The Book of 2 Corinthians, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 7: Godly Grief That Leads to Repentance
2 Corinthians 7:1-16
Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

Second Corinthians 7 is a chapter about repentance, and the teacher should handle that theme
with both doctrinal clarity and pastoral warmth. The central doctrinal truth is the distinction
between godly grief and worldly grief: the one produces a repentance that leads to salvation,
the other merely produces death. This is crucial for a sound understanding of salvation, because
it shows that genuine repentance, a real turning from sin, is an indispensable part of the gospel
response, not an optional add-on. The teacher should be ready to show, against the popular
notion that salvation comes by belief alone apart from any turning from sin, that Scripture
everywhere joins faith and repentance, and that mere remorse or regret, the sorrow of Judas, is
not the same as the saving repentance of a David or a Peter.

The chapter also teaches important truths about the body of Christ. God comforts the downcast
through other believers, as He comforted Paul through Titus, which dignifies the ordinary
ministry of encouragement that every Christian can offer. And it teaches the right purpose of
loving correction: not to wound, but to grieve unto repentance, so that a temporary, godly
sorrow becomes the doorway to lasting joy. The teacher should help students both give and
receive correction rightly, and recognize the difference between a defensive reaction and a
repentant heart.

At the same time, this chapter is deeply formational. It calls every believer to ongoing cleansing
and to a holiness brought toward completion in the fear of God. It invites the discouraged to
receive comfort through God'’s people and challenges the comfortable to be that comfort to
others. And it presses the searching question of whether our own repentance has been godly
and real or merely worldly and shallow. So aim at both targets. Help students grasp clearly why
genuine repentance matters for salvation, and lead them into the kind of godly grief that
actually produces change and into the joyful holiness that follows it.

Question 1
Student Question:

Paul writes, “Since we have these promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from every
defilement of body and spirit, bringing holiness to completion in the fear of God” (v. 1). What
does this teach about the relationship between God’s promises and the pursuit of holiness, and
why does Paul ground the call to cleansing in what God has already promised rather than in
mere rule-keeping?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

Begin by noticing the word “since.” Paul grounds the call to holiness in the promises he just
rehearsed at the end of chapter 6, that God will dwell among His people and be a Father to
them. Holiness is not the price we pay to earn God’s acceptance; it is the fitting response to
promises already given.

This is a vital distinction. The call to “cleanse ourselves from every defilement of body and spirit”
is not legalistic rule-keeping aimed at making God love us. It flows from the love and presence
God has already promised. We pursue holiness because we belong to a holy God who dwells
with us, not in order to bribe Him into dwelling with us.

Note the scope: defilement of “body and spirit.” Holiness is not merely inward attitudes or
merely outward behavior, but both. Our bodies and our inner lives are alike to be cleansed and
offered to God. There is no compartment of life exempt from His claim.

Note also the phrase “bringing holiness to completion.” Holiness is a process, brought toward
completion over time, “in the fear of God,” that is, in reverent awareness of the One we belong
to. This guards against both perfectionism and complacency: we are not yet complete, and we
are not meant to stand still.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Holiness as the response to God’s promises, not a means of earning His favor
¢ The cleansing of both body and spirit, the whole person

e Sanctification as an ongoing process brought toward completion

e The fear of God as reverent awareness motivating holiness

Discussion Prompts

¢ Why does Paul ground the call to holiness in God’s promises rather than in rules?
e What does it mean to cleanse both body and spirit?
¢ How is pursuing holiness out of gratitude different from doing it to earn God’s love?

Question 2
Student Question:

Where in your life is there a “defilement of body or spirit” you have grown comfortable with, a
habit, attitude, or compromise you have stopped fighting? What would it look like to bring
holiness toward completion in that specific area, trusting God’s promises as your motivation?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-examining question asks students to name a specific defilement they have grown
comfortable with. The danger is not usually the sins we are actively fighting, but the ones we



have quietly made peace with, a habit we no longer resist, an attitude we excuse, a compromise
we have normalized.

Help students see how comfort with sin develops. What once troubled the conscience can,
through repetition and rationalization, come to feel ordinary. Part of bringing holiness toward
completion is letting God reawaken us to defilements we have stopped noticing.

Point them back to the motivation of the text: God’s promises. The way to fight a comfortable
sin is not mainly grim willpower but a renewed grasp of who we belong to and what God has
promised us. Holiness grows in the soil of grace.

Encourage one concrete area to bring back into the fight this week, with prayer and, if needed,
the help of a trusted believer. The aim is not perfectionism but a refusal to make lasting peace
with any defilement.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The danger of growing comfortable with sin through repetition and rationalization
® The need for God to reawaken the conscience to neglected areas

e Grace and God’s promises as the soil in which holiness grows

e Refusing lasting peace with any defilement

Discussion Prompts

®  What sin or compromise have you grown too comfortable with?
* How does a sin that once troubled us come to feel ordinary?
e What would it look like to bring God’s promises to bear on that area this week?

Question 3
Student Question:

Paul says God, “who comforts the downcast, comforted us by the coming of Titus,” and by the
news Titus brought (vv. 6-7). What does this teach about how God characteristically brings
comfort to His discouraged people, and what does it suggest about the role each believer can
play in the lives of others?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Paul makes a beautiful and instructive confession: “God, who comforts the downcast, comforted
us by the coming of Titus.” God is the source of the comfort, but the means was a person. The
discouraged apostle was lifted not by a sudden inner glow but by the arrival of a brother with
good news.

Help students see how characteristic this is of God’s ways. He could comfort us directly, and
sometimes does, but He delights to work through His people. The encouraging word, the timely



visit, the friend who shows up, these are the ordinary channels through which the God of all
comfort reaches the downcast.

This dignifies the simplest ministries. We may feel we have little to offer, but every believer can
be a Titus, a bearer of God’s comfort to someone who is discouraged. We rarely know how
much an ordinary act of encouragement may mean to a weary heart.

Draw out the two-sided application. We are meant both to receive comfort through God's
people, which requires letting others in, and to give it, which requires paying attention to the
downcast around us. The body of Christ is God’s appointed means of mutual comfort.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

®  God comforting His people through other believers, not only directly
¢ The dignity of ordinary ministries of encouragement

¢ The body of Christ as God'’s appointed means of mutual comfort

e The two-sided call to receive and to give comfort

Discussion Prompts

e Why does God so often choose to comfort us through other people?
e How does this dignify even the simplest acts of encouragement?
¢ Who has been a “Titus” to you, and to whom could you be one?

Question 4
Student Question:

Think about how you respond when you are discouraged. Do you tend to isolate, or to let others
in? And how attentive are you to the discouraged people around you? What would it look like
this week to receive comfort through God'’s people, or to be the means of comfort to someone
who is downcast?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-focused question has two edges, both worth pressing. The first asks how students
respond to their own discouragement. Many of us isolate when we are downcast, withdrawing
precisely when we most need the comfort God sends through others.

Help students see the cost of isolation. By cutting themselves off, they close the very channel
through which God most often brings relief. Letting others in, admitting we are struggling, asking
for prayer, is not weakness but the path God has provided.

The second edge asks how attentive students are to the discouraged around them. It is easy to
be so absorbed in our own concerns that we miss the downcast brother or sister right beside us.
Being a Titus requires paying attention.



Encourage one concrete step this week in whichever direction the student most needs, either
letting someone in to bring comfort, or reaching out to comfort someone who is downcast. The
aim is to participate in God’s ministry of comfort, on both ends.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The temptation to isolate when discouraged, closing the channel of comfort
® Receiving comfort through others as a path God provides, not weakness

e Attentiveness to the discouraged as part of Christian love

e Active participation in God’s ministry of mutual comfort

Discussion Prompts

¢ Do you tend to isolate or to let others in when you are discouraged?
* How attentive are you to the downcast people around you?
¢ What concrete step toward comfort, given or received, could you take this week?

Question 5
Student Question:

Paul admits his painful letter grieved the Corinthians, yet he rejoices, “not because you were
grieved, but because you were grieved into repenting” (vv. 8-9). What does this teach about the
right purpose of loving rebuke and correction, and why can a temporary, godly grief be a gift
rather than a cruelty?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Paul reflects on his painful letter with remarkable honesty. He admits it grieved them and that
he even regretted sending it for a time. Yet he now rejoices, “not because you were grieved, but
because you were grieved into repenting.” The grief was never the goal; the repentance was.

Help students grasp the right purpose of loving correction. A rebuke is not meant to wound for
wounding’s sake, nor to vent the corrector’s frustration, but to bring the other person to
repentance and restoration. When that happens, the temporary pain proves to have been a gift.

This reframes how we think about hard words, both giving and receiving them. The momentary
sting of godly correction is like the pain of a surgeon’s incision, real but healing, aimed at our
good. To resent all correction is to refuse the help God often sends through it.

Note Paul’s tenderness even in retrospect. He did not enjoy causing them pain; he agonized
over it. This is the mark of godly correction: it grieves the one who must give it, and it aims
always at the restoration of the one who receives it.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



* The purpose of loving correction as repentance and restoration, not wounding
e Temporary godly grief as a gift rather than a cruelty

¢ The healing intent behind the pain of correction

e The grief of the one who must correct, marking it as love

Discussion Prompts

e  Why can a temporary, godly grief be a gift rather than a cruelty?
e What is the right purpose of a loving rebuke?
*  How does this change the way we think about hard words?

Question 6
Student Question:

How do you typically respond when someone corrects or rebukes you, even gently? Do you
become defensive, dismissive, or wounded, or are you able to receive it and let it lead you to
repentance? What would it look like to welcome correction as a means of grace rather than an
attack?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-focused question turns the matter of correction toward how students receive it. Our
reaction to being corrected reveals much about our hearts. Defensiveness, dismissal, and
wounded withdrawal are all ways of refusing the grace correction can bring.

Help students examine their typical response. Do they argue, explain, and justify? Do they nurse
the hurt and avoid the person? Or can they, like the Corinthians, let the correction lead them to
genuine repentance? Pride makes correction feel like an attack; humility receives it as a help.

Offer a practical posture: to listen for the truth in a rebuke before defending against it, to thank
God for those who care enough to speak, and to ask whether there is something to repent of
rather than only something to rebut. Even imperfectly delivered correction often carries truth
worth heeding.

Encourage students to recall a recent correction they resisted and to revisit it with a humbler
heart. The aim is to become the kind of person who can receive a hard word and let it do its
healing work, rather than deflecting every rebuke.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e QOur reaction to correction as a revealer of the heart

*  Pride that treats correction as attack versus humility that receives it as help
e Listening for truth in a rebuke before defending against it

e Receiving correction as a means of grace



Discussion Prompts

* How do you typically respond when someone corrects you?
¢ What makes the difference between defensiveness and a repentant heart?
e |[sthere a recent correction you should revisit with a humbler heart?

Question 7
Student Question:

Paul describes the fruit of the Corinthians’ godly grief: “what earnestness... what eagerness to
clear yourselves, what indignation, what fear, what longing, what zeal, what punishment!” (v.
11). What does this list teach about the marks of genuine repentance, and how is true
repentance different from merely saying we are sorry?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Paul catalogs the fruit of the Corinthians’ godly grief: “what earnestness... what eagerness to
clear yourselves, what indignation, what fear, what longing, what zeal, what punishment!” This
is a portrait of real repentance in action. It was not a vague feeling of regret but a decisive
turning that produced visible change.

Help students see that genuine repentance bears fruit. It is more than an apology or a moment
of remorse. It produces earnestness to make things right, indignation at the sin, a holy fear, a
longing for restoration, and a zeal to do whatever the situation requires. Repentance you can
see, not merely feel.

This is an important corrective to a shallow view of repentance as simply saying “I'm sorry.” The
Corinthians did not merely express regret; they acted. They cleared the matter up, addressed
the wrong, and proved their change by their conduct. John the Baptist called this bearing “fruit
in keeping with repentance” (Matthew 3:8).

Apply it gently. We are not saved by the perfection of our repentance, but genuine repentance
always moves toward action. Where there is real turning from sin, there will be evidence:
changed behavior, restitution where possible, and a zeal to walk differently.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Genuine repentance as decisive turning that bears visible fruit (Matthew 3:8)
e The difference between an apology and a changed life

® Earnestness, zeal, and action as marks of true repentance

® Repentance proven by conduct, not merely expressed in words

Discussion Prompts

e What does this list teach about the marks of genuine repentance?



¢ How is true repentance different from simply saying we are sorry?
e  What does it mean to bear “fruit in keeping with repentance”?

Question 8
Student Question:

Think of a sin you have “repented” of in word but not in action. What would real repentance, the
kind marked by earnestness and a zeal to make things right, actually require of you in that area?
Where has your repentance been shallow?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-focused question presses the previous truth into the student’s own life. Most of us can
think of a sin we have “repented” of repeatedly in word while changing nothing in action. The
question gently exposes that gap.

Help students name a specific area where their repentance has been shallow, a recurring sin
they apologize for but never address, a relationship they keep meaning to mend, a pattern they
regret but do not resist. The aim is honesty, not despair.

Then ask what real repentance would require there. Often we know exactly what genuine
turning would involve, a hard conversation, a removed temptation, a restored wrong, an
accountability we have avoided, and have simply not been willing to do it.

Encourage one concrete act of real repentance this week, something that moves beyond words
into the earnestness Paul describes. The aim is to let godly grief produce its proper fruit rather
than settling for the cheap comfort of regret without change.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The gap between repenting in word and repenting in action
e Knowing what genuine turning requires yet failing to do it

® Repentance that moves beyond regret into concrete change
e |Letting godly grief bear its proper fruit

Discussion Prompts

¢ What sin have you “repented” of in word but not in action?
e What would real repentance actually require of you there?
e What is one concrete act of repentance you could take this week?

Question 9

Student Question:



Paul says, “Godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation without regret, whereas
worldly grief produces death” (v. 10). What is the essential difference between godly grief and
worldly grief, why is genuine repentance, not mere remorse or feeling bad, an indispensable part
of how a person is saved, and how does this truth correct the idea that salvation comes by belief
alone apart from a real turning from sin?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the doctrinal heart of the chapter, and it should be taught clearly and with care. Paul
draws a sharp line: “Godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation without regret,
whereas worldly grief produces death.” There are two kinds of sorrow over sin, and they lead to
opposite destinations.

Define each carefully. Godly grief is sorrow according to God, sorrow that grieves over having
offended Him, that turns from the sin and toward God, and that issues in real change. Worldly
grief is sorrow centered on self, regret over consequences, wounded pride, the misery of being
caught, without any turning to God. It feels bad but changes nothing, and Paul says it ends in
death.

Illustrate with Scripture. Peter and Judas both betrayed Jesus and both wept bitterly. But Peter’s
grief was godly; it broke him and turned him back to Christ, and he was restored. Judas’s grief
was worldly; it was remorse without repentance, and it ended in death (Matthew 27:3-5). The
same outward sorrow led to life in one and death in the other, because of what the sorrow did
with God.

Now connect this to the doctrine of salvation, which is the main reason this question carries the
lesson’s weight. Genuine repentance is not an optional extra to faith; it is an indispensable part
of how a person is saved. Jesus said, “Unless you repent, you will all likewise perish” (Luke 13:3).
Peter told the crowd to “repent and be baptized... for the forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:38).
Paul preached that people everywhere should “repent and turn to God, performing deeds in
keeping with their repentance” (Acts 26:20). This corrects the popular idea that salvation comes
by belief alone, by mental assent that never turns from sin. Saving faith is a repentant faith. To
believe in Jesus as Lord is to turn from sin to follow Him, and that turning continues throughout
the Christian life.

End with encouragement, not just warning. Godly grief leads to “salvation without regret.” No
one ever finally regrets having repented. The sorrow is real but temporary; the joy and freedom
on the other side are lasting. Help students welcome godly grief as a friend that leads them
home, and help them discern whether their own sorrow over sin has been the kind that turns to
God or merely the kind that pities self.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The distinction between godly grief and worldly grief, leading to life or death (v. 10)



® Repentance as turning to God and from sin, not mere remorse over consequences

e Peter’s godly grief versus Judas’s worldly remorse (Matthew 27:3-5)

e Repentance as an indispensable part of the gospel response (Luke 13:3; Acts 2:38; Acts
26:20)

* The correction of a “belief alone” view that omits real turning from sin

® Saving faith as a repentant faith that continues throughout the Christian life

Discussion Prompts

e What is the essential difference between godly grief and worldly grief?

e Why is genuine repentance, not just feeling bad, an essential part of being saved?

¢ How does this passage correct the idea that salvation comes by belief alone apart from
turning from sin?

Question 10
Student Question:

Look back across the whole chapter, the call to cleansing, the comfort through Titus, the painful
letter, the marks of true repentance, the two kinds of grief. Name one specific way Jesus is
forming you through this passage, and what is your first step toward that change this week?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The capstone question gathers the chapter and asks for one specific change. Help students avoid
generalities; the chapter has pressed on cleansing, comfort through others, receiving correction,
and the two kinds of grief.

Invite each student to discern the Spirit's particular pressure. For one it may be addressing a
comfortable defilement. For another it may be receiving correction without defensiveness. For
another it may be letting a shallow repentance become real.

Ask for both the change and the first step. The change is the inward turn; the step is concrete,
an act of genuine repentance, a word of encouragement to the downcast, a sin finally brought
into the light.

Close with the chapter’s hope: godly grief leads to salvation without regret. The turning God is
calling them to is not a loss but a homecoming. That is the disciple this lesson is meant to form,
one who welcomes godly grief and lets it lead to life.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Spiritual formation, not mere information, as the goal of study
e Repentance as an ongoing way of life, not a one-time event

e Obedience and real change as the fruit of godly grief

* The joy and freedom on the far side of genuine repentance



Discussion Prompts

¢ Which truth from this chapter is the Spirit pressing on you most directly?
e What single change is Jesus inviting you to make?
e What is your first concrete step toward it this week?



