedonism. Yeshua’s figure of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11-32), combined with an 
emaciated and sickly person, who has partaken heavily in all pleasures of the flesh, is not a 
pleasant future to contemplate. 

The main issue, for sure, is how removal from the faith community was to send a 
message to the sexually immoral sinner that his behavior would not be tolerated any longer. 
J. Paul Sampley rightfully indicates, “If he were allowed to continue in fellowship, he might 
never, short of the judgment day, be called to account and, therefore, not be challenged to 
bring his compartment in line with the gospel. By excluding him from fellowship, the 
community will send a ‘wake-up call’ to the man. No longer would he be able to take their 
acceptance and perhaps even admiration as an indicator of his being on the right path.”28 

Paul hoped that the sinner’s removal from the assembly would result in future salvation, 
hina to pneuma sōthē en tē hēmera tou Kuriou, “so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the 
Lord Yeshua.” With the contrast between flesh and spirit in v. 5, are two different modes of 
being in view, one being the sinful nature, and the other being a person committed to a Holy 
Spirit transformed life? Or, is the contrast between flesh and spirit in v. 5 one of where sin 
enacts its consequences on a physical body that has engaged in wanton pleasures, yet a 
salvation of the core inner person can be enacted at a future point? 

 
28 Sampley, in NIB, 10:847. 
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Furthermore, how are readers to approach “on the day of the Lord Yeshua”? It is to be 
taken as a future time in history (3:15), or could this be a place where “the day of the Lord 
Yeshua” would be a moment in the present when the sexually immoral sinner comes to his 
senses, repents of sins, and is reconciled with God in spite of the physical toll sin has taken? The 
reason we should favor “the day of the Lord Yeshua” here in v. 5 relating to a moment in the 
present—the salvation of Yeshua finally being enacted after a season of gross sin—is how 
salvation is here reflected in dualistic terms. The complete salvation, that is to be enacted in 
the eschaton, is one of redemption of the whole human being of both material and immaterial 
components (1 Thessalonians 5:23), with the final condemnation of sinners also depicted as a 
sentencing of a person of both material and immaterial components (Matthew 10:28). In v. 5, 
only the saving of the spirit of the sinner is in view, which should lead us to conclude that “on 
the day of the Lord Yeshua” is the time Paul anticipates when the sexually immoral will have 
a dynamic encounter with Him. 
 

 
6 Your boasting is not good. Do you not know that a little leaven leavens the whole 
lump of dough? 7 Clean out the old leaven so that you may be a new lump, just as you 
are in fact unleavened. For Messiah our Passover also has been sacrificed. 8 
Therefore let us celebrate the feast, not with old leaven, nor with the leaven of 
malice and wickedness, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth. 
 
5:6 Paul is pretty mortified as to what many of the Corinthians have let go on within 

their assembly: “Your boasting is not good. Don't you know that a little yeast works through 
the whole batch of dough?” (NIV). The symbolism that Paul evokes in vs. 6-8 is taken from 
Passover and the Festival of Unleavened Bread, with a prohibition on leaven or yeast (Heb. 
chameitz; Grk. zumē) present during the Passover season (Exodus 12:8-20; 13:3-7; 
Deuteronomy 16:3). Given Paul’s exclaim, “Your glorying is not good” (KJV) or “Your pride in 
yourselves is lamentably out of place” (Phillips New Testament), one can be reminded of 
Zephaniah 1:12: “It will come about at that time that I will search Jerusalem with lamps, and I 
will punish the men who are stagnant in spirit, who say in their hearts, ‘The LORD will not do 
good or evil!’” 

In the Apostolic Scriptures, the presence of leaven often represents sin or some form of 
ungodliness (Matthew 16:6; Mark 8:15; Luke 12:1; Galatians 5:9). Fee makes the interesting 
observation, “Although the OT does not expressly so specify, the Feast of Unleavened Bread, 
as well as being a religious celebration, was probably a health provision. Because of the 
fermentation process, which week after week increased the dangers of infection, the 
Israelites were commanded once a year to purge their homes of all leaven.”29 The thrust of v. 
6 is obvious enough, in how the leaven or yeast of sin, no matter how seemingly small, if not 
removed and cleansed will enact a serious problem on the Corinthian Believers. 

 
29 Fee, 216. 
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