August 10 

Lesson 11 

Forgiveness and Restoration

Devotional Reading: Luke 17:1-6
Background Scripture: 2 Corinthians 1:23-2:17
2 Corinthians 1:23, 24
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23 Moreover I call God for a record upon my soul, that to spare you I came not as yet unto Corinth.

24 Not for that we have dominion over your faith, but are helpers of your joy: for by faith ye stand.

2 Corinthians 2:1-11
1 But I determined this with myself, that I would not come again to you in heaviness.

2 For if I make you sorry, who is he then that maketh me glad, but the same which is made sorry by me?

3 And I wrote this same unto you, lest, when I came, I should have sorrow from them of whom I ought to rejoice; having confidence in you all, that my joy is the joy of you all.

4 For out of much affliction and anguish of heart I wrote unto you with many tears; not that ye should be grieved, but that ye might know the love which I have more abundantly unto you.

5 But if any have caused grief, he hath not grieved me, but in part: that I may not overcharge you all.

6 Sufficient to such a man is this punishment, which was inflicted of many.

7 So that contrariwise ye ought rather to forgive him, and comfort him, lest perhaps such a one should be swallowed up with overmuch sorrow.

8 Wherefore I beseech you that ye would confirm your love toward him.

9 For to this end also did I write, that I might know the proof of you, whether ye be obedient in all things.

10 To whom ye forgive any thing, I forgive also: for if I forgave any thing, to whom I forgave it, for your sakes forgave I it in the person of Christ;

11 Lest Satan should get an advantage of us: for we are not ignorant of his devices.

Key Verse

To whom ye forgive any thing, I forgive also: for if I forgave any thing, to whom I forgave it, for your sakes forgave I it in the person of Christ. —2 Corinthians 2:10
Lesson Aims

After participating in this lesson, each student will be able to:

1. Tell what the issue in Corinth was that caused Paul to write a letter instead of conducting a personal visit.

2. Explain how the gospel demands redemptive responses toward people in either sin or repentance.

3. Develop a plan of reconciliation that can be followed to restore a wayward believer to fellowship with the church. Discuss the plan with church leadership.

Lesson Outline

Introduction

A. "Don't Judge Me!"

B. Lesson Background

I. Changed Plans (2 Corinthians 1:23-2:4)

A. To Spare Them Pain (v. 23)

B. To Give Them Joy (v. 24)

C. To Avoid a Repeat (2:1-3)

D. To Show Abundant Love (v. 4)

Tough Love
II. Changed Hearts (2 Corinthians 2:5-11)

A. Punishment Succeeds (vv. 5, 6)

B. Love Comforts (vv. 7, 8)

C. Testing Ends (vv. 9, 10)

D. Danger Remains (v. 11)

Conclusion

A. Judgment Replaced with Joy

B. Prayer

C. Thought to Remember

Introduction

A. "Don't Judge Me!"

Today in places where Christianity once dominated the culture, few people know the Bible well. But it seems that everyone in those cultures still knows one biblical commandment: "Judge not" (Matthew 7:1). Judging others is bad form in our world because it is "intolerant."

But the Bible's stance on judgment is not as simple as a flippant "judge not" sound bite would suggest, especially when one reads the rest of Matthew 7. The point of departure for proper understanding here is the fact that God is the ultimate judge. He sets the final standard of judgment. All humans are subject to His judgment and His standard. There is a judgment to face, and for many it will be a terrible one. Yet God's desire is not to judge but to forgive. For this reason, He sent His Son to die to pay sin's penalty so we can be forgiven. God sends His people around the world with this message of forgiveness.

If we do not accept that we are subject to God's judgment, then we will never be able to accept His forgiveness or even sense a need for it. That reality keeps God's judgment in the forefront of the Christian message. For that reason, Christianity will always strike many people as judgmental and negative. But in truth, forgiveness has no meaning unless it is cast against the alternative of judgment. That is why the emphasis of the Christian message is on forgiveness.

Sadly, though, some forget the reality of judgment after they receive forgiveness. Instead of living as grateful people who want to serve the one who forgave them, they fall back into the old habits of rebellion and evil, what the Bible calls sin. They treat their forgiveness not as precious and life-changing but as cheap and inconsequential.

God's response to such contempt for His great gift is persistence in drawing the contemptuous back to repentance. That process can be painful, for it means bringing the backslider to a renewed awareness of the consequences of God's righteous judgment. When God shows us the reality of judgment, it's because He wants us to turn to Him while there is still time.

B. Lesson Background

Paul's letters to the church at Corinth addressed several specific problems. One of the most important had to do with a man who was carrying on a sexual relationship with his father's wife (1 Corinthians 5:1). Paul gave the church very specific instructions regarding that situation: the man had to be separated from fellowship with the church (5:2, 11-13). The purpose of that punishment, which Paul compared with turning the man over to Satan, was to provoke the man to repent and end his sinful behavior (5:5).

That message was difficult for the Corinthian church to receive. It appears that many in the church resented Paul's instruction, so Paul had to pay them a visit "in heaviness" to address the situation (2 Corinthians 2:1, part of today's text). The church decided to follow Paul's instruction after that visit. As a result, the immoral individual was separated from church fellowship (today's lesson).

While awaiting the outcome of all this, Paul planned yet another visit to Corinth, apparently announcing it in advance. But as explained in today's text, he cancelled his plans for specific reasons.

I. Changed Plans

(2 Corinthians 1:23-2:4)

A. To Spare Them Pain (v. 23)

23. Moreover I call God for a record upon my soul, that to spare you I came not as yet unto Corinth.

Paul responds to the suspicious critics regarding his change in plans (see the Lesson Background) by calling on God as his witness (compare Romans 1:9; 2 Corinthians 11:31; Philippians 1:8; 1 Thessalonians 2:5, 10). Because God alone knows a person's motives, He alone can provide testimony for why Paul's plans have changed. With the phrase upon my soul, Paul says that he is willing for God to take his very life if he is being untruthful.

How to Say It

Corinth Kor-inth.

Corinthians Ko-rin-thee-unz (th as in thin).

Ezekiel Ee-zeek-ee-ul or Ee-zeek-yul.

Philippians Fih-lip-ee-unz.

Thessalonians Thess-uh-lo-nee-unz (th as in thin).

The reason for changing his plans, Paul says, is to spare you. As the apostle assesses the situation in Corinth, he realizes that another visit would cause shame and sorrow rather than provoking the needed repentance. Repentance and reconciliation are Paul's priorities.

B. To Give Them Joy (v. 24)

24. Not for that we have dominion over your faith, but are helpers of your joy: for by faith ye stand.

If some in Corinth interpret Paul's actions as a power play, Paul insists that this is not the case. Having dominion over others has no place in the life of a Christ-follower. Jesus said that those who want to act this way are like Gentiles or pagans, those who do not know God (Mark 10:42). Jesus has set the standard for His people: He came to serve others (v. 45).

Instead, Paul refers to himself as one of the helpers of your joy. He ministers alongside God for one aim: to bring the true joy of salvation into the lives of others. Such joy comes only by standing firm in one's faith in Jesus.

C. To Avoid a Repeat (2:1-3)

2:1. But I determined this with myself, that I would not come again to you in heaviness.

Paul's priorities guide his decision. He has already made one visit to Corinth that has provoked sorrow or heaviness. His overarching aim is joy through reconciliation that comes from repentance. If another visit will not bring that about, then he will not make another visit (1 Corinthians 4:21; 2 Corinthians 12:21).

2. For if I make you sorry, who is he then that maketh me glad, but the same which is made sorry by me?

As the one who had first brought the gospel to Corinth, Paul has a special relationship with the Corinthian church and a special responsibility. No one can be the leader of that church in the same sense as he has been. Even so, his relationship with them is a relationship of equals, of brothers and sisters in Christ.

When that relationship functions as it should, the result is joy to all. Following the "helper" idea of 2 Corinthians 1:24 above, Paul says that the Corinthians should bring joy to him as he does to them. He cannot bear to bring them unnecessary, unproductive sorrow, so he decides not to repeat the "in heaviness" visit.

3. And I wrote this same unto you, lest, when I came, I should have sorrow from them of whom I ought to rejoice; having confidence in you all, that my joy is the joy of you all.

Paul's decision to write to the Corinthians is controlled by the same aim as a visit would be: to bring joy by provoking repentance and reconciliation. Paul may be reflecting on his writing of 1 Corinthians here, as in that letter he directly addressed the problem of the immoral man (1 Corinthians 5; compare 2 Corinthians 12:21). Or he may be referring to another letter that he wrote after 1 Corinthians, one that we do not have.

In either case, Paul stresses that the intent of the earlier correspondence was to rectify a situation before he arrived there personally. Paul wants his readers to understand the truth of their problem, to address it directly, to lead the sinful man to repentance, and so to restore the joy that they should share with Paul.

What Do You Think?
When did a Christian outside your congregation help lift your spirits in trying circumstances involving your church as a whole? What could be your role in doing likewise?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
During a financial crisis

During a time of leadership turmoil

During the stress of a building campaign

Other

D. To Show Abundant Love (v. 4)

4. For out of much affliction and anguish of heart I wrote unto you with many tears; not that ye should be grieved, but that ye might know the love which I have more abundantly unto you.

Paul's choices have been difficult at every step. Even so, his previous correspondence, stern though it was, was no power trip on his part. Rather, it was an expression of love—tough love that tells the truth. As such, it had caused Paul much affliction and anguish of heart to write. While its message was difficult to hear, its aim was not to inflict pain but to convey the truth in love—truth that would lead to the repentance that brings joy.

Paul's actions, past and present, reflect what the gospel demands. God's people warn of His judgment so that others can receive His forgiveness. If our motives are to attain power by provoking pain, then we have stepped outside the gospel's boundaries. If we are aiming at the joy-filled goal of reconciliation between God and sinners, then our hearts will be burdened but our consciences clear in warning of God's judgment (compare Ezekiel 3:16-27).

What Do You Think?
In what area are you most likely to tell someone a hard thing that he or she needs to hear—to speak the truth in love? What adjustments do you need to make in this regard?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Doctrinal issues

Moral issues

Health issues

Family issues

Other

Tough Love
The phrase tough love has been around since 1968, when a book of that title was published. Tough love is strong discipline to correct the behavior of someone whose life is spiraling down to destruction. Tough love is used today in many family situations—out-of-control teenagers, substance-addicted adults, etc. It is generally a response of last resort, when nothing else seems to work.

Tough love demands that family members cease being enablers of the destructive behavior to be corrected. Family members are respectful toward the erring loved one but also demand respect in return. Those implementing tough love remain strong even when (or especially when) the hurt in their heart tempts them to give in or "make an exception." Tough love sometimes involves sending a child to a facility that can do what the parents seem unable to do.

From a Christian perspective, a mere change of behavior that makes life "less crazy" for all involved is not the goal of tough love. The heart of the erring one must change. The course of action the apostle Paul recommended to the church in Corinth was designed to bring their sinning church member to repentance. From the penitent heart would come the changed, life-giving behavior they desired. An eternal destiny was at stake. It always is!—C. R. B.

II. Changed Hearts

(2 Corinthians 2:5-11)

A. Punishment Succeeds (vv. 5, 6)

5. But if any have caused grief, he hath not grieved me, but in part: that I may not overcharge you all.

As we will see below, Paul's counsel has in fact brought about what he has been seeking: the repentance of the immoral individual. But as a prelude to discussing that, Paul explains who the aggrieved parties really are. The apostle himself has suffered anguish by the man's immorality (1 Corinthians 5), but the Corinthian church has suffered even more. Paul has been grieved in part, and he takes care not to overstate this (that I may not overcharge). He can rightly say that it is the Corinthians (you all) who have suffered the greater sorrow. When one member of the church defies the will of God, the entire church suffers.

6. Sufficient to such a man is this punishment, which was inflicted of many.

In his first letter (and probably during his visit "in heaviness" mentioned above), Paul had called for the man to be punished by exclusion from the fellowship (1 Corinthians 5:2, 13). Eventually, the church acted properly: the many who carried the burden of grief for the man's sin took the necessary, painful action. Their action was sufficient, and the next verse reveals what should happen next.

B. Love Comforts (vv. 7, 8)

7. So that contrariwise ye ought rather to forgive him, and comfort him, lest perhaps such a one should be swallowed up with overmuch sorrow.

Because the man has repented and ended his immorality, the time for forgiveness has come. He is to be welcomed back into the fellowship of the Corinthian church, receiving the encouraging comfort that believers give to each other as God's people (2 Corinthians 1:4). To continue his punishment would be to add sorrow where it is no longer needed.

The lesson for the church is clear. Sin leads to condemnation, but forgiveness means freedom from condemnation. God's judgment needs to be made clear to the unrepentant, but those who recognize their sin should not remain in sorrow over sin. Repentance means an end to sorrow and the beginning of rejoicing and celebrating with God, just as Jesus taught (Luke 15:7, 10, 32).

8. Wherefore I beseech you that ye would confirm your love toward him.

So Paul urges that the church welcome the repentant man back in a way that shows the meaning of the entire story. Love, not vindictiveness, has motivated the action to separate the guilty party from the fellowship. The goal was his repentance and restoration, to be reconciled to God and God's people. A welcoming return will conclude this "love story" appropriately.
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Visual for Lessons 11 & 13. Point to this visual as you ask, "Where has the church slipped up in this regard? How can we do better?"
C. Testing Ends (vv. 9, 10)

9. For to this end also did I write, that I might know the proof of you, whether ye be obedient in all things.

The instructions Paul had given in 1 Corinthians 5:2, 13 were a test for the man who needed to repent. But they were also a test for the church. Are the church's members genuinely committed to the gospel and so to each other's welfare before God? Are they ready to listen to Paul and obey what the good news of Jesus compels? Clearly, obedience has not been easy for the Corinthians. But they prove faithful in the end.

What Do You Think?
In what area does the church seem to have the most difficulty in implementing the process of church discipline? Why is that?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
Area of doctrinal defection (1 Timothy 6:3, 4)

Area of moral defection (1 Corinthians 5)

Area of divisiveness (Romans 16:17)

10. To whom ye forgive any thing, I forgive also: for if I forgave any thing, to whom I forgave it, for your sakes forgave I it in the person of Christ.

Paul now removes any doubt that he holds any lingering grudge against the repentant man. What the church has forgiven, he also forgives. Those who think Paul to be power-hungry and vindictive are mistaken. Paul has taken great care to avoid even the appearance of impropriety in that regard (see 1 Corinthians 9:12; 2 Corinthians 6:3; 8:21; etc.). He stands with the church in its faithfulness: first to encourage the man's repentance, then to welcome him home as a member of God's family.

In the end, Paul and the Corinthian Christians all forgive for the same reason: Christ. Christ forgives us despite the trouble and pain that we cause Him. Christ forgives freely and fully. He does not hold a grudge against those repenting, but insists that they be welcomed by God's people with celebration. Those who follow Christ are compelled to forgive as they have been forgiven (Matthew 6:12). To do less is to deny the Christ whom we claim to follow (18:21-35).

What Do You Think?
What should forgiveness extended to a repentant backslider "say" to various people?

Talking Points for Your Discussion
To the one being forgiven

To the ones doing the forgiving

To outside observers who are Christians

To outside observers who are not Christians

D. Danger Remains (v. 11)

11. Lest Satan should get an advantage of us: for we are not ignorant of his devices.

Paul referred to disfellowshipping the immoral man as delivering "such an one unto Satan" (1 Corinthians 5:5). That meant that the church was to treat him as if he were not part of God's people, but Satan's. The goal was for the man to understand the consequences of his sin and repent. Now a failure to forgive and welcome the man back would be a concession to the wiles of Satan. When the church lets habitual sin go unaddressed, the devil's work moves forward. But the same is true when the church does not recognize repentance. If we condemn those whom Christ has saved, we do not do Christ's work, but the opposite.

Conclusion

A. Judgment Replaced with Joy

For Christians to announce God's pending judgment is a warning that comes from love. To stress the reality of judgment is a difficult, tear-inducing necessity when people remain ensnared in sin. The aim is not condemnation but salvation. God is the judge, but His people must lovingly and clearly announce what God does as judge—and how that judgment can be replaced with joy.

B. Prayer

O God, we stand as Your people only by Your mercy. Make us agents of that mercy, conscious of Your holy judgment. In Jesus' name, amen.

C. Thought to Remember

Repentance compels forgiveness.

Involvement Learning

Some of the activities below are also found in the helpful student book, Adult Bible Class.
Don’t forget to download the free reproducible page from www.standardlesson.com to enhance your lesson!

Into the Lesson

Discuss as a class the following scenarios, which you have reproduced on handouts. (Option: If you have a larger class, form small groups to discuss one scenario each.)

Scenario 1. You ask a coworker to trade shifts with you, but she refuses. What would be a judgmental response? What would be a response of grace?

Scenario 2. A coworker asks you to trade shifts with her a couple of weeks after you asked the same of her but she refused. What would be a judgmental response? What would be a response of grace?

Scenario 3. You're in slow traffic when a man in an SUV drives on the shoulder and cuts you off. A few minutes later you see his car at the side of the road with the hood up. What would be a judgmental reaction? What would be a reaction of grace?

Scenario 4. Christmas is approaching, so you are in a shopping mall parking lot waiting for a parking space to come open. When one does, a car from the other direction zips in to take it although you've been waiting several minutes. What would be a judgmental reaction? What would be a reaction of grace?

Say, "In today's lesson we will see that while it is important for us to understand God's judgment, His desire for us and from us is grace and forgiveness."

Alternative: Before learners arrive, place in chairs copies of the "Judge Ye This!" matching exercise from the reproducible page, which you can download. Discuss results.

Into the Word

Say, "As we read today's text, be alert for two reasons Paul wrote his previous letter to the Corinthians." Have learners take turns reading the verses of the text. The two reasons are found in verses 3 and 9. Say, "We will reconsider these verses a bit later."

Form learners into pairs. Give each pair a piece of poster board with one of the following passages written on it. Ask learners to summarize their verses in as few words as possible—no more than two sentences. If your class is small, give more than one assignment to pairs. (Do not include the comments in italics, which indicate the focus of each reference.)

A. 1 Corinthians 5:1, 2, 11-13 (instructions for handling immorality in the church); B. 1 Corinthians 5:5 (purpose of the instructions); C. 2 Corinthians 1:23, 24 (reason for not visiting again); D. 2 Corinthians 2:1 (chose not to make another visit in heaviness); E. 2 Corinthians 2:2-4 (wanted visit to be mutually edifying); F. 2 Corinthians 2:5 (sin caused grief for all, not just for the sinner); G. 2 Corinthians 2:6-9 (punishment sufficient; welcome the repentant person back); H. 2 Corinthians 2:10, 11 (forgiveness granted is grounded in forgiveness in view of Christ).

When pairs are finished, have them affix their summaries in correct order on a wall. Discuss each summary's significance in light of judgment and forgiveness. (Example: "Was withholding fellowship from the immoral man an act of judgment or forgiveness? Why?") Remind learners of the heart of the gospel: to reconcile people to God.

Into Life

Say, "Assume that Jesus himself is pointing verses 3 and 9 right at our church like this: 'When I, Jesus, return in glory, I do not want to have sorrow from them of whom I ought to rejoice' (v. 3 reworded), and 'I, Jesus, want to know the proof of you, whether ye be obedient in all things' (v. 9 reworded). What can we do to make sure Jesus is pleased with us both right now and when He returns?" Jot ideas on the board.

Alternative: Distribute copies of the "The Ministry of Reconciliation" activity from the reproducible page. This can be a small-group exercise. Caution learners not to use real names.
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