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About the Cover
The two objects featured in the image on the cover are items that 
have been donated to River Oaks by two different families. The 
oversized, leather-bound Bible was printed in the early 20th century. 
I found a flyer within its pages from New York City circa 1925 that is 
printed in Italian and encourages attendance at a week-long event 
“to hear the Word the God.” The bronze crucifix candelabrum is part 
of a portable communion set typically used by pastors to celebrate 
the Lord’s Supper with the infirm who are unable to get to church. It 
comes from Ohio and likely dates to the 1950s.

I find in these two objects, two beliefs and practices (though 
not the only two) that unify the global Church: the Bible as the 
inspired and authoritative Word of God and the sacrament of the 
Lord’s Supper. Both are centered on the death and resurrection of 
Jesus of Nazareth—the Son of God and the promised Messiah. In 
the Presbyterian tradition, the Westminster Confession of Faith 
speaks to the unifying nature of each. Of Scripture, it states that, 
“The word of God will live fully in everyone; everyone will be able to 
worship God in an acceptable way; and all believers may have hope 
through the endurance and encouragement of the Bible.” And of 
the Lord’s Supper it states that, “It is a bond and pledge of believers’ 
communion with Jesus and with each other as members of his 
mystical body.” 

For me, the nature of these two particular objects also represent 
the fact that in Christ, all believers are united across geographical 
boundaries, nationalities, and even time. As we study Paul’s letter to 
the Corinthians and seek unity in the body of Christ, may the Holy 
Spirit guide us, and may God be glorified.

Peace be with you,
Brett Kanode

Creative Communications Director
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“I appeal to you, brothers 
and sisters, by the name of 

our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of 
you agree, and that there be no 

divisions among you, but that you 
be united in the same mind and 

the same judgment.”

1 Corinthians 1:10

Note: The theme verse, 1 Corinthians 1:10, is from the ESV translation with the use of the 
ESV footnote “or brothers and sisters” and emphasis added. All other use of Scripture in 
this guide is directly from ESV translation.
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Foreword
To be a Christian (or “little Christ”) in first century Corinth was no 
easy task. The city was one of the largest and most important in all of 
Greece. Living in a worldwide hub of commerce, home to the temple 
of Aphrodite, and host to the Isthmian Games, citizens of Corinth 
reveled in their status.

The Corinthians also reveled in a degraded culture and idolatrous 
religion. Far-and-wide, the Corinthians were known for the sort 
of immorality that would make even the most depraved of 
contemporary cultures blush. 

The early church in Corinth came out of this world. They faced the 
struggles and pressures of pagan society daily. For many, the lines 
were blurred, straddling a new life in Jesus and a former life of sinful 
practices. Coupled with confusion over how exactly they were to 
live out obedience in Christ, division began to breakout among the 
believers in Corinth.  

Into these moral, doctrinal, practical, divisive problems, Paul writes 
the letter we refer to as First Corinthians. In doing so, Paul addresses 
a wide range of issues, while instructing the Corinthians in how to 
better serve and love one another, and thereby be a light to a dark 
world.  

As we study this wonderfully challenging and timely letter, may the 
inspired words of Paul strengthen our resolve for biblical unity. May 
our unity be rooted in humility, selflessness, truth, and love. May our 
unity be purposed to serve others and share the gospel good news, 
as a united light into that same dark world. This is our deepest prayer. 

Lastly, this study guide has been researched and written by Jonathan 
Bost, ’23 ROCC Summer Discipleship Intern. A student at Liberty 
University, Jonathan has created an especially insightful and helpful 
addition to assist in the study and application of God’s Word. Thank 
you, Jonathan, for sharing your remarkable gifts with us. 

Because He Lives, 
David Holcomb

Discipleship Pastor, River Oaks Community Church
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Introduction
First Corinthians is one of several letters the Apostle Paul wrote to 
the church in Corinth. It addresses several issues plaguing Corinthian 
believers that impaired their Christian witness. The issues stemmed 
from a quarreling and divisive spirit, fueled by the lingering influence 
of Corinth’s worldliness. As a result, First Corinthians is one of the 
most applicable, practical epistles for all believers in all churches at 
all times.

Importantly, while Paul addresses the behaviors and convictions 
befitting followers of Jesus, he always connects right living to right 
doctrine. Most notably, he demonstrates the power of the gospel 
(defined in 15:1-8) and its relevance in every area of the Christian life. 
For example:

• The gospel instructs us to pursue an extraordinary Christian unity 
(chapters 1-4).

• The gospel teaches the importance of sexual purity and 
peaceable relationships with fellow believers (chapters 5 and 6).

• The gospel informs our views of singleness, marriage, divorce, 
and widowhood (chapter 7).

• The gospel equips us for using our Christian liberty to glorify God 
and edify others within our cultural contexts (chapters 8-10).

• The gospel expects an ordered life concerning the Lord’s Supper, 
spiritual gifts, public worship, and more (chapters 11-14).

• The gospel provides certain hope for life after death (chapter 15).

Background
The author, the Apostle Paul, was formerly known as Saul, a 
persecutor of Christians. After he encountered Christ on the road to 
Damascus, Saul/Paul devoted himself to proclaiming the gospel as a 
missionary, teacher, and church planter. 

Paul wrote First Corinthians from Ephesus during his third missionary 
journey (16:8). As Paul stayed in Ephesus more than two years (Acts 
19:8-10), First Corinthians was likely written between AD 53 and 55.

Paul established the Corinthian church during his second missionary 
journey, AD 50-52, staying in Corinth more than a year and a half 
(Acts 18:1-11). While there, he preached at length on the meaning and 
significance of the gospel, reasonably expecting a growing spiritual 
maturity from Corinthian believers after his departure.
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However, this letter was evidence otherwise—division, abuse of the 
sacraments, disorderly conduct, excessive indulgence, ignorance 
about the resurrection and Christian liberty. What happened?

In short, Corinth happened!

Corinth, located in southern Greece, was one of the largest and 
most corrupt cities of the mid-first century. Even by secular 
standards, Corinth was so morally bankrupt that its name became 
synonymous with sexual debauchery, drunkenness, and depravity. To 
“corinthianize” came to represent perversion and degeneracy across 
the Roman world.

In that environment the church split into factions. Some were unable 
to separate from the worldly pleasures out of which they had been 
called. Others called for isolation from all worldly things to preserve 
holiness. Each fell into unreasonable extremes, and the division 
threatened the congregation’s future.

Further, the Corinthians, immature and prideful, misunderstood 
the spiritual attainments they believed they possessed. Whether 
from ignorance or hubris, this misguided judgment produced false 
confidence, blinding them to the influence of their flesh in their lives.

In all this, the reader can sense Paul’s frustration and urgency. Added 
to this is the understanding that he had sent the Corinthians at least 
one prior letter, exhorting them in some of the very same issues 
(5:9). Yet the troubles persisted, now growing out of control, with new 
reports of divisiveness tearing apart the church. What a mess! Paul 
faced a monumental task, and this long letter was how he responded 
to all the challenges and discord taking place at Corinth.

Study Guide
Whether you are loving, learning, and living out of God’s Word in a 
small group, following along with the sermon series, or discovering 
new insight into First Corinthians through your own personal time, 
we welcome you to United: Life in the Body of Christ. Our prayer is that 
you find this guide a helpful resource, prompting you on to further 
reflection and discussion. 
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You should note that each unit begins with a key passage intended to 
emphasize the primary theme for that week. Often these verses are 
excellent for memorization and praying over through the week.

Additionally, with an emphasis on the Essentials of our Faith, each unit 
will include a quote from one of the seven biblical essentials, which 
will be relevant to a portion of the passage. The complete overview 
of the EPC Seven Essentials of the Faith is included in the back of this 
guide.

Next, you will find a section titled Context and Commentary which 
introduces the background and preliminary interpretation of the 
text, with a historical note at the end. Grounding yourself in this 
understanding should enable a richer time in conversation.

Lastly, the questions. Each unit begins with an optional “icebreaker” 
to facilitate group discussion while flying at 30,000 feet above the 
theme of the passage. This is followed by a series of study questions 
meant to delve deeper into meaning and application. 

If you don’t know how to respond to some questions, don’t worry! The 
process of discovery through personal study and group discussion 
is the goal. Stay at it. Ask questions. In fact, many will find it helpful to 
utilize this guide with the Sunday sermons, writing down notes and 
thoughts in the white space provided, along with prayer requests and 
personal reflections. 

Above all, it is our sincere hope that the extremely practical theology 
of First Corinthians will enable you to know God better and love him 
more, in order that his Church might grow in unity, standing as one 
Body, a witness and a light unto the world.

Jonathan Bost

Discipleship Intern, River Oaks Community Church
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Units 1-10
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UNIT 1
United by the Cross

1 Corinthians 1

“I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree, and that there be no 
divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind 
and the same judgment.” 

 — 1 Corinthians 1:10

Essential 5: The Church

“The true Church is composed of all persons who through 
saving faith in Jesus Christ and the sanctifying work of the 
Holy Spirit are united together in the body of Christ.”



3

Context and Commentary
Paul introduces himself as an apostle, directly sent as a messenger 
with God’s authority. The recipients are Christians whom Paul 
identifies as “saints” who are “sanctified,” highlighting the holiness 
of the Christian life, a subject which Paul repeatedly raises. Paul is 
reminding the Corinthians that by God’s grace they have already 
died to sin and now serve Christ, emphasizing the need for unity as 
“saints together.”

The first issue Paul tackles reflects his primary concern in writing 
the letter: divisions in the church. He has been told that the church’s 
unity has crumbled and many of the church’s issues stem from this 
prevalent spirit of bickering. The Corinthians were called into the 
fellowship of Christ yet had divided the body into rival cliques.

Whether there were four theologically distinct groups—with 
allegiance to Paul, Apollos, Cephas, or Christ—or Paul simply uses 
them as examples of fruitless factions, fractious fellowship deprives 
Christians of joyful effectiveness and the world of gospel testimony, 
bringing no glory to God.

The ancient Greeks loved the wisdom of the world. Their culture 
was built on philosophy, which means “love of wisdom.” They had 
a manmade view of the meaning and purpose of life, with people 
following and claiming allegiance to their favorite philosopher. Many 
Corinthians brought this spirit of philosophy with them after being 
saved, with some clinging to their former pagan ideology.

Paul is saying, “You have no more need for philosophy. It did not help 
you when you were unbelievers, and it will certainly not help you now 
that you believe. Give it up. It has nothing to offer but confusion and 
division. You are now united around God’s supreme revelation in 
Jesus Christ. Don’t be misled and split by human speculations.”1 

1 John MacArthur, First Corinthians (Chicago: Moody Bible Institute, 1984), 36.

Historical Note:
Apollos was an effective preacher from Alexandria who had 
ministered in Ephesus and Corinth after being instructed by 
Priscilla and Aquila. Cephas is the Aramaic name Jesus gave to 
Simon Peter. Both “Cephas” and “Peter” mean “rock.”
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Icebreaker
Describe what first comes to mind when you hear the word “unity”? 
Are you part of any other organization in which it would be important 
to be united in core beliefs and spirit? How does unity differ from 
uniformity?

Study Questions
1. Considering that one of the problems Paul addresses is a 
challenge to his authority, what is the significance of Paul introducing 
himself as an apostle?

2. When have you valued one pastor (teacher, leader, deacon) 
over another for worldly reasons? What do you think Paul would say 
concerning criteria for valuing leaders? 
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3. Read 1:13. The question “Is Christ divided?” implies that 
Corinth had indeed divided Christ. What reaction should the 
Corinthians have to this implication? What ways do we divide the 
body of Christ today?

4. Look up the following passages and note what they say about 
unity in the church and the character traits which accompany that 
unity. 

Acts 2:42-46:

2 Corinthians 13:11:

Ephesians 4:15-16:

Philippians 2:2-4:

1 Peter 3:8:
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5. Paul says believers are not baptized in anyone’s name but that 
of God. Have you been baptized? Describe what that experience was 
like? Discuss the significant meaning of the sacrament of baptism.

6. Read 1:18-19 and Romans 5:10-11. What do these passages 
teach us about the mindset of unbelievers? Do you recognize a 
description of yourself before you were saved? Share about this 
transformation.

7. What does it mean that the “word of the cross is folly,” and 
the “foolishness of God is wiser than men”? In what ways is God’s 
wisdom “foolish” in the world’s eyes?
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8. Why did God choose the foolish, weak, low, and despised in 
the world? Is it comforting or frustrating to know your calling does 
not depend on your abilities?

Closing Prayer
Lord, thank you for the word of the cross. To those of us saved by 
your grace through our faith, it truly is your power and wisdom. We 
praise you and give you thanks that in your wisdom you chose us, the 
foolish, weak, low, and despised. Help us not to boast. Help us not be 
divided or quarrelsome but united in the same mind with the body of 
Christ. Allow us to know your humility as our own. Thank you for being 
faithful and calling us into the fellowship of your Son, in whose name 
we pray. Amen.
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UNIT 2
Wisdom from the Spirit

1 Corinthians 2

“Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit 
who is from God, that we might understand the things freely 
given us by God.”

– 1 Corinthians 2:12

Essential 3: The Holy Spirit

“He instructs and guides us into all truth, and seals us for 
the day of redemption.”
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Context and Commentary
Paul continues to deal with the discord due to the Corinthians 
adherence to human leaders and their philosophies. He explains that 
he avoided “lofty” Greek rhetoric to focus on the message of the 
cross, and they should also. Paul had used his talents with a proper 
confidence in God, not relying on them to convince an audience. The 
Corinthians should not believe because of human persuasion, but 
only because of Christ crucified.

The message is that saving faith is no mere intellectual assertion (cf. 
James 2:19) and being convinced by flowery rhetoric would never 
be enough. If Paul’s preaching had rested on the power of his own 
eloquence, it could have been undermined by greater eloquence. 
Salvation goes beyond rhetoric to trust and submission, produced by 
the Holy Spirit’s power to change hearts.

In this, the Holy Spirit illumines the Bible, convicts us of the truth, 
and helps apply that truth to our lives. The “natural person” of this 
age cannot understand the wisdom of God and sees it as folly. But 
the one who is “spiritual” is united to Christ and indwelt by his Spirit, 
belonging to the age to come.

Importantly, the “secret and hidden wisdom of God” (2:7) does not 
refer to a mystery available only to first-class Christians. Rather, Paul 
says the riches of the gospel, though “hidden” in the Old Testament, 
have now been revealed through the Holy Spirit (2:10).

The word “secret” has a temporal meaning; it is a truth “not made 
known in other generations” (Ephesians 3:5), “kept secret for 
long ages” (Romans 16:25). It’s not something we can’t know but 
something we didn’t know and now do. The “mystery” is the gospel, 
which no one would know without God revealing it to all who have the 
Spirit and live in “the end of the ages” (10:11).

Historical Note:
The Corinthians of Paul’s day were more interested in winning 
the argument than presenting the truth. To acheive their aim 
of gaining admiration, they went beyond classical rhetoric 
to a style that turned speakers into performers and placed 
enterntainment over substance.
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Icebreaker
Describe your most recent attempt at public speaking. If you could 
only prioritize one aspect of speaking or teaching in front of others, 
which would it be: the content or the delivery? 

Study Questions
Charles Spurgeon said, “The power that is in the Gospel does not 
lie in the eloquence of the preacher, otherwise men would be 
the converters of souls. Nor does it lie in the preacher’s learning, 
otherwise it would consist in the wisdom of man. … We might as well 
preach to stone walls as preach to humanity unless the Holy Ghost be 
with the Word to give it power to convert the soul.”2

1. Paul further illustrates God’s “foolish” wisdom by distancing 
himself from the world’s rhetoric. How does the knowledge that 
you don’t have to speak with clever words but only with gospel truth 
encourage you to share about Jesus? 

2 Charles Haddon Spurgeon, “Election: its Defences and Evidences,” in Metropolitan 
Tabernacle Pulpit, vol. 51 (London: Passmore & Alabaster, 1905), 49-60.
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2. Knowing our eloquence and persuasive abilities carry 
absolutely no power to save, how should we respond when someone 
receives Jesus as Lord and Savior? How does that caution our 
thoughts? 

3. Have you ever found yourself drawn to a preacher’s rhetorical 
abilities even when Scripture was absent, or the message was 
theologically weak? Why is it critical for ministers to ground sermons 
in Scripture?

4. What is the doctrine of the illumination of the Holy Spirit (2:9-
12)? Reference Psalm 119:18, 105, 130 and Ephesians 1:16-18.
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5. Scripture says we cannot know everything (Deuteronomy 
29:29), and we need human teachers (Ephesians 4:11, 12). That said, 
illumination means God’s Word can be understood by diligent and 
intentional reading. What does this look like for you? How do you 
balance sitting under the counsel of others and personal, diligent 
study? 

6. Look up the following verses and note what they say about 
wisdom and understanding—where they originate and how they are 
obtained:

Job 28:28:

Proverbs 9:10:

Colossians 3:16:

James 1:5:
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7. Based on your findings in question 6, summarize and share 
your understanding, or definition, of true wisdom and how you gain it.

8. Proverbs 11:2 says, “with the humble is wisdom,” and James 
3:13 instructs believers to do good works in the “meekness of 
wisdom.” How do these verses connect to the central theme of Paul’s 
letter and the ongoing issues in the Corinthian church?

Closing Prayer
Gracious God, we thank you for your wisdom, given to us through 
your Word and illuminated through the working of the Holy Spirit. 
Help us to grow into greater maturity in our understanding of your 
wisdom. We are grateful, humbled for having received your Spirit and 
not the spirit of the world. Help us live according to the knowledge of 
the Spirit in order that we might more consistently and more deeply 
have the mind of Christ, in whose name we pray. Amen.
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UNIT 3
Grow Up!
1 Corinthians 3

“But I, brothers and sisters, could not address you as spiritual 
people, but as people of the flesh, as infants in Christ. I fed you 
with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for it. And even 
now you are not ready, for you are still of the flesh. For while 
there is jealousy and strife among you, are you not of the flesh 
and behaving only in a human way?”

– 1 Corinthians 3:1-3

Essential 5: The Church

“The church finds her visible, yet imperfect expression in the 
local congregations where the Word of God is preached in 
its purity.”
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Context and Commentary
How is it that life can seem more challenging as a Christian than before 
being saved? With the indwelling Holy Spirit and the power of God in us, 
why does it seem more difficult to do what is right? It can be like Paul’s 
words to the Romans, “For I do not understand my own actions. For I do not 
do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate” (Romans 7:15).

The answer Paul gives is twofold, a) the world, and b) the flesh. Paul has 
already dealt with the world, where the Corinthian division was the result of 
worldliness and their love of worldly wisdom. Now, in chapter 3, Paul writes 
of the flesh as a second, equally concerning cause.

While the recipients of Paul’s letters are genuinely Christians, he refers 
to them as “people of the flesh.” Why? Because even though they are 
positionally spiritual people indwelt by the Holy Spirit, practically the 
Corinthian Christians are anything but spiritual, according to their actions.

This is because the flesh is not destroyed when we are saved. It has lost 
its ability to hold us captive, but it can still wield a great influence over us. 
Even as we are not what we were, we are not yet what we will be (1 John 
3:2), so we yearn for glorification. Sin no longer represents a believer’s 
fundamental nature, but a Christian can still sin, and that sin is as sinful as 
an unbeliever’s sin. A Christian sinning is practically unspiritual.

So, Paul speaks to the Corinthian believers as if they were unbelievers. 
He tempers the rebuke by calling them “infants in Christ,” which, while 
not a compliment, at least means they are in Christ. He then lays out the 
symptoms of this fleshly immaturity —jealousy and strife—which are at the 
core of fleshly behavior. Jealousy is a posture that results in acts of strife, 
and division only occurs where such selfishness is present.

The cure is glorifying God, the source of everything good (James 1:17). 
Paul and Apollos were merely servants, helping lay the foundation, which 
is Christ. Upon that sure foundation the Christian builds with works that 
either will last or perish. Paul left the Corinthians with the tools to build up 
their faith and the church, but he heard that very little was constructed.

Historical Note:
1 Corinthians 3:15 is often used as the proof text for the 
existence of purgatory, a doctrine primarily held by the Roman 
Catholic Church.
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Icebreaker
It was once said the Christian life “is rather like a cyclist who, when he 
has climbed a long hill, feels he should be able to freewheel down the 
other side. It is not until he reaches the top that he sees his task has 
only just started and the road winds on with even steeper hills than 
the one he has just climbed.”3

Describe a time you when you thought the hard part was over, then 
realized what laid ahead: i.e., cycling, hiking, running, project, work 
assignment, or other. What kept you going?

Study Questions
1. Just as a house divided against itself cannot stand, a local 
church body constructed in divisiveness is destined to fall. How 
might the Church be built with disconnected, individual, divisive 
objectives? What areas of ministry should believers safeguard to 
ensure unity in the Church? 

3 Michael Green, New Life, New Lifestyle (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1973), 34.
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2. How might the way Christians live undermine their testimony 
as Spirit-filled believers? How does the world perceive this? How 
have your actions or words undermined your testimony in the past?

3. Some people overemphasize the status of church leaders, 
while others undervalue them. Which pitfall is more damaging to 
ministers and to church unity? What is the biblical perspective?

4. Children demand attention, and “childish” adults can as well. 
Even in the Church this is true, often while the most mature can be 
reticent to accept leadership roles or pursue self-promotion. What 
types of words, attitudes, or actions might signify childish, unspiritual 
mindsets?
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5. What are some consequences of church members making 
celebrities or “personalities” out of their church leaders? How does 
this distract from the message and the mission of the gospel?

6. Ancient temples were built to model the character of the god 
whose image they held. In what ways does your Christian community, 
as a collective temple of God, exhibit God’s character? 

7. The one who “thinks that he is wise” (3:18) creates barriers to 
growing in wisdom. How can doubt be a positive motivation to search 
seriously for truth? What is a personal example of this idea? When is 
doubt profitable and when is it detrimental?
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8. What are the relational and testimonial consequences of our 
thinking we are already wise? What have you found to be a good way 
to fight the pride of feeling and acting as if you have arrived in all 
wisdom?

Closing Prayer
Heavenly Father, thank you that we are your children, but help us not 
remain infants. Remove from us the jealousy, strife, and selfishness 
that stem from our flesh. Help us to build upon the foundation we 
have in Christ with works that will last, united with our brothers and 
sisters. Enable us to work, serve, grow, and mature alongside one 
another without division. Convict us of those times we act as if we 
are of the world and give us your wisdom instead of the wisdom of 
the world. Thank you that we belong to Christ, in whose name we 
pray. Amen.
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UNIT 4
Distinguishing Grace

1 Corinthians 4

“For who sees anything different in you? What do you have that 
you did not receive? If then you received it, why do you boast as 
if you did not receive it?”

– 1 Corinthians 4:7

Essential 4: Saving Grace

“Being estranged from God and condemned by our 
sinfulness, our salvation is wholly dependent upon the work 
of God’s free grace.”
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Context and Commentary
Christians often evaluate pastors, trying to determine the most 
effective or talented. Magazines and online articles refer to church 
leaders by the size of their membership, attendance, staffing, and 
various other statistics.

In 4:1-5, Paul reminds us to reflect on the true attributes of ministers, 
with guidance for how to evaluate them. Paul puts the minister 
of God in God’s perspective. Acclaim, numbers, charisma, and 
accolades are not found in God’s reckoning. In fact, every minister 
who is true to Scripture in teaching and living should be considered 
on an equal standing.

Further, Paul outlines the character of the Lord’s minister with an 
emphasis on identity, requirements, and evaluation. The minister’s 
identity is being a servant of Christ and a steward of the mysteries 
of God. His requirement is that he is found faithful. His evaluation is 
solely that of the Lord, not from others or even of himself.

Paul’s rhetorical questions in 4:7 remind the Corinthians of what they 
were losing sight of because of their divisiveness—that their talents 
and opportunities are from God, giving them no reason to boast in 
themselves. Following these questions is the hard-truth irony of 
4:8-13 about their behavior, which demonstrated the triviality of the 
Corinthians’ complaints.

The Corinthians boast in their success, while Paul boasts in his 
sufferings as a “fool for Christ’s sake,” identifying with the cross of 
Christ, which is folly to the perishing but God’s powerful wisdom 
for believers (1:18-25). The Corinthians had missed this necessary 
connection.

Chapter 4 concludes the first main section of the letter, with 
a command to imitate Paul and a warning that he will confront 
the prideful when he returns. Paul shows the Corinthians how to 
follow Christ and as their spiritual father provides an example of 
faithfulness to the Lord. Importantly, as an example for all Christian 
leaders, Paul’s rebuke is guided by fatherly love, with a gentle spirit 
that seeks renewal, not shame.

Historical Note:
The steward was the chief servant in a Greco-Roman 
household, administering his master’s property. Stewards 
owned almost nothing but controlled nearly everything and 
were held accountable for it all.
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Icebreaker
Describe a time when someone entrusted you with something to 
look after and then returned after a few days or weeks or months: 
How did you care for it? What is your definition of “stewardship?” 

Study Questions
1. Knowing it is God’s evaluation of you that matters and not any 
other, how should you live in your identity as a servant of God? How 
will that help you live in unity with the rest of the body of Christ?

2. Knowing all human assessments, even our own, are prone to 
errors, why do we so often seek affirmation from these judgments, 
and take criticism or flattery so seriously? How do we discern helpful 
judgment from unhealthy, unbiblical judgment of ourselves and 
others?
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3. How might some Christians pursue knowledge “beyond what 
is written” (4:6)? How might this divide the Church? What would Paul 
say to such Christians?

4. Pride can prevent us from receiving something we need. 
Describe an example of this in your life. What would it look like for 
someone to reject a gift from God for the same reason? 

5. What is your initial reaction to Paul’s colorful and somewhat 
sarcastic words to rebuke the Corinthians’ haughtiness in 4:8-13? 
How might such a passage have raised their sensitivity to the truth?
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6. What is the significance of Paul telling the Corinthians to 
imitate him right after saying he is reviled, persecuted, and slandered 
(4:12-13)? What is the proper response to suffering indicated in 
those verses?

7. When can authentic concern for someone move to a desire 
for some level of control over them? Using wise parenting as a model, 
love seeks to balance freedom and control, avoiding both detached 
and helicopter parenting. What does that mean for wise pastoral or 
wise ministerial care? Describe the proper balance.

8. Why is it important to have a mentor in your life who is more 
mature in their faith than you? Name the “Paul,” who serves as a 
mentor in your life life: 
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Closing Prayer
Lord, help us not to boast or make distinctions among ourselves. 
Guide us to Christian leaders, pastors, teachers, and mentors who 
will lead us in humility, biblical truth, and Christ-like character, and 
not the worldly ways we are prone to follow. Enable us to be thankful 
for what we have received from you instead of acting like we did not 
receive your good gifts. Help us to be good stewards of the good 
gifts you give us and let us endure hardship and persecution with a 
perspective that will point others to Christ, in whose name we pray. 
Amen.
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UNIT 5
Discerning Judgment

1 Corinthians 5

“For what have I to do with judging outsiders? Is it not those 
inside the church whom you are to judge? God judges those 
outside. ‘Purge the evil person from among you.’”

– 1 Corinthians 5:12-13

Essential 5: The Church

“Where scriptural discipline is practiced.”
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Context and Commentary
Paul is shocked! He begins his next thought with indignation over 
the reported case of incest within the church, accompanied by the 
arrogant complacency of the Corinthians. The immoral behavior 
threatens the very identity of the church. How can the church 
compromise its own values? 

Rather than do nothing, Paul instructs the church to remove the 
offender from the congregation in order to serve two purposes: the 
reclamation of the culprit (5:5) and the cleansing of the church’s 
witness (5:7).

In context, the church’s complacency may indicate the offender was 
a wealthy patron, causing the congregation to ignore his sin. Or, the 
lack of discipline might be due to a misunderstanding of Christian 
liberty, which Paul addresses later. Regardless, the Corinthians risked 
losing their integrity as a witness to Christian identity by condoning a 
sin not only prohibited in Leviticus 18:8 but shunned even by pagans 
(5:1).

Paul’s pronouncement (5:3-5) was a formal verdict declaring both 
church and offender guilty. As a result, he urges the assembled 
church, in the power of Jesus Christ, to similarly condemn this 
behavior. While seemingly harsh, it was in the best interest of the 
church and the individual, to remove him from the church and hand 
him over to the world. 

The warning is that grave, willful immorality like this man’s action 
will influence the entire church unless it is removed, just as a small 
amount of leaven will spread throughout an entire lump of dough.
 
Importantly, removal makes the salvation of the offender more likely 
than if he had simply been tolerated. Cleansing is not withdrawing 
from the world to look inward; rather, “purging the evil person” avoids 
blurring the church’s Christian witness.

Historical Note:
The second-century Roman jurist Gaius wrote, “It is illegal to 
marry a father’s or mother’s sister . . . nor can I marry her who 
was at one time my mother-in-law or stepmother.”4 In the 
century before Paul, Cicero was disgusted when “mother-in-
law marries son-in-law.”5

4 Gaius, Institutes 1.63.
5 Cicero, Pro Cluentio 5.27.
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Icebreaker
Describe your favorite memory of having baked something with yeast 
or being around someone baking with yeast. From that experience, or 
from what you know, summarize the effect of yeast (leaven) in baking. 

Study Questions
1. Complacency develops in several ways. One way is by 
removing all differing opinions and becoming overly narrow and 
judgmental. Another is by accepting all opinions and being overly 
broad and tolerant. How do we best avoid complacency to sinful 
behavior?

2. Showing favoritism to the wealthy may have been one reason 
for the Corinthians’ failure to address willful immorality. Share a time 
when you showed favoritism to wealthy or influential individuals. How 
does this lead to division in the Church? 
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3. What does the world think of a church (or Christian home) 
that ignores willful sin among her members? Has Paul’s message of 
“don’t judge outsiders, but hold insiders accountable” reinforced or 
changed your understanding of accountability and judgmentalism in 
the Church?

4. Paul advises swift and specific church discipline. Can a 
“behind closed doors” process be as accountable or effective as a 
churchwide, open display of discipline? Which approach, private or 
public, most advances the pursuit of unity and gospel witness? 

5. Leaven impacts “the lump” in ways out of proportion to its size, 
moving swiftly and without constraint. How might the sin of a single 
offender affect the whole church in the same way? How do our 
“lesser” sins—anger, bitterness, gossip, pride, divisiveness—do this?
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6. Look up the following passages and note what they have to say 
about leaven and its effects:

Matthew 16:5-12:

Mark 8:11-15:

Luke 13:20-21:

Galatians 5:7-10:

7. As you read, the Bible uses leaven as both a positive and 
negative example depending on the context. What aspects of your 
personal Christian testimony do you desire to be positive leaven? 
What actions and attitudes are negative leaven that you desire the 
Lord to remove?
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8. It’s been said that a lack of suffering causes complacency. If 
true, why do churches sometimes become too comfortable, void of 
suffering? How does a church become a united body of believers 
vulnerable to suffering seeking to advance Kingdom ministry?

Closing Prayer
Holy God, sanctify your church. May we not boast in ourselves or sin 
against you. Help us to keep your church undefiled in order that we 
might be Gospel lights to those in the world. Strengthen us and give 
us your wisdom to hold one another accountable for sin against you. 
Cleanse us from the leaven of evil and replace it with sincerity and 
truth. Thank you for the freedom to not judge those outside your 
church so we can have compassion to reach them on your behalf. 
May we be Gospel-filled lamps through Christ our Passover lamb, in 
whose name we pray. Amen.
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UNIT 6
Lawsuits Among Believers

1 Corinthians 6:1-11

“I say this to your shame. Can it be that there is no one among 
you wise enough to settle a dispute between the brothers, 
but brother goes to law against brother, and that before 
unbelievers?”

– 1 Corinthians 6:5

Essential 5: The Church

“Where loving fellowship is maintained.”
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Context and Commentary
As a point to why the Corinthians have no basis for boasting in themselves 
as “having arrived” in Christlike maturity, Paul writes about the case of 
Christians taking other Christians to court to be judged by unbelievers. 

As in the case of incest, Paul focuses on the church for its failure to settle 
disputes internally. Lawsuits breed animosity and divisiveness, disrupting 
the unity of the church and undermining its testimony to others.

Paul explains to the Corinthian believers that by hauling fellow believers 
before pagan judges for minor offenses, they were failing to act obediently 
toward God. Pursuing lawsuits against one another before unbelieving 
magistrates implies the church has no one wise enough or competent 
enough to settle petty quarreling.

Paul highlights this failure as an inconsistency bet
ween the Corinthians’ identity and their actions, as the disparity between 
their current worldly practices and their future heavenly destiny is glaring. 
If they will somehow assist in judging the world, they ought to be able to 
settle minor disputes.

Paul’s argument has three parts. First, in verses 1-6 he says the Corinthians 
are capable of judging any dispute, so they should resolve conflicts 
themselves and not get involved in a pagan judicial system.

Next, in verses 7 and 8, Paul admonishes them that no matter who wins 
in a pagan court, the consequence is a moral defeat for all participants 
because the church’s reputation is damaged. If they understood God’s 
wisdom, they would not have quarrels at all but would endure suffering.

Lastly, in verses 9-11, Paul emphasizes that the unrighteous, including the 
unbelieving judges, will not inherit the kingdom of God. He lists vices that 
are marks of the unjust, warning the church not to practice such things. 
He ends on a positive note; all believers have been washed, sanctified, and 
justified in the name of Christ by the Holy Spirit.

Historical Note:
The Greco-Roman courts were known for corruption and 
for favoring those of higher status. The wealthy took unfair 
advantage of a judicial system that was swayed by the elite’s 
social status and influence. The poor were always destined to 
fail in the courtroom.
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Icebreaker
Describe a television show, book, or movie with courtroom drama 
that you enjoy. What makes it appealing? Does it reinforce or 
contradict your understanding of how best to settle disputes?

Study Questions
1. This passage constitutes a warning against manipulative 
behavior and self-importance. What are ways people use levers of 
power over friends or family? When might we not be aware we are 
being manipulative toward others?

2. Jesus is our great Mediator, and Moses was one who “stood 
between” (Numbers 16:48). Do you consider mediation before 
conflict when relationships are contentious? What might that look 
like?
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3. How does the knowledge that believers will participate in 
some way on the last day in the judgment of the world impact the 
way you view petty disputes in this life? What does it say about the 
pursuit of unity?

4. In disputes that deal with relationships, how should we regard 
courts of civil law? Does your answer depend on who in the situation 
is a believer? Would it change if friends or family members are 
involved?

5. The list of sins in verses 9 and 10 represent major moral 
shortcomings. Is there a theme to the sins on this list, with each one 
a manifestation of the same attitude? Do you tend to justify any of 
them as more “allowable” than others? In what ways would this be a 
slippery slope?



36

6. Christians still sin but are called to a profound newness of 
life. How do you see that play out in your own life? How has the Holy 
Spirit’s sanctifying work changed you regarding the desire to sin?

7. Considering that Paul says, “the unrighteous”—the people who 
participate in the sins he lists—“will not inherit the kingdom of God,” 
how do you reconcile a believer who is behaving in an unrighteous  
way, failing in one or more of these areas? 

8. Read verse 11. What does it say about the character of God? 
Does this verse comfort, disturb, encourage, or discourage you? How 
does it speak into your current conviction toward evangelism?
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Closing Prayer
Gracious Lord, keep us from bickering and creating strife in your 
church, and allow us to properly represent you before the world. 
Protect our unity. Let us be patient with one another and willingly 
suffer wrongs if it will bring glory to your name. Thank you that while 
we once were listed among the unrighteous, we were washed and 
sanctified. We praise you for the justification we have received by 
the Spirit of God and in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. It is in that 
very name that we pray to you now. Amen.
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UNIT 7
Bought with a Price

1 Corinthians 6:12-7:5

“‘Food is meant for the stomach and the stomach for food’—
and God will destroy both one and the other. The body is not 
meant for sexual immorality, but for the Lord, and the Lord for 
the body.”

– 1 Corinthians 6:13

Essential 3: The Holy Spirit

“He convicts us of sin and draws us to the Savior. Indwelling 
our hearts, He gives new life to us.”
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Context and Commentary
Paul returns to the subject of sexual immorality with a broader 
theological statement on Christian lifestyle. The way believers regard, 
use, and honor their bodies, possessions, and positions reflects their 
understanding of the Holy Spirit’s indwelling presence and their 
relationship with Christ.

The underlying message is that our spiritual life cannot be 
disconnected from our physical life. Rather than being irrelevant 
to spiritual wellbeing, the body is a place for worship and for God’s 
presence to be revealed. A Christian’s identity and lifestyle are 
interlocked. 

Paul’s instructions are intended to counter the common mindset 
of many early Christians, especially those in Corinth, who believed 
freedom in Christ meant they had liberty to do all things. Anticipating 
the Corinthians’ attempts to sidestep his admonition against 
immorality, Paul clarifies the relationship between freedom and self-
control.

The license the Corinthians claim because they are free from the 
law is at odds with their identity in Christ. The incompatibility of 
making members of Christ partakers in immorality demonstrates 
the significance of the believer’s body, the Holy Spirit’s temple. The 
Corinthians are not lords over their own bodies and so must glorify 
God with their bodies.

Following his exhortation on sexual self-control, Paul addresses the 
question of celibacy, seemingly posed by the Corinthians in an early 
letter (7:1). In short, if a life of sinful license is offensive to God, should 
Christians desire ascetic self-denial and shun intimacy all together? 
Paul’s response asserts the high value of singleness and affirms a 
realistic view of God’s desire for marriage. In 1 Timothy 4:1-5 Paul 
condemns those who forbid marriage and demand abstinence, and 
here he also admonishes the Corinthians who require celibacy.

Historical Note:
The biblical language Paul used (Koine Greek) did not use 
quotation marks or the convention of introducing quotes 
with a capital letter. Therefore, translators have to judge 
when something is a quotation, as well as the placement of 
quotation marks.
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Icebreaker
Describe a time in your life when you experienced genuine freedom 
(from a hardship, obligation, or debt). What was it like to have that 
burden completely lifted?

Study Questions
1. How are Christians free from the law? In what sense can you 
say, “All things are lawful for me” as Paul writes in verse 12?

2. Martin Luther wrote, “A Christian is the most free lord of all 
and subject to none; a Christian is the most dutiful servant of all and 
subject to all.”6  Is this a contradiction? How do you reconcile the 
tension between ultimate freedom and servanthood to Christ?

6 Martin Luther, Concerning Christian Liberty (1520), 1.
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3. When have you used the free grace of God as an excuse or 
rationalization for your actions? How do you approach things that are 
lawful but not helpful?

4. Look up the following passages and note what they say about 
Christian liberty and how to exercise it for God’s glory:

John 8:31-36:

Romans 6:14:

Romans 14:13-16:

Galatians 5:13:
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5. We have an incredible role as “members” of Christ. Would this 
suggest that “Christ has no hands but our hands,”7  as the old poem 
says, or does Christ act without us? Why would God choose to let the 
world see Christ through the church? What does the world see in us?

6. How do you understand Paul’s emphasis on cooperation and 
reciprocity in marriage (7:1-5)? How does it connect with the warning 
about sinning against the body in chapter 6? Describe the holiness of 
marital oneness built on the respect and tenderness of this teaching.

7. Read 6:20 (out loud, multiple times) and reflect on the cost of 
our redemption. What is the “price” for having been “bought”? What 
does this immeasurable cost communicate about Christ and about 
us? How does this reality change or motivate you?

7 Annie Johnson Flint, “The World’s Bible,” in Star of Promise (Atlanta: The J. M. Hen-
son Music Co., 1946), 56.
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8. Since followers of Jesus are God’s temple, how we treat his 
temple reflects how we honor God’s sacred presence in us. How 
would your actions change if you regarded sin against a believer 
as sacrilege—defiling God’s holy temple—rather than simple 
disobedience? How would it influence church unity to know all 
Christians are “living stones” (1 Peter 2:5) and are part of the same 
temple?

Closing Prayer
Lord, help us to never use the liberty and grace you give us an excuse 
for behavior that displeases you and defiles your temple. We are 
eternally grateful and humbled that you have made us members of 
the body of Christ; let us hold fast to you. Give us your wisdom and 
strength to flee all types of immorality and enable us to discern the 
things that are helpful from those that are not, even if they are lawful. 
Thank you for buying us, freeing us, saving us with the blood of Jesus 
Christ, in whose name we pray. Amen.
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UNIT 8
Called to Abide

1 Corinthians 7:6-40

“Only let each person lead the life that the Lord has assigned to 
him, and to which God has called him. This is my rule in all the 
churches.”

– 1 Corinthians 7:17

Essential 5: The Church

“For her perfecting, she awaits the return of her Lord.”



45

Context and Commentary
Paul acknowledges that celibacy can be good, but he also knows it is 
not for everyone. At the same time, Paul does not consider marriage 
to be merely the second-best option. The greater concern is which 
choice is good for each Christian according to his or her calling and 
gifting by God. Though celibacy is a gift from God, all Christians have 
different gifts, which, key to this teaching, do not make them superior 
to other Christians.

God highly values the single life, and no one should feel coerced to 
marry, though strong desires can signal that marriage is the proper 
course of action. Paul understands life’s complexity, and while 
he remains single, he acknowledges the divinely designed role of 
marriage in certain circumstances. Everyone should seek out the 
Lord’s direction in these matters and be content and patient in the life 
God has assigned.

When addressing divorce Paul echoes the words of Jesus. While 
there are exceptions found elsewhere in Scripture, believers should 
never pursue the path of unjustifiable divorce. Even Christians 
married to an unbelieving spouse should remain married, as Paul 
assures them that doing so would not compromise their Christian 
position or walk with the Lord. In fact, the devotion, love, principles, 
witness, and influence of the Christian spouse has an edifying effect 
on family members and may lead them to faith.

Lastly, Paul addresses several life circumstances. The bottom line in 
every situation is to be content with whatever condition God assigns. 
Christians can serve the Lord Jesus Christ with excellence in any 
circumstance.

While believers must be open to the call of God directing them 
to move into a different situation, Paul emphasizes that until that 
call, Christians should live patiently and joyfully. Since marriage 
and singleness are equally honorable, we are called to abide with 
contentment.

Historical Note:
Roman law allowed for a husband or a wife to divorce the 
other with no stated cause required. Simply saying “tuas res 
tibi habeto,” meaning “have your things to yourself,” would 
complete a divorce.
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Icebreaker
Describe the unique opportunities for life and ministry that you are 
only able to take on because of your current “life assignment” (single, 
married, widowed). Do you achieve or struggle in the pursuit of 
contentment and joy in your life status? Explain.

Study Questions
1. Does our culture give equal and sufficient honor to both 
singleness and marriage? How do you honor both? How does “living 
together” in neither celibacy nor marriage cheapen the integrity of 
both states?

2. Does God desire his best choice for us in our decision making, 
or simply choices that seem “good enough?” Describe a time when 
you were impatient for the “best” answer, and settled on a “good 
enough” that in hindsight was not God’s desire for you? 
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3. How does unnecessary pressure from others to marry or not 
to marry influence contentment for the life God has assigned? Have 
you experienced the receiving end of this pressure? How have you 
been guilty of pressuring others, in words, gossip, or prayer life?

4. The full counsel of Scripture teaches that separation and 
divorce fall short of God’s will for marital oneness, but is Paul 
suggesting there are times when separation might be less mutually 
destructive than a bitter, divisive marriage (7:11)? Or does he imply 
the opposite (7:12-16)?

5. When have you been tempted to exclaim, “If only…” especially 
about life circumstances? What does that say about our tendency to 
believe we can only be satisfied with God when the occasion suits 
us? 
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6. Paul does not want the inevitable, fallen world circumstances, 
life situations, and desires, to be a cause for anxiety. Do the words 
of Jesus (Matthew 6:25-34) about anxiety and eternal perspectives 
help you with your worldly worries? Why or why not? 

7. While believers are warned against being “unequally yoked” (2 
Corinthians 6:14), often two unbelievers marry, then one becomes a 
Christian. What does Paul say to the Christian in this circumstance? 
What are your thoughts about the potential for Christian spouses 
and parents to have an undeniably holy presence in the home? 
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8. In honest reflection, do you think of your career as a life 
assignment from God or a personal pursuit of fulfillment and 
satisfaction? What is lost in the shift from the language of vocation 
to self-fulfillment? As followers of Jesus, in what way is our 
understanding of vocational circumstances like our understanding of 
relationship circumstances?

Closing Prayer
Heavenly Father, thank you for the good gifts you have given us. May 
we find greater contentment and joy in them each day. Help us to 
use them to build up the body of Christ. Let us abide where you have 
placed us, as we are called to do. Free us from anxiety and enable us 
to live in peace with others. Make our homes models of your love and 
a means of witnessing to others. Make our work a means of worship. 
May all areas of our life be sacred. Help us to love and serve and 
please the Lord Jesus Christ, in whose name we pray. Amen.
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UNIT 9
Love Before Liberty

1 Corinthians 8

“But take care that this right of yours does not somehow 
become a stumbling block to the weak.”

– 1 Corinthians 8:9

Essential 7: Evangelism

“Obedience to the Great Commission requires total 
commitment to ‘Him who loved us and gave Himself for us.’ 
He calls us to a life of self-denying love and service.”



51

Context and Commentary
How “free” is Christian freedom? Specifically, what is allowed and 
what is not regarding a believer’s behavior—words, actions, and 
attitudes—when it comes to those things not expressly prohibited by 
Scripture?

Paul addresses this important question by emphatically reminding 
the Corinthians that Christian liberty is not unrestrained license. 
More than never giving permission to sin, it often excludes things 
that, while not sins themselves, may grow into sin or cause others to 
sin.

Legalists categorize everything as either good or bad, and develop 
extensive lists of dos and don’ts, even when the Bible does not 
mention the issue. This extreme should be avoided, as should the 
opposite extreme of license, which simply allows anything not 
prohibited in Scripture.

Some early believers thought if their own consciences were free, 
they could do whatever they wanted, but Paul teaches a more Christ-
centered perspective. He says it is sinful to offend the consciences 
of other, less mature Christians. As a general rule, “Take care that this 
right of yours does not somehow become a stumbling block to the 
weak” (8:9).

The Corinthians argued for complete freedom by citing their own 
knowledge of grace, and while Paul does not completely contradict 
them, he teaches how this reasoning could lead others to stray 
spiritually. 

Pastor John MacArthur provides the following checklist for 
discerning our participation in those things not expressively 
prohibited in Scripture:

Excess – Is it essential or is it an unimportant extra?
Expediency – Is it helpful, or do I just want to do it?
Emulation – Is this what Christ would do?
Example – Will this set a good example for others?
Evangelism – Will others be drawn to Christ?
Edification – Will I grow in Christ and be built up?
Exaltation – Will the Lord be glorified?

Historical Note:
Pagan temples, as a result of the many animal sacrifices, 
functioned as butcher shops and banqueting halls. Important 
meals were held in temple dining rooms, and the meat was 
sold in the marketplace.
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Icebreaker
Describe a time when you have been “puffed up” with pride because 
you knew something others did not. How did that affect your 
relationship with them? Looking back, what would you have done 
differently?

Study Questions
1. How often do you check yourself with discerning questions, 
like those in John MacArthur’s checklist, before you act or speak? 
How could your life look different if you always considered these 
prompts?

2. Why is “being right” not always the ultimate goal? Paul does 
not reject the logic of the strong, but what does he say is more 
important than their “right” logic? What is the danger of always trying 
to be right?
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3. The example of meat offered to idols shows how Christians 
can perceive the same situation in entirely different ways. What 
examples in the Church today can lead to divisiveness if not 
understood in the light of Paul’s instructions?  

4. How do our prior-life (before receiving Christ) experiences 
impact how we think and act now? In what ways might Christians 
overreact against their pre-conversion life? In what ways might 
Christians too readily entertain their pre-conversion life?

5. How does love for others take precedence over a freedom of 
conscience? Why is the biblical understanding of freedom difficult 
for American Christians to embrace? How might the pitfalls of 
Christian Nationalism blur the line of what it means to live as one free 
in Christ?
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6. How should we regard the pursuit of knowledge? How can you 
identify the point when knowledge only serves to inflate yourself and 
does not equip others? Define knowledge and wisdom in your words.

7. Paul does not say conscience is a flawless guide, so what does 
he say should take its place? To avoid becoming stumbling blocks to 
more vulnerable Christians, what must motivate and move us?

8. What is the practical role of habits, routines, and traditions 
in a believer’s life of faith? How might they be a hinderance to a life 
of selflessness? How might they be a help in cultivating a spirit of 
humility and compassion toward others? 
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Closing Prayer
God our Father, break us from our self-importance and our desire 
to be right at all costs. Help us not to be puffed up with pride, but to 
build others up with love and compassion. Keep us from abusing the 
freedom you gave us as license to do what we want. Give us wisdom 
for when we are pursuing our preferences over the needs of others. 
May we never be an obstacle to the Gospel for those who don’t know 
you yet, or a stumbling block to our brothers and sisters in Christ, in 
whose name we pray. Amen.
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UNIT 10
A Servant to All

1 Corinthians 9

“For though I am free from all, I have made myself a servant to 
all, that I might win more of them . . . I have become all things 
to all people, that by all means I might save some.”

– 1 Corinthians 9:19, 22

Essential 7: Evangelism

“The Lord Jesus Christ commands all believers to proclaim 
the gospel throughout the world and to make disciples of all 
nations.”
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Context and Commentary
First, Paul sets the limitations of Christian liberty, that out of brotherly 
love, our freedom ends when it causes another to stumble. Now, 
he uses an example in his own life and ministry, the right to be 
monetarily supported by the Church. To establish this right, Paul 
provides six reasons why he could request financial support:

1. Apostleship: Paul’s standing is verified by witnessing the 
resurrected Lord and by the fruit of his labor in the church at 
Corinth.

2. Laborers’ Customs: Soldiers, farmers, and shepherds all receive 
pay.

3. God’s Law: Deuteronomy 25:4 allows oxen to eat as they worked, 
and Paul extends this law to himself.

4. Pastors’ Compensation: The Corinthians gave to other pastors, 
and Paul has even more right to the claim of having been their 
pastor.

5. Israel’s Pattern: Those employed in temple service were 
supported by tithes from those to whom they ministered.

6. Jesus’ Command: The Lord commanded that those who 
proclaim the gospel should get their living from it.

Despite these valid points, Paul refused financial support from the 
church in Corinth. In some way, he knew this would have been a 
stumbling block for the Corinthian believers. He was willing to give 
up any right for the sake of his gospel mission to reach all people for 
Christ. 

As a further example, Paul obeys the Old Testament ceremonial laws 
when serving Jews, even though they are no longer essential. When 
eating with Gentiles, Paul gives up Mosaic dietary restrictions while 
still following the moral law. With both, Paul always lays down his own 
preferences to advance the gospel and to see it work in the lives of 
others.

As it is today, rights and freedoms were precious to 1st Century 
believers, yet the call to view every interaction through a gospel lens 
often meant a forfeiture of that freedom to best serve others.  

Historical Note:
Paul’s visit to Corinth overlapped with the Corinthian-
sponsored Isthmian Games, surpassed only by the Olympic 
Games in size and significance. Paul’s athletic references 
would have struck a chord with the Corinthians, who found 
pride in their competition.
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Icebreaker
Describe a time when someone took of their time, and possibly set 
aside their own preferences or interests, to learn more about you - 
your personal interests, culture, profession, or family.  

Study Questions
1. What are some “rights” you feel are deserved or protected 
in your life? Are there any for which you say, “it’s my right, they can’t 
make me”? How might those rights be a barrier to unbelievers, or 
less mature believers? Are you willing to give them up for the gospel’s 
sake?

2. C. S. Lewis in Screwtape Letters warns of the temptation of the 
word “my,” as in “my clothes,” “my spouse,” “my God.” What do you 
think he means by this? In what areas of your life does “my” hamper 
your attitudes and actions toward serving others? 
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3. Resentment often develops when we are forced to give up our 
“rights.” If Christians shared Paul’s desire to freely give of themselves 
in response to God’s generous grace, what might replace bitterness?

4. How would adopting Paul’s principle of forfeiting rights 
(preferences, comforts) change our attitudes toward the pursuit of 
unity in the body of Christ? 

5. How do we discern between rights that are necessary to 
protect and those we should be willing to hold more loosely? Are 
there such rights above the gospel? How can we be better prepared 
to forego our rights (preferences, comforts)?
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6. In serving others, which do you find more rewarding, the 
external benefits of recognition or the internal rewards of obedience? 
Is it “more blessed to give than to receive” (Acts 20:35)? Do you find 
joy or pride in giving? Explain.

7. Ultimately, sharing the gospel is the highest act of serving 
others. When you meet others who are different than you (list at least 
5 ways people can be different than you), how do you try to stand in 
their shoes, “become” as them (9:19-23), to bring them to Christ?

1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

8. The Isthmian Games consumed the Corinthians. They 
invested high stakes for the prize of a perishable wreath. What 
consumes you? Where do you invest great energy for a perishable 
wreath? 
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Closing Prayer
Almighty God, you are so gracious to us, giving us gifts we do not 
deserve. Help us never take those gifts for granted or view them as 
entitlements. Thank you for the example you gave us in Paul, who 
became all things to witness to all people. May we do the same, 
putting ourselves in the shoes of others for the advancement of the 
gospel. May we know the selflessness and sacrifice of serving others 
even when it is inconvenient, uncomfortable, or costly, as it was with 
Jesus the Christ, in whose name we pray. Amen.





Part Two
Units 11-20
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UNIT 11
Warning from the Wilderness

1 Corinthians 10:1-13

“Now these things happened to them as an example, but they 
were written down for our instruction, on whom the end of the 
ages has come. Therefore let anyone who thinks that he stands 
take heed lest he fall.”

– 1 Corinthians 10:11- 12

The Essentials Foundation

“The infallible Word of God, the 66 books of the Old and 
New Testaments, is a complete and unified witness to God’s 
redemptive acts culminating in the incarnation of the Living 
Word, the Lord Jesus Christ ... On this sure foundation we 
affirm these essentials of our faith.”
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Context and Commentary
The Old Testament provides an authoritative history of the people 
of Israel, and it underlines the peril of the Corinthians’ association 
with idols. There is danger in violating their covenant obligations 
and putting God to the test. The wilderness generation was given 
countless provisions, even the presence of Christ, and yet they never 
entered the promised land due to their idolatry and disobedience.

Paul sees important connections between Israel’s failure in the 
wilderness and the Corinthian believers’ current situation. The past 
events inform the present, for like Israel of old, the Corinthians have 
been freed from past bondage and journey toward a final promised 
land. However, on the way, they fall back to the same lack of control 
and idolatry that marked Israel.

The Scriptures’ warning has a direct connection with Paul’s 
admonishment against participation in pagan feasts to idols. They 
should “not desire evil” (10:6) by glorifying idols or putting the 
Lord to the test. The Corinthians also cannot say the temptation to 
participate in idol feasts is too much to bear, because God is faithful 
to sustain them and will give them the power to endure any situation 
(10:13).

Verse 13 is well-known for providing encouragement to Christians 
facing temptation. However, Paul also uses the encouragement as an 
implicit rebuke. If God protects us from the temptations we cannot 
endure, we have no excuse in our sin. Sin is never insurmountable for 
a Christian.

The wilderness warnings were written for believers, those “on whom 
the end of the ages has come” (10:11). As Christians still live in the 
current age, they must avoid arrogance and pay heed to Paul’s moral 
instruction. However, Christians also belong to the age to come 
and have access to God’s grace in Christ. Because of this grace, no 
Christian can say “there is no way out,” because God provides the 
way.

Historical Note:
Many Israelites were killed by snakes sent by God because 
Israel grumbled. After the Israelites repented, God told Moses 
to fashion a bronze serpent on a pole, and those who looked at 
it were healed. Today, the symbol of a snake on a pole is still a 
symbol of healing.
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Icebreaker
Describe a memorable conversation you have had with someone two 
or three generations older than you. What good advice have you been 
given from those who have reflected on their long lives and shared 
with you their triumphs and trials? 

Study Questions
1. Paul directs his readers to a broader perspective that 
recognizes patterns in Scripture. How would a wider scriptural view 
change your attitude toward your circumstances and temptations? 
Be specific. 

2. Sin can be depicted as simply doing bad deeds, but Paul 
speaks of the corrupted desires that lead to the attitudes behind 
those sinful actions. How do misguided desires lead to replacing God 
with something else?
 



67

3. Reflecting on the immorality shown by Israel in the wilderness 
(10:7-9), ask yourself: if self-control is lost, what comes next? In what 
ways is an increasingly self-indulgent, inward spiral harmful?

4. When circumstances get out of control, we can get angry and 
want to blame God or other people. Have you found yourself more 
ready to condemn others who disagree with you as you get older? 
Why or why not? How are you tempted to find fault rather than seek 
reconciliation?

5. In 10:8-10, Paul describes three of the Israelites moral failures 
in the wilderness. Which one of the three surprises you most as 
disobedience in God’s eyes? How do these three impact the unity of 
the Church? (See Philippians 2:14-15 for further emphasis.)
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6. What areas of your life (thoughts, acts, or character) are a 
direct result of knowing Scripture (verse, passage, book, theme) and 
allowing it to have a transformative effect on your life? Share more 
about specific biblical influences. 

7. Read 10:13. Describe what it means to know you will not be 
tempted beyond your ability to overcome it? How does that reality 
also keep you humble when you do sin? 

8. Do you feel the tension of living in the ongoing age of the 
present world but belonging to the “age to come” of a new world? 
How do you take Paul’s warnings seriously in relation to the present 
age but still be free of anxiety because of your relation to a future 
age?
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Closing Prayer
Sovereign Lord, we give you thanks for the example you have given 
us through your chosen people Israel. Help us heed the warning you 
show us in their wilderness journey. May we not bow before the idols 
of self, work, hobbies, pleasure, power, or others, and keep us from 
putting you to the test. Convict us of our grumbling, that your church 
body might be fully united in you. Thank you that you are faithful 
and do not allow us to be tempted beyond our ability. Keep us firmly 
grounded on the Rock who is Christ, in whose name we pray. Amen.
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UNIT 12
Everything to the Glory of God

1 Corinthians 10:14-33

“So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the 
glory of God. Give no offense to Jews or to Greeks or to the 
church of God, just as I try to please everyone in everything I 
do, not seeking my own advantage, but that of many, that they 
may be saved.”

– 1 Corinthians 10:31-33

Essential 1: God

“We believe in one God, the sovereign Creator and Sustainer 
of all things, infinitely perfect and eternally existing in three 
Persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. To Him be all honor, 
glory, and praise forever!”
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Context and Commentary
As an indication of the Corinthian’s need for further instruction, Paul 
once again takes on food sacrificed to idols. He now emphasizes 
that while idol sacrifices have no special power, pagan celebrations 
provoke the Lord’s jealousy and blur the church’s testimony of 
devotion to Christ. 

Participation in temple feasts grieves Paul because it is inextricably 
linked to idol worship. Just as the religious significance of the Lord’s 
Supper cannot be denied, the Corinthians should not think they can 
be participants in pagan feasts without being involved in idolatry. 
Their union “in the body of Christ” (10:16) has no room for union with 
idols.

Importantly, the primary motivation of Satan is that of encouraging 
us to worship anything but the one true God. The devil works through 
pagan rituals, and Christians should deliberately avoid the demonic. 
Involvement with idols causes God to be jealous, not with the sinful 
envy that humans display, but with a righteous concern to guard a 
most important truth: as the Almighty Creator, only God deserves 
praise.

In verse 23, Paul moves his discussion of pagan temple feasts to one 
of private meals that are prepared using meat previously sacrificed 
to idols. In this, the principles Paul established in chapter 9 still apply. 
The Corinthians are to respect others’ consciences and not stand 
in the way of the gospel’s advancement. The apostle qualifies and 
corrects their slogans of liberty, calling the Corinthians to use their 
freedom to build others up.

Despite strongly condemning pagan feasts, Paul does not want his 
readers to be overly critical. Food is still part of God’s creation, as 
Paul demonstrates by quoting Psalm 24:1. The Corinthians do not 
have an obligation to ask if meat was from the temple when shopping 
or eating at another’s home. However, if it is announced that the 
meat comes from an idolatrous sacrifice, believers should not eat 
it to avoid the appearance of idol worship. Believers must inform 
their decisions by what will glorify God, draw others to faith, and 
strengthen the Lord’s Church.

Historical Note:
Corinth housed temples for Aphrodite, Apollo, Asclepius, 
Demeter, Persephone, and Poseidon. In addition, Corinthians 
worshipped other gods and the Roman emperor and dabbled 
in magic and mystical cults.
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Icebreaker
Describe the most delicious meal you have been served as the guest 
in someone’s home, and/or describe the most awkward meal you 
have been served as the guest in someone’s home. 

Study Questions
1. In his warning of idolatry, Paul emphasizes the seriousness 
and sacredness of partaking in the Lord’s Supper. Have you 
considered your “participation in the blood of Christ” and the “body 
of Christ” (10:16) when taking the elements? What does that mean?

2. What are examples in your life of things that are “lawful but not 
helpful” when it comes to “building up” others around you? (10:23) 
How can we better prioritize helpful over lawful? 
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3. Read 10:24 and the “golden rule” in Matthew 7:12. How do the 
words of Paul echo those of Jesus in this passage? According to the 
“Good Samaritan” (Luke 10:29-37), who is your neighbor? 

4. What is the tone of 10:23-27? Does it agree with your spirit or 
disturb you? How might you summarize the meaning of these verses 
in just a few words? 

5. Paul warns that being overly critical can cause unnecessary 
distractions to the message of the gospel. What is the line between a 
correct moral, biblical awareness, and an obsession over being “right” 
concerning trivial details? 
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6. What does an obsessive concern about being right, even to 
the detriment of one’s Christlike witness, say about us? How should 
this be informed by a correct understanding of justification by grace?

7. Christians are to eat with thanksgiving, as evidenced by the 
early Church carrying on the Jewish tradition of saying grace. Do you 
involve “saying grace” in your household? How might doing so build 
up others? How might a genuine blessing be evangelistic? 

8. Paul recognizes the truth in what some Corinthian believers 
said, but he instructs them to limit and/or modify their claims to 
appropriate contexts. How is this approach helpful to Christian unity? 
How would this approach change your conversations and posture 
toward others?
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Closing Prayer
Holy God, help us never provoke you to jealousy, and help us 
recognize that you are far mightier than any of us. Keep us doing 
those things that are helpful and build up others, and keep us from 
those things that would cause a brother or sister to stumble. In 
everything that we say and do, in eating and drinking, in working 
and playing, help us do it all for your glory and honor. Thank you for 
the truth you have given us through your servant Paul, and for the 
participation we may have in the body of Christ, in whose name we 
pray. Amen.
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UNIT 13
Worthy Remembrance

1 Corinthians 11:17-34

“Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the 
Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty concerning the body 
and blood of the Lord. Let a person examine himself, then, and 
so eat of the bread and drink of the cup.”

– 1 Corinthians 11:27-28

Essential 2: Jesus Christ

“Jesus Christ, the living Word, became flesh through His 
miraculous conception by the Holy Spirit and His virgin birth. 
He who is true God became true man united in one Person 
forever.”
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Context and Commentary
After addressing an issue with how clothing clouded the clear 
contrast between the practices of Christian and pagan worship, Paul 
identifies issues with how the Corinthians took the Lord’s Supper. 
The church’s divisions, highlighted by the wealthy spurning the poor, 
contradicted its message in Communion, the remembrance of 
Christ’s selfless love.

The Lord’s Supper should uphold unity, but the Corinthians’ 
supper upheld social stratification. The issue is not a theological 
misunderstanding but a division along social and economic lines. 
The Corinthians neglected to take Communion together, and the rich 
ignored those less fortunate. 

Common Greco-Roman practice saw the host’s closest friends eat 
lavish food while other guests went hungry. The Corinthian church 
followed this pagan cultural practice and ignored the wisdom of the 
cross.
Some schol
ars say the “present distress” Paul mentions in 7:26 is a famine, 
which would make the wealthy believers’ feasting, while their 
brothers and sisters starved, even more repugnant. It would also 
explain the illness and death mentioned in 11:30. 

Ultimately, the Corinthian believers took communion in a way 
that profaned the significance of Christ’s atoning sacrifice. This 
corrupted the unity represented by the sacrament, so God judged 
the congregation to prevent believers from being “condemned along 
with the world” (11:32).

It is important to connect Paul’s warning about worthy remembrance 
with the context Paul has in mind, which involved several abuses – 
partaking in factions, feelings of superiority, flaunting of social status, 
even using the communion meal to satisfy their hunger rather than 
collective worship. Those who flagrantly desecrate the Lord’s table 
in this manner are guilty of staining their covenant with Christ and 
inviting judgment against themselves. 

Historical Note:
Houses in Corinth had both a triclinium and an atrium. The 
triclinium entertained the host’s favored guests while the 
atrium housed “lesser” guests. Paul likely addresses a division 
along these lines.



78

Icebreaker
Describe the first time you observed Communion (Lord’s Supper, 
Eucharist). How has your understanding matured in its significance? 
As Communion was instituted at a Passover celebration, have you 
ever celebrated the traditional Passover Seder? Describe what you 
recall.

Study Questions
1. There was a popular 1960s hymn, “They’ll Know We Are 
Christians by Our Love.” Would an outsider see Christ’s love in the way 
you celebrate Communion within the unity of a local body church, 
or would it appear to be a mere formality? Would they know we are 
Christians, followers of Jesus, by our love throughout the week?

2. The Corinthians’ practice of Communion had departed from 
its true nature to such an extent that it defeated the purpose. How 
might this happen with a worship service? How might a small group 
(or any ministry) become an event undermining what it purports to 
be? 
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3. In celebrating the sacrament of the Lord’s Supper have 
you ever just “gone through the motions?” How do you know the 
difference between ritual and worthy remembrance?

4. The Lord’s Supper is an event that allows every Christian to 
bear testimony and proclaim the gospel. How do you see partaking in 
Communion as a confession of faith, a proclamation, and a witness?

5. There can be two extremes of corporate worship. One that is 
void of biblical celebration, a call to praise and great joy. The other 
emphasizing celebration to the point of entertainment, forgetting the 
call to reverence for the One worshipped. Which of these extremes is 
more of a threat to the Church? Why? How have you matured toward 
a balance of celebratory joy and worshipful reverence?
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6. Your house may not have a triclinium or atrium, but what are 
more subtle practices that make some Christians feel second class 
or “less than?” Have you ever looked through the lens of a “Christian 
class system,” dividing others along the lines of education, wealth, or 
spiritual gifts?

7. What can you do to help the Church from making distinctions 
among Her members? Asked another way, how can you help to 
strengthen the Church’s unity? (In both the local body and the global 
body Church).  

8. How do you examine yourself (11:28) before taking the Lord’s 
Supper? What do you think “discerning the body” (11:29) means?
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Closing Prayer
Heavenly Father, we praise you for your goodness and the grace you 
have shown us. Forgive us for presuming on that grace and creating 
divisions among us. May we demonstrate your love when we partake 
of your Communion meal together, and not make distinctions among 
us due to class or social standing. We praise you and thank you for 
the sacrament you have given us in the Lord’s Supper. Keep us from 
eating the bread and drinking the cup in unworthy ways and help us 
to truly partake in remembrance of Christ, in whose name we pray. 
Amen.
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UNIT 14
Gifted for Unity

1 Corinthians 12:1-11

“Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and 
there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; and there are 
varieties of activities, but it is the same God who empowers 
them all in everyone. To each is given the manifestation of the 
Spirit for the common good.”

– 1 Corinthians 12:4-7

Essential 3: The Holy Spirit

“He gives new life to us, empowers and imparts gifts to us 
for service.”
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Context and Commentary
Paul next addresses another issue the Corinthians had raised in their 
letter, the use and understanding of spiritual gifts as proper worship 
and ministry. Paul wants believers to be distinct from pagans, not just 
with respect to the socioeconomic relations he discusses in chapter 
11, but by the way they speak and how they treat their spiritual gifts.

From the early centuries of Christianity through today, there are often 
certain individuals in a congregation that God blesses with material 
goods used for the church’s benefit. In this same way, God endows 
gifts of the Holy Spirit to believers to be used “for the common good” 
(12:7). 

The Spirit’s gifts are sovereignly apportioned to fulfill God’s purposes, 
which are to benefit the community and bring unity to the church. 
Spiritual gifts are not meant to sow divisions in the church and 
should not separate Christians into different tiers. To this end, Paul 
sought to temper the Corinthian believer’s glamorization of the gift of 
tongues, a seemingly divisive subject in the church at Corinth.

The unity that should characterize the church is not merely a 
command but stems from God’s very character. Paul does not desire 
uniformity, for there are different gifts and ways to use them. Instead, 
Paul prescribes oneness as the church serves the same Triune God. 
To highlight this, Paul refers to all three persons of the Trinity while 
emphasizing how all spiritual gifts are from the same Spirit and exist 
to equip Christ’s body, the Church.

God does not give gifts to puff anyone up, but to equip saints for 
kingdom ministry. Due to the diversity of God’s gifts, the Church can 
be united and accomplish God’s call and purpose. Spiritual gifts are 
communal in nature and do not exist for individual benefit. God gives 
the gifts of his Spirit to equip the Church to Christlikeness in the 
ministry of revealing the presence of God’s kingdom.

Historical Note:
Some church traditions view the more miraculous spiritual 
gifts as foundational and no longer active (cessationism), while 
others say all gifts persist (continuationism). The EPC holds it 
as a non-essential.
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Icebreaker
Describe at least one gift (God-given ability) you have recognized in 
your life. If a follower of Jesus, describe at least one gift (Spiritual, 
biblical) you have had affirmed by others in your life. How might these 
overlap for Kingdom ministry?

Study Questions
1. Many Corinthian Christians wanted to be seen by others 
as “spiritual.” What do you do (or have ever done) to try to appear 
spiritual to others? How do those actions undermine biblical unity?

2. Paul’s litmus test for Christian “spirituality” was whether one’s 
thoughts and life witness displayed Christ as Lord. What does it mean 
to say, “Jesus is Lord?” How is that confession of faith evidence of 
who is a Christian? In what ways does saying it involve living it?
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3. Have you ever considered faith as merely a means for your 
own benefit (temporal or eternal)? How does this happen in religious 
settings? How can you become more externally focused on others?

4. When you place yourself entirely in the care of Jesus Christ, in 
what ways does that constrain you? In what ways does it free you? 

5. How does understanding God’s nature as an interpersonal, 
orderly God existing in both oneness of purpose and yet as three 
coeternal and coequal persons—his trinitarian nature—help you better 
live in diverse unity within the body of Christ?
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6. List the nine spiritual gifts provided in 12:8-11. For additional 
“spiritual gifts” read 12:28, Romans 12:6-8, and Ephesians 4:11.

7. What is the difference between “words of wisdom” and “words 
of knowledge?” Why does Proverbs speak so highly of wisdom while 
Paul cautions about the knowledge that puffs up? How does the 
massive amount of information at our fingertips today demonstrate 
this relationship between wisdom and knowledge? 

8. Since the “gift of faith” (12:9) cannot be the same as saving 
faith, what is Paul describing? How might you dismiss this gift in 
others? In what ways can you learn from such a faith?
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Closing Prayer
Gracious God, we thank you and praise you for the spiritual gifts 
you have given to each one of your children. Help us discern how to 
use them for the building up of your Church and to the glory of your 
name. If we are unsure of the ways you have gifted us, reveal that 
to us also. Keep us from making distinctions among ourselves or 
considering one gift as greater than another. Protect us from pride 
and give us much humility. May we recognize that though there are 
varieties of gifts, they come from the same Spirit, and though there 
are varieties of service, we serve the same Lord, in whose name we 
pray. Amen.
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UNIT 15
Many Members, One Body

1 Corinthians 12:12-31

“But as it is, God arranged the members in the body, each one 
of them, as he chose. If all were a single member, where would 
the body be? As it is, there are many parts, yet one body.”

– 1 Corinthians 12:18-20

Essential 5: The Church

“The true Church is composed of all persons who through 
saving faith in Jesus Christ and the sanctifying work of the 
Holy Spirit are united together in the body of Christ.”
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Context and Commentary
In previous instructions on the call to unity, Paul used the metaphor 
of a field and a building, but now he refers to Christ’s Church as a 
body. Because of Christ, both Jews and Gentiles, are now on equal 
terms as one living, many-membered body. The continued growth of 
the Church assumes the “one body” unity which Christ established 
through the Spirit.

The Corinthians’ lack of unity was a primary concern to Paul, and it 
was exacerbated by their misguided attitude toward spiritual gifts. 
The Corinthians elevated some gifts over others, which increased 
their divisiveness, so Paul reminds them that all Christians have 
been baptized in the Spirit into the body of Christ. This body 
is no haphazard collection of individual parts, but an effective, 
complementary whole.

The body requires diversity to properly function, which Paul confirms 
by a series of rhetorical questions in verses 29 and 30. However, the 
body requires unity in that each member is related to and dependent 
on the other parts of the body. Paul has not finished with the issue 
of factions he raised in chapter 1, but he continues to address the 
disunity of the Corinthian community. Paul’s objective throughout 
all of First Corinthians is for his readers to be united in the body of 
Christ.

The body metaphor is easy to understand and highlights the folly 
of the Corinthians’ fragmented community. Paul demonstrates 
the absurdity of their rifts through the ways bodily members relate 
with one another and seeks to drive home the need for solidarity 
through a loving concern for the members they honor less. Paul also 
communicates how the body’s diversity is divinely orchestrated and 
therefore necessary.

Paul calls believers to a renewed sense of community, to repair the 
division created by the pride some had in their gifts. Just as one 
individual, despite their musical talent, cannot perform a symphony, 
the Church can never reach her full Kingdom potential as a collection 
of soloists.

Historical Note:
The Roman Empire would also use the analogy of the body 
and its limbs as a picture of unity, but the Romans used the 
metaphor to convince those of a lower status to serve the 
powerful elite.
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Icebreaker
Describe a part of your body that was injured (infected, ill) and only 
then did you realize how significant that “part” was to your overall 
well-being. 

Study Questions
1. As referenced in the historical note, the Romans used the 
analogy of the body to require the poor to serve the rich. How do you 
think they explained this? What is different about the “upside-down,” 
Christ-like use of the body analogy?  

2. Paul builds up those without the more public gifts, for they are 
still necessary parts of the body. On the other hand, he warns those 
with more visible gifts to not think more highly of themselves than 
they should.  How do you use this guidance in your attitude toward 
others? Which gifts might you tend to overlook?
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3. Water baptism is a powerful sign and seal of Christian unity, 
and those who receive it share a common witness to Christ as Lord. 
That said, Paul writes of being baptized by the Holy Spirit (12:13); what 
does that mean? How is this a further statement on believers’ unity?

4. Some say they can be Christians without attending church. 
In what ways is this like saying “I can live on just bread and water?” 
Why does experiencing the entirety and fullness of the Spirit’s gifts 
require participation in a united, local body fellowship?

5. Have you felt the temptation to go it alone in your faith? Was it 
because of a dissatisfaction with the Church?  Was it a personal fear 
or misunderstanding of the purpose of the Church?
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6. The Church has its foundation in the apostles (12:28) and 
was established for the teaching of the Word and administering of 
the sacraments. What are some possible distractions within church 
ministry that might shift it from these God-given, God-ordained 
objectives? Is a local body Church in true Christian community when 
teaching the Word is not central to her local existence? 

7. Do you usually consider administration a spiritual gift? What 
are roles those with administrative gifts can fill in ministry? If this is 
your gift, what are the cautions of relying too much on administrative 
giftings in living out your faith?

8. As Paul closes the discussion of God’s complementary gifts, 
he writes, “And I will show you a still more excellent way” (12:31). 
What is he referring to as still more excellent than using our gifts 
within the common unity of the Church? 
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Closing Prayer
Most High God, we recognize we are but members of a greater whole, 
the body of Christ. Help us act in accordance with this reality and 
enable us to relate with dignity and unity to our fellow members. 
Keep us from the arrogance of dismissing certain brothers and 
sisters as having less worth than others. Keep us from pride and give 
us your humility. Let us never forget that though we have no merit of 
our own, we only belong to the body through the atoning sacrifice of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, in whose name we pray. Amen.



94

UNIT 16
The Greatest is Love

1 Corinthians 13

“For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I 
know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I have been fully 
known. So now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; but the 
greatest of these is love.”

– 1 Corinthians 13:12-13

Essential 7: Evangelism

“He calls us to a life of self-denying love and service.”
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Context and Commentary
By exaggerating the consequences of what happens when the 
Corinthians use their prized spiritual gifts without love, Paul 
makes clear how love is central to the effectiveness of all gifts. 
Otherwise, they are useless, worth nothing even if the gifted believer 
understands every mystery and knows everything there is to know.

 Paul then describes love as a person; someone who acts in a “more 
excellent way.” By painting love as a striking image of Jesus himself, 
followers know they must imitate this aspect of his character. In light 
of the many issues, Paul writes these words as an admonition against 
the Corinthians’ failure to conduct themselves with love. They were 
haughty, selfish, and insisted on their own way.

Paul likely refers to tongues, prophecy, and knowledge as gifts of 
which the Corinthians were most proud. Perhaps the believers 
in Corinth misunderstood God’s expectations for humility and 
responsibility when it came to gifting the members of the Lord’s 
body. They were seemingly using the gifts of the Spirit in an 
especially unloving way.

So, “love never ends” (13:8) is not only the culmination of the 
previous description of love, which speaks of love’s faith, hope, and 
perseverance, it is also intended to contrast love, which will always 
abide, and spiritual gifts, which will end once their purpose is fulfilled 
in the “age to come.” This is supported in Paul’s use of the “face to 
face” (13:12), as a reference to Christ’s return and the ceasing of 
spiritual gifts, as they will no longer be necessary.

Lastly, it is critically important to never forget that spiritual gifts, 
and the messages they convey, will never challenge, nor contradict, 
Scripture. All gifts should be evaluated under the authority of clear 
biblical teaching. They should not create confusion, nor be divisive 
among members of the body. Spiritual gifts should always build up 
and unify the body.

Historical Note:
The Greek often translated as seeing “dimly” is en ainigmati, 
“in a riddle.” Ancient mirrors were usually polished and clear, 
so Paul likely refers to seeing something indirectly through an 
intermediary.
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Icebreaker
Describe what it means to love someone. What qualities of your 
description do you find difficult to practice with other believers?

Study Questions
1. What achievements, or gifts, do you strive for in hopes 
of earning acclaim from others? Why are achievements, gifts, 
knowledge, faith, or even sacrifice, all “nothing” without love? 

2. In musical terms “noise” refers to a signal accompanying 
music that does not belong and it muffles the true sound. Paul refers 
to something similar in 13:1. When have you produced loveless 
“noise”? How can you make sure your words and actions are not 
simply “noise”? 
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3. Read 13:3. People can make remarkable sacrifices for 
something other than love. What are examples of those non-loving 
motivations? How can you know that your selfless sacrifice has love 
or if it is expecting something in return? 

4. What aspects of love (verses 4-7) surprise you? Which ones 
come more naturally to you in loving others? Which are difficult? 
Which ones are expected of us as followers of Jesus?

5. Love is patient; give an example of what this means. Why is 
patience such a challenge for us? How has the cultural preference for 
instant gratification impacted you in your willingness to love others? 
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6. The English word “kind” can appear dull and commonplace, 
but Paul uses a nuanced verb for “kindness” (13:4) found nowhere 
else in Scripture to signal a call to effective action. How can you 
actively love with kindness?

7. Have you ever been jealous of a fellow believer because of the 
gifts, knowledge, or ministry God has provided them? Why would that 
not be biblical love? How can you practically demonstrate a desire, 
(aka, love) for others to be used of God in mighty ways?

8. Describe a time, when as an adult, you acted childishly in your 
faith (13:11)? What is the message of Paul’s reference to “putting 
away childish things?
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Closing Prayer
Loving Lord, we praise you as the author of love itself, knowing that 
any true love we show flows from you. Help us to live in love and 
abide by all its various traits. Keep us from envy, arrogance, and 
resentment. Each day, may we grow in spiritual maturity, putting away 
immature thoughts, words, and behavior. Becoming more like you 
and your perfect love. Keep us longing for that day when ultimate love 
appears, the second coming of our Christ, in whose name we pray. 
Amen.
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UNIT 17
Gifted for Growth

1 Corinthians 14

“So with yourselves, since you are eager for manifestations of 
the Spirit, strive to excel in building up the church.”

– 1 Corinthians 14:12

Essential 5: The Church

“The Church finds her visible yet imperfect expression in 
local congregations where the Word of God is preached in 
its purity, where scriptural discipline is practiced, and where 
loving fellowship is maintained.”
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Context and Commentary
Now that Paul has explained the necessity of love in the use of 
spiritual gifts, he uses the concept of love to speak about two 
specific gifts: tongues and prophecy. In fact, Paul points to one of 
these as perhaps a more loving, or at least a more consistently helpful 
gift than the other.

Because of the worldliness of the Corinthian church, and the 
misunderstanding of its complicated nature, it is likely that some 
speaking in tongues within the church was not genuine. This 
created a disorderly and confusing practice in which no one could 
understand those who spoke.

Paul commends the gift of tongues but prefers prophecy because 
the ones who prophesy build up and encourage others. Those who 
speak in tongues without interpretation only build up themselves, 
much how no one recognizes the tune of a flute or harp if the notes 
are not properly played, or how an army cannot prepare for battle if 
the bugle is not clear. 

In Isaiah 28, God’s judgment of Israel was spoken in a foreign and 
strange language. Paul alludes to this episode to connect the idea of 
unintelligible speech and judgment. In short, the misuse of tongues 
leads to judgment, because when unbelievers hear them, they will 
think the church insane and reject God, but prophecy brings about 
salvation because it convicts unbelievers of sin and reveals God’s 
presence.

Further, worship requires order and clarity because structure edifies, 
and God is not a God of confusion. So, speaking in tongues should 
be limited, with only one speaker at a time and an interpretation 
provided. Prophecy also should have order, and after two or three 
prophets speak what they say must be weighed.

To close this teaching, Paul does what Paul does so well: he 
summarizes a complex subject by offering a logical and clear 
instruction. Desire to prophesy, do not forbid tongues, and in all 
things, have order and decency.

Historical Note:
The word “Amen” originated as Hebrew. It was used in 
synagogue to give endorsement to what was said. Literally, 
“that which is sure and valid,” or “verily, truly, let it be so.” The 
meaning carried to the Greek and eventually English. Paul 
would have pronounced it as ‘Ah-meen.’
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Icebreaker
Describe a time when someone was speaking a language, but 
nobody around them could understand (maybe it was you in a 
foreign country). Were there any unintentional consequences to the 
confusion?

Study Questions
1. Do you have a genuine excitement and anticipation for 
receiving and using your spiritual gifts? Explain. Is it possible that 
God might give you a gift that you don’t want? Do you have an 
example?

2. Which of these is your primary desire for using your spiritual 
gifts—building up the church, excelling in my gift, training others in 
my gift, or personal satisfaction? If you don’t have a genuine desire 
to use your gift to the benefit of others, what can you do to instill that 
desire?
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3. In chapter 3, Paul used the metaphor of construction, to 
illustrate the use of proper materials by which one builds on the 
foundation of Christ, a building that endures to eternity. Do you think 
about building up others through your spiritual gifts as forming the 
very landscape of eternity? Why or why not? 

4. Paul became “all things to all people” (9:22) for the sake of 
the gospel. Speaking of tongues aside, how should we take into 
consideration what unbelievers are able to understand in our 
communication of the gospel? How might it be like an indistinct harp 
or bugle? How might it be more effective for our listeners to hear?

5. Does it surprise you to hear Paul say he would rather “speak 
five words with his mind than ten thousand in tongues” (v. 19)? What 
does he mean by this? What is the application for me and you from 
this?
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6. The “age of reason” (18th century) let love grow cold in many 
Christian practices, as religion of only reason is lifeless and cannot 
touch the heart. How can you present your entire self to God, in both 
mind and spirit (14:15)? 

7. God expects ordered, decent, united worship from his people. 
How could certain elements of a worship service, if left unchecked, 
elevate individual performance over collective participation? 
How might a worship service promote confusion lack of order, or 
indecency?

8. Relative to orderly worship, Paul writes, “women should 
keep silent” (14:34). How can we be reasonably sure this was not 
an absolute prohibition? Does 1 Corinthians 11:5, 13 or Acts 2:17, 
21:8-9 help? If not this, what might Paul be likely referring to with this 
instruction?
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Closing Prayer
Almighty God of peace, grant us the will and ability to build up your 
church. Help us grow in the knowledge of you and the utilization 
of the gifts you so kindly give us. May everything that we do be for 
the edification of one another and the glorification of you. Help us 
pursue love and desire these gifts. Keep our worship orderly, free 
of confusion, and decent. Sustain us as a people united in Christ, in 
whose name we pray. Amen.
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UNIT 18
Of First Importance

1 Corinthians 15:1-11

“For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also 
received: that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the 
Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third 
day in accordance with the Scriptures, and that he appeared to 
Cephas, then to the twelve.”

– 1 Corinthians 15:3-5

Essential 4: Saving Grace

“God credits His righteousness to those who put their faith 
in Christ alone for their salvation, and thereby justifies them 
in His sight. Only such as are born of the Holy Spirit and 
receive Jesus Christ become children of God and heirs of 
eternal life.”
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Context and Commentary
Paul had preached the gospel to the Corinthians during his initial time 
in Corinth. They had received it and were saved. This reminder of the 
gospel goes to the heart of the matter, and Paul summarizes its two 
parts.
 
First, Christ died, and that death is verified by his being buried. 
His death was for our sins, as Jesus bore the punishment sinners 
deserved. 

Second, Christ was raised, and that resurrection is verified by his 
appearing to many. His resurrection proves his atoning work and 
demonstrates that he has secured forgiveness of sins. 

These two are of first importance because without the death and 
resurrection of Jesus, everything else falls apart. And to Paul, it is 
the resurrection that must be highlighted here as the reminder to 
the Corinthians. Tim Keller described it like this: “If Jesus rose from 
the dead, then you have to accept all he said; if he didn’t rise from 
the dead, then why worry about any of what he said? The issue on 
which everything hangs is not whether or not you like his teaching but 
whether or not he rose from the dead.”8

In addition to being of first importance, the gospel is the confession 
of the universal church and the root of forgiveness and new life. Paul 
repeatedly stresses that the entire gospel message happened in 
accordance with the Scriptures. At least some of the Corinthians had 
doubts concerning the resurrection, so Paul focuses on all those who 
witnessed the risen Christ, demonstrating irrefutable evidence for 
the resurrection.

Many find it hard to believe Christ rose from the dead, so Paul bases 
his argument on both the fulfillment of the Old Testament and 
eyewitness testimony. Though the testimony of a couple people 
would be doubted, Christ appeared to Peter, the twelve, more than 
five hundred believers, James, all the apostles, and at last to Paul.

Historical Note:
The word “catholic” means “universal,” so in the Apostles’ 
Creed, “holy catholic church” refers to the universal church.

8 Timothy Keller, The Reason for God: Belief in an Age of Skepticism (London: Penguin, 
2008), 202.
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Icebreaker
Describe the most important message, one of first importance, you 
have ever delivered to someone (aside from the Gospel). Did it go as 
planned?

Study Questions
1. The Greek rendered “in vain” in the ESV (15:2) is perhaps best 
understood as, “without careful consideration.” How is careless, 
hasty commitment to the gospel worse than no commitment? Which 
of the soils, from the parable of the sower, does this represent (Mark 
4:3)?

2. Why does Paul address his readers as ones who “are being 
saved” (15:2)? What does it mean to “hold fast” to the gospel? What 
is the opposite of “holding fast” to the gospel? 
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3. Christian doctrine has a foundation in early apostolic (time 
of the apostles) witness to Christ, ensuring the gospel is no human 
construct. How can you make certain that your claims of “Christian” 
truth align with the doctrine and faith we have received from the 
apostles? 

4. Paul repeats “in accordance with the Scriptures” in this gospel 
overview. Without an understanding of what the Old Testament 
says about sin and sacrifice, what is difficult to grasp about Christ’s 
death and resurrection? What is your response to knowing the Old 
Testament was the Scripture for Jesus, the apostles, and the early 
church?

5. How important is the testimony of eyewitnesses to the 
resurrection? In what ways is Christian testimony to the living Christ 
still an effective witness? What is your testimony of Christ?
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6. Some Christians dismiss doctrine and rely on experience, 
while others do the opposite. Do you favor one over the other? 
What would you say to the suggestion that doctrine and experience 
validate one another?

7. Paul seemingly became an apostle “too late,” but God’s grace 
made Paul who he was. When have you doubted that God would 
accomplish his will in you because it seemed too late, or too out 
of reach, or to “unlike” you to be used of God?  How can you have 
greater confidence in God’s sovereign power to use you as he wills?

8. There were many reasons Paul was unfit to serve as an 
apostle, not the least of which was his persecution of believers. Do 
you have past failures, sins, “skeletons in the closet” that make you 
feel unfit? How can you break free from them and move forward as 
Paul? 
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Closing Prayer
Almighty God, we are in awe of your great power by which you 
became flesh, took on our sins, died, were buried, and then raised 
from the dead. Help us to never forget the gospel message of first 
importance. Thank you for your grace which has made us who we are 
and help us remember that your grace is never in vain. Help us not 
to bear our past in shame but use it as an occasion to glory in your 
grace. Thank you for the witness of those who saw the resurrected 
Christ, in whose name we pray. Amen.
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UNIT 19
Resurrection

1 Corinthians 15:12-58

“But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the firstfruits 
of those who have fallen asleep. For as by a man came death, 
by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead. For as in 
Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive.”

– 1 Corinthians 15:20-22

Essential 2: Jesus Christ

“He died on the cross a sacrifice for our sins according to 
the Scriptures. On the third day He arose bodily from the 
dead, ascended into heaven where, at the right hand of the 
Majesty on High, He now is our High Priest and Mediator.”
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Context and Commentary
Establishing the eyewitness testimony of the resurrection – check. 
Next, Paul lays out its theological importance. The resurrection is 
the declaration that God reversed the curse of the fall and took 
the sting out of death. The Christian faith cannot stand without the 
resurrection, and there would be no motivation to live a Christian 
life. The resurrection guarantees the lasting effect of what Christ 
has done, challenges the mindset of the surrounding culture, and 
comforts the sick, dying, and grieving.

To counter the misunderstanding that the resurrection will simply 
enliven the body decaying in its grave, Paul delivers a climactic 
proclamation on what resurrection bodies will be like. While our 
current bodies belong to the present age, our new bodies will be 
created for the future age in God’s presence, where death is no more 
and what is raised will be imperishable.

Death has no power to keep believers in the grave. God will resurrect 
them and give them a body fit for his everlasting kingdom, much 
like the difference between a seed and the plant that grows from 
it. A plant comes directly from a seed, so there is not a complete 
difference in essence, but a much different form. In the resurrection, 
we are changed from perishable to imperishable, from dishonor to 
glory, and from weakness to power.

After Paul explains the nature of the resurrected body by drawing 
several transformation parallels from the created world, he tells the 
Corinthians another mystery (15:51). The body will be transformed 
instantly when those in Christ are raised. That instant will render 
death and sin entirely powerless, and believers gloriously changed. 

That future transformation, from perishable to imperishable, is the 
motivation Paul gives as he concludes with a resounding exhortation 
to remain faithful to Christ. Christians do not labor in vain but will 
enjoy a new heaven and a new earth and a new body.

Historical Note:
In the pseudepigraphic (falsely attributed) book 2 Baruch, 
God is asked in what shape the dead will be raised and replies 
that they will have the same form in which they were buried (2 
Baruch 49:1-3; 50:1-4). Paul answers the same question with 
a much different answer.



114

Icebreaker
Describe how you and your family and friends celebrate Easter. 
How do you connect cultural traditions to the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ?

Study Questions
1. Are you able to imagine the square root of -1, or an infinite 
series of numbers? Even if you can’t, they are mathematical realities. 
How is the resurrection of Jesus similar to this? If you struggle with 
the reality of the resurrection, why do you think that might be? 

2. Early Christians referred to death as “sleep” (15:18). It not only 
is rest to the weary but a promise of waking to a new dawn. How do 
you view death? Has Christ’s death dissolved for you the “sting” of 
death (15:55)? How would you counsel a believer who fears death?
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3. Paul has theological priorities: God is the foundation. He 
makes resurrection possible, which then is the basis for faith, 
forgiveness, and more. Describe the foundational priority of your 
worldview, or even theology. Do you focus on God or individual 
articles of belief? 

4. Because he lives … according to verses 15:12-22, Paul seems 
to support this little three-word phrase as the basis for all Christian 
faith and practice. Why would that be the case? Name one act of 
Christian worship or service, and proclaim the reason for it (hint: 
BHL). 

5. Proclaiming Christ as the “new” Adam (15:20-23) points to the 
true humanity in Christ, not Adam’s fallen nature. What does it mean 
that those in Christ have a different humanity from when they were in 
the “first” Adam? How do you regard the pursuit of “Christlikeness,” 
as an extra-holy step or something that is at the core of your very 
identity? 
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6. How is Christ’s resurrection the guarantee of your own? Jesus’ 
resurrection body was recognizable yet transformed; what might that 
indicate about the nature of the resurrection of believers?

7. God is the ultimate source and goal of everything (15:27-
28). Do you ever elevate the “penultimates” of our faith (sanctuary, 
sacraments, Scripture) to equal with, or above, God, the sole 
ultimate? Is it possible that Scripture can become an idol? If so, how?

8. The Corinthians had many questions about the resurrection, 
so Paul listened and replied with parallels, analogies, mental pictures, 
and a theological perspective that made the answers clear. On 
questions concerning the resurrection of Jesus, what would help you 
to better explain it to an unbeliever? Why is that important?
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Closing Prayer
Victorious Lord, you are good. Give us the grace to remember that 
death is swallowed up in the victory that comes through Christ. We 
praise you for the resurrection of the dead, and the hope we have 
because Jesus is risen and because he lives. Though we were born 
into the sin of the first Adam, conform us to the image of the last 
Adam. Thank you for the glory that awaits these earthly vessels in 
our resurrected bodies, one day raised in the return of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, in whose name we pray. Amen.
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UNIT 20
A Final Word
1 Corinthians 16:1-4

“On the first day of every week, each of you is to put something 
aside and store it up, as he may prosper, so that there will be 
no collecting when I come.”

– 1 Corinthians 16:2

Essential 7: Evangelism

“’For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for 
good works, which God prepared beforehand that we should 
walk in them’ (Ephesians 2:10).”
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Context and Commentary
“Now concerning” is Paul’s usual transition to a next, and this case, 
final topic within this letter before he concludes with upcoming travel 
plans and personal greetings. Importantly, this transition also likely 
indicates he is replying to a question he received earlier from the 
church. 

The collection of the saints was very important to Paul, who spoke of 
it in all his longer letters. The gifts collected for the poor believers in 
Jerusalem doubled as both financial relief and a sign that the Jewish 
and Gentile churches were united, with an uncommon solidarity 
between them.

Generosity to the poor was a significant concern to Paul, and 
the early church was marked by giving to the needy, especially 
fellow Christians. Paul’s directions indicate generosity should be 
systematic, with collection on Sundays. It should be organized by 
the church, and it should be proportional to the prosperity of those 
giving. The funds will be carried by several honorable representatives 
to allow no charge of theft or corruption.

Paul also includes a qualifier “as he may prosper,” allowing for 
flexibility in his instructions regarding individuals who may have 
encountered financial difficulties. Yet he also tells the Corinthians, 
“Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever sows 
bountifully will also reap bountifully” (2 Corinthians 9:6). There must 
be discipline with the weekly collection, to avoid a hasty, last-minute 
collection.

In overseeing this activity, Paul demonstrates great pastoral 
wisdom and perception of the need for a demonstration of public 
accountability. The church will send envoys they trust to guarantee 
the safe transfer of the collection to those in need, and Paul lets 
the church decide if it is advisable for him to accompany the funds. 
Ultimately, Paul’s desire for the gift is not only to diminish the 
suffering of the Jerusalem saints, but also to stress the unity in Christ 
that is demonstrated between Jews and Greeks supporting and 
loving one another.

Historical Note:
Although the collection in Corinth began well, the Corinthians’ 
generosity began to decline, and Paul had to persuade them in 
2 Corinthians chapters 8 and 9 to continue giving. 



120

Icebreaker
Describe a time you benefited from the generosity of someone you 
had never met and would never know. Or, what advice would you 
give a young adult looking to set aside personal income for generous 
giving?

Study Questions
1. The Corinthians’ collection likely went above and beyond their 
regular tithes, as an offering. Was Paul justified in asking them to give 
in this way? Does the thought of giving tithes, offerings, donations 
to charities, support to missions, etc., excite you, frustrate you, or 
overwhelm you? Why?

2. The collection was public, and Christian discipleship in the 
early church was rarely a private matter. Do you view giving your 
time, talents, and treasure as a public or private indication of your 
response to God’s grace? How does this relate to being authentic as 
a Christian?
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3. Giving to the Jerusalem church involved more than generosity 
to the poor. It also indicated the oneness this united body of Christ 
represented. Have you considered that one purpose in giving is to 
identify with the recipients in some small way? Any examples?

4. Malachi 3:10 describes God’s invitation to the Israelites to 
tithe, so that he might bless them until they have no need. How does 
this relate to Paul allowing flexibility for the less prosperous? How 
should those who are tight on money approach tithing and generous 
giving? 

5. Malachi was written to those under the old covenant, but 
under the new covenant Paul tells the Corinthians to excel in the 
grace of giving (2 Corinthians 8:7). What does this suggest about 
the role of love in relation to our giving? How should we view the Old 
Testament law on tithing?
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6. From a biblical perspective, tithing is much like observing the 
Sabbath. Can you list at least three ways they are similar? What is the 
“short and sweet” response to someone who asks you, “Is tithing, 
and/or keeping a Sabbath required?”

7. Paul prescribes putting aside gifts on the first day of the week, 
the day of resurrection. How would that principle work today? What 
is the best way to plan for tithing and offerings?

8. Paul not only desires the transfer of funds to be trustworthy, 
but he also wants it to look that way to outsiders. How transparent 
and scrupulous are you in your leadership roles? Do you act with a 
similar measure of accountability and transparency in all you do?
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Closing Prayer
Gracious Lord, we thank you and praise you for the many gifts you 
have given us, the greatest of which is your saving grace. We will 
never deserve your unmerited favor. Help us to give to others in the 
outpouring of gratitude we have for the great love you have shown us. 
Thank you for allowing us to demonstrate a united body of believers 
in our care and support of one another—the missionaries, the 
congregations in need, the hurting and needy in our own community. 
Help us support those who proclaim the name of Christ, and it is in 
that very name we pray. Amen.
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ADDENDUM UNIT
(BONUS CONTENT FOR UNIT 13)

What to Make of Head Coverings
1 Corinthians 11:1-16

“But I want you to understand that the head of every man 
is Christ, the head of a wife is her husband, and the head of 
Christ is God.”

– 1 Corinthians 11:3
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Context and Commentary
After exhorting the Corinthians to imitate him, Paul addresses topics 
related to the church’s worship. He commends the Corinthians’ 
faithfulness to the tradition he delivered to them but deems it 
necessary to correct the Corinthians on issues of head coverings in 
worship.

For context, we should know that pagan worship involved Roman men 
pulling their togas over their heads, in contrast to first-century Jewish 
men, who worshipped with uncovered heads. For a man to imitate 
the Romans with his physical head dishonors his metaphorical head, 
Christ. 

So, on one hand, Paul may mean the Roman practice obscured 
the visible differences between men and women and “blurred the 
complementary relationships of leadership and submission that, 
ultimately, reflect the submission to God the Father that Christ 
displays.”9

On another hand, Paul’s primary concern could be to distinguish 
Christian worship from paganism altogether. Since only the leaders 
in pagan rites covered their heads, Paul knew if the Christian elite 
adopted the same practice, they would create the same division 
that pagan worship did, undermining the church’s unity. Moreover, 
Christian gatherings would begin to resemble pagan ones.

It is also key to consider how historical interpretations of this passage 
have centered on decorum and propriety in the culture of Corinth. 
Perhaps Paul does not wish the Corinthians to “masquerade”10 as 
the other gender as Corinthian citizens, both male and female, were 
prone to do. 

Further, in the Corinthian culture an uncovered head reflected being 
unmarried or even being a prostitute, and Paul wanted no accusation 
of impropriety against the church (16:3). Along those lines, cutting 
hair short in Corinth (11:6) was usually a woman’s public punishment 
for adultery.

9 R. C. Sproul, ed., The Reformation Study Bible: English Standard Version (Sanford, FL: 
Reformation Trust Publishing, 2015), 2031.
10 Karl Barth, The Resurrection of the Dead, trans. H. J. Stenning (Eugene, OR: Wipf & 
Stock Publishers, 1933), 62
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Specific to the head covering, since in Roman culture the veil 
signified a married woman, Paul speaks to wives specifically. The ESV 
Study Bible has an interesting note: “In cultures where women’s head 
coverings are not a sign of being married, wives do not need to cover 
their heads in worship, but they could obey this command by wearing 
some other physical symbol of being married (such as a wedding 
ring).”11 

Considering these views, it seems the passage, above all things, has 
more continuity with the rest of chapter 11, where Paul addresses 
the Corinthians’ social snobbery when taking the Lord’s Supper. 
Meaning, the church was following too closely to the cultural example 
of separating guests into an inner and outer room based on social 
status. 

Paul knew of this practice and knew its negative effect on how the 
church worshipped. Eliminating this divisive practice took more than 
instruction on the sacrament, it took addressing the social customs 
which informed it. He also realized this same principle relative to 
head coverings would lead to further division.

In Corinthian house banquets, the guests were divided into rich and 
poor, or more commonly, how well the host knew the guest. Close 
friends came into the inner room, the others remained in the outer 
room.  

Wives could remove their veils when entering the inner room of a 
close friend. Women who could remove their head coverings at a 
patron’s house could boast that they were friends of the host, and 
of a higher social rank than those who still had heads covered. The 
consequences of some women removing their veils in worship and 
some not, would be highly divisive.

11 Lane T. Dennis and Wayne Grudem, eds., The ESV Study Bible: English Standard 
Version (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2008), 2207.



127

12 Vang 148.

Lastly, Paul seemingly views removing a head covering, in the culture 
to which he writes, as rejection of Christian marriage. At banquets, an 
unveiled woman signified a close relationship with the host, usually 
a man who was not her husband. The argument may be summarized 
thus:

God is the head of Christ because Christ bears the mark of 
exclusive relationship to God. Christ is the head of the Christian 
man for the same reason, and the husband likewise for his 
wife. A Christian man should not cover his head; when he 
does, he looks like a pagan and covers his sign of relationship 
to Christ (11:7). A woman should cover her head; the veil is 
her sign of exclusive relationship to her husband. Taking off 
her veil suggests that her relationship to her husband is less 
than exclusive—the exact same thing that happens to a man’s 
relationship to Christ when he puts a veil on.12
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The EPC (Evangelical Presbyterian Church)
Essentials of Our Faith

All Scripture is self-attesting and being Truth, requires our 
unreserved submission in all areas of life. The infallible Word of 
God—the 66 books of the Old and New Testaments—is a complete 
and unified witness to God’s redemptive acts culminating in the 
incarnation of the Living Word, the Lord Jesus Christ. The Bible, 
uniquely and fully inspired by the Holy Spirit, is the supreme and final 
authority on all matters on which it speaks. On this sure foundation, 
we affirm these additional essentials of our faith.

1. We believe in one God, the sovereign Creator and Sustainer of 
all things, infinitely perfect and eternally existing in three Persons: 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. To Him be all honor, glory and praise 
forever!

2. Jesus Christ, the living Word, became flesh through His miraculous 
conception by the Holy Spirit and His virgin birth. He who is true God 
became true man united in one Person forever. He died on the cross 
a sacrifice for our sins according to the Scriptures. On the third day 
He arose bodily from the dead, ascended into heaven, where, at the 
right hand of the Majesty on High, He now is our High Priest and 
Mediator.

3. The Holy Spirit has come to glorify Christ and to apply the saving 
work of Christ to our hearts. He convicts us of sin and draws us to 
the Savior, indwelling our hearts. He gives new life to us, empowers 
and imparts gifts to us for service. He instructs and guides us into all 
truth, and seals us for the day of redemption.

4. Being estranged from God and condemned by our sinfulness, our 
salvation is wholly dependent upon the work of God’s free grace. God 
credits His righteousness to those who put their faith in Christ alone 
for their salvation, thereby justifies them in His sight. Only such as 
are born of the Holy Spirit and receive Jesus Christ become children 
of God and heirs of eternal life.
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5. The true Church is composed of all persons who through saving 
faith in Jesus Christ and the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit are 
united together in the body of Christ. The Church finds her visible yet 
imperfect expression in local congregations where the Word of God 
is preached in its purity and the sacraments are administered in their 
integrity, where scriptural discipline is practiced, and where loving 
fellowship is maintained. For her perfecting, she awaits the return of 
her Lord.

6. Jesus Christ will come again to the earth, personally, visibly, and 
bodily—to judge the living and the dead, and to consummate history 
and the eternal plan of God. “Even so, come, Lord Jesus” (Revelation 
22:20).

7. The Lord Jesus Christ commands all believers to proclaim the 
gospel throughout the world and to make disciples of all nations. 
Obedience to the Great Commission requires total commitment to 
“Him who loved us and gave Himself for us.” He calls us to a life of 
self-denying love and service. “For we are His workmanship, created 
in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand that 
we should walk in them” (Ephesians 2:10).

In Essentials ... Unity
In Non-Essentials ... Liberty

In All Things ... Charity
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