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Editors’ Preface
What may a reader expect from the Concordia Popular Commentary?
This commentary series brings faithful Christian Bible scholarship to the 

people. Based on the Concordia Commentary series, its goals are similar: to 
help Christians understand and talk about God’s Word with greater clarity, 
understanding, and faithfulness to the divine intent of the text.

The commentaries in this popular commentary series are designed for 
Christians that have an intermediate-level familiarity with Scripture and with the 
teachings of historic Christianity, especially those of the Lutheran Church. These 
volumes offer the insights of the scholarly Concordia Commentary series without 
the need to know foreign languages like Greek, Hebrew, and Aramaic. The central 
points from the scholarly series remain the same. Some differences include the 
removal of foreign-language textual notes. Footnote references and extensive 
interaction with certain technical, academic sources also have been removed. If 
the reader wishes to consult a list of sources, he or she is encouraged to look at the 
bibliography in the corresponding Concordia Commentary volume.

Jesus Christ is the content of the scriptural testimony. The Lord himself has 
said, “The Scriptures . . . testify to me” (Jn 5:39). The message of the Scriptures is 
the Good News of God’s work to reconcile the world to himself through the life, 
death, resurrection, ascension, and everlasting session of Jesus Christ at the right 
hand of God the Father. Under the guidance of the same Spirit who inspired the 
writing of the Scriptures, these commentaries seek to find in every passage of ev-
ery canonical book “that which promotes Christ” (as Martin Luther’s hermeneutic 
is often described). They are Christ-centered, “Christological” commentaries.

Even as the God of the Gospel came into this world in Jesus Christ (the 
Word in human flesh), the scriptural Gospel has been given to and through the 
people of God, for the benefit of all humanity. God did not intend his Scriptures 
to have a life separated from the church. He gave them through servants of his 
choosing: prophets, sages, evangelists, and apostles. He gave them to the church 
and through the church for admonition and comfort, for preaching and teaching. 
The living context of Scripture is always the church, where the Lord’s ministry of 
preaching, baptizing, forgiving sins, teaching, and celebrating the Lord’s Supper 
continues. This series remains aware of the close union of Scripture and church, 
of Word and Sacraments, a result of God taking up human flesh in Christ.

This Gospel Word of God creates a unity among all those in whom it works 
the obedience of faith and who confess the truth of God revealed in it. This is 
the unity of the one holy Christian and apostolic church, which extends through 
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world history. The church is to be found wherever the marks of the church are 
present: the Gospel in the Word and the Sacraments. These have been pro-
claimed, confessed, and celebrated in many different cultures and are in no way 
limited or especially attached to any single culture or people. These commentaries 
seek to promote concord, in the best sense of the terms, to be confessional, 
ecumenical, and “catholic” (universally Christian).

All of those convictions and characteristics describe the theological heritage 
of Martin Luther and of the confessors who subscribe to the Book of Concord 
(1580)—those who have come to be known as Lutherans. The editors and authors 
forthrightly confess their subscription to the doctrinal exposition of Scripture in 
the Book of Concord. As the publishing arm of The Lutheran Church—Missouri 
Synod, Concordia Publishing House is bound to doctrinal agreement with the 
Scriptures and the Lutheran Confessions and seeks to herald the true Christian 
doctrine to the ends of the earth.

As they unfold the scriptural testimony to Jesus Christ, these commentaries 
talk about Law and Gospel. These are the overarching doctrines of the Bible. 
Understanding them in their proper distinction and relationship to one another 
is a key for understanding the self-revelation of God and his plan of salvation 
in Jesus Christ. God’s Law condemns our sin, and his Gospel forgives our 
sin. However, Law and Gospel do not always appear simply labeled as such in 
Scripture. The language in Scripture is multicolored, with many and rich hues. A 
Bible passage may express Law and Gospel by the themes of the fallen creation 
and the new creation in Christ; darkness and light; death and life; wandering and 
the promised land; exile and return; ignorance and wisdom; demon possession 
and the kingdom of God; sickness and healing; being lost and then being found; 
guilt and righteousness; flesh and Spirit; fear and joy; hunger and feast; or 
Babylon and the new Jerusalem. But the common element is God’s gracious work 
of restoring fallen humanity through the Gospel of his Son. This stress on the 
Gospel proclamation makes these commentaries, in the proper sense, evangelical.

Scripture is God’s vehicle for communicating the Gospel. The editors and 
authors accept without reservation that the canonical books of the Old and 
New Testaments are, in their entirety, the inspired, infallible, and inerrant Word 
of God. The triune God is the ultimate author of the Bible, and the Holy Spirit 
breathed forth every word in the original Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek through 
the holy authors in a supernatural process of divine inspiration. This is much 
more profound than the common use of “inspired” to describe a person who is 
moved by a poignant event in life, a great idea, a brilliant speaker, and so on. God 
is the one who inspired the authors of Scripture. He worked through those men 
and achieved his goal in every respect, so that the Scriptures are God’s Word, 
without blemish, error, or falsehood.

Yet in the mysterious process by which the Scriptures were divinely inspired 
(e.g., 2 Tim 3:16; 2 Pet 1:21), God made use of the human faculties, knowledge, 
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interests, and styles of the biblical writers, whose individual books surely are 
marked by distinctive features. At the same time, the canon of Scripture has its 
own inner unity, and each passage must be understood in harmony with the 
larger context of the whole. This commentary series pays heed to the smallest of 
textual details because of its acceptance of plenary and verbal inspiration. 

Authors in this series interpret each text in accord with the analogy of faith, 
following the principle that Scripture interprets Scripture. Passages that are 
clearer, such as when Jesus explains a parable, guide the interpretation of passages 
that are not as transparent, such as the parable itself. One always looks first at the 
clear passages for the meaning and intent of the Lord. One then looks to related 
passages that have similar themes and language. Obscure passages should never 
be interpreted in a way that conflicts with well-understood passages. Doctrine 
is established by the plain sense of clear passages. Literal passages include Mt 
28:19–20 and the Lord’s Words instituting the Lord’s Supper in Mt 26, Mk 14, Lk 
22, and 1 Cor 11. Even though “this is my body” may not be captured by human 
reason, nevertheless, the passage has Jesus, the elements, and the congregation of 
disciples. That is as real as the pastor, the elements, and today’s congregation.

Scripture passages do not exist in isolation. One can find the literal sense of 
a difficult passage in a clearer parallel text, a passage where prophecy is fulfilled, 
or the accumulated evidence concerning a topic in Scripture. The Bible is replete 
with passages covering all aspects of human life from before birth to after death, 
from the house of worship to the outhouse. No one can find a situation so unique 
or so bad into which a loving, forgiving God will not enter. God really means “all 
nations.” God wants to save you, and his Word speaks to where you are in life.

Sometimes one can find both a literal meaning and an additional, spiritual 
meaning called the “mystical sense.” This spiritual meaning always rests on and 
connects with the literal sense, as orthodox Lutheran theologians like Johann 
Gerhard describe. There may indeed be ways of applying Scripture to oneself, to 
cultural changes, and to political events. For example, a Christian identifies the 
sin of the prodigal son with his own and therefore hears the forgiveness of the 
gracious, loving father as God’s forgiveness to him. The parable is more than a 
mere story. It plays a vital role in the application of Law and Gospel. Figures of 
speech, allegory, morality, and heavenly revelation all connect with this spiritual 
sense. Yet this sense can be abused, a caution that Lutheran biblical interpretation 
has always sounded.

Such application may be very helpful, for example, in cross-cultural com-
munication. After the fall of Rome and the huge upheaval of migrant nations with 
different languages, the Church relied heavily on allegory to help Germanic and 
Slavic peoples to identify with the literal meaning of Scripture using ideas familiar 
to them. Allegory unfortunately became the dominant method of interpretation 
and got separated from the literal sense. People began to read all kinds of mean-
ing into Scripture, which is contrary to God’s intent.
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In many passages one can see a moral sense where the literal meaning of 
a passage also establishes a universal moral principle revealed by God to curb 
the unrighteous, mirror brightly our sin, and guide our steps. Additionally, one 
may encounter a heavenly sense in some passages that speaks not only to how 
God literally deals with us here and now, but also to heavenly realities that pass 
beyond human understanding and to our eternal home with God. All these other 
senses, as Gerhard describes in Topic II, On the Interpretation of Scripture, in his 
1610 Loci Theologici and in Topic IV, On Christ, in the 1625 Exegesis, rest on the 
fundamental, literal sense.

The authors and editors stand in the exegetical tradition of Martin Luther 
and the other Lutheran reformers, who in turn stand in continuity with 
faithful theologians of the early and medieval church. All remain rooted in the 
hermeneutics of the Scriptures themselves (evident, for example, by how the 
New Testament interprets the Old). This method, practiced also by many non-
Lutherans, includes (1) interpreting Scripture with Scripture in harmony with 
the whole of Christian doctrine revealed in the Word; (2) giving utmost attention 
to the grammar of the original language of the text; (3) seeking to discern the 
intended meaning of the text, the “plain” or “literal” sense as it connects to differ-
ent literary genres and figures of speech; (4) drawing on linguistics, archaeology, 
literature, philosophy, history, and other fields as they help one understand the 
text; (5) considering the history of the church’s interpretation; (6) applying the 
text as authoritative also for today’s interpreter, and (7) above all, seeing the 
present application and fulfillment of the text in terms of Jesus Christ and his 
corporate church; upholding the Word, Baptism, and the Supper as the means 
through which Christ imparts salvation today; and affirming the inauguration, 
already now, of the eternal benefits of that salvation that is yet to come.
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Author’s Preface
“Be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, 

knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain” (1 Cor 15:58). These words of 
personal encouragement concluded a letter I received in the mid 1970s from the 
Lutheran education secretary in Papua New Guinea, Ray Blacklock. Ray knew 
that his rookie missionary had been going through a stressful period of adjust-
ment to the culture and the church situation in the western highlands of Papua 
New Guinea. What he could not know was how that great Pauline text, based on 
our resurrection hope in Christ, would stay with me through life’s ups and downs 
as a firm “anchor of the soul” (Heb 6:19).

My formal studies in 1 Corinthians had begun in 1968 at Luther Seminary, 
Adelaide, in South Australia. Our lecturer, Dr. Victor Pfitzner, left me with an 
abiding interest in the epistle and a desire to understand the text as a coherent 
whole. Recent reading of works by commentators such as Richard Hays has 
further stimulated my desire to appreciate Paul as an apostle with a coherent 
message. For a Lutheran commentator, such an approach is especially congenial 
because of the traditional Lutheran insistence on the clarity, consistency, and 
persuasive power of the Scriptures. At a time when the apostle and his message 
have been subjected to criticism and even shameless repudiation, an empathetic 
approach to Pauline studies—a hermeneutic of appreciation—is, I believe, sorely 
needed. Peter Brunner was surely right in his judgment that a church which 
rejects Paul’s message and instructions in 1 Corinthians will lose its “apostolic 
character” and degenerate into “a syncretistic sect.”

During the final stages of the commentary process, I became increasingly 
impressed by the relevance of 1 Corinthians to the contemporary church, in 
particular the remarkable similarity between the cultural and religious situation 
of first-century Corinth and the world at the dawn of the twenty-first century. 
To take only the clearest example, on every side we hear the voices of modern 
individualism, in tones reminiscent of ancient Stoicism, proclaiming the need for 
autonomy, independence, self-fulfillment, putting oneself first, being “in charge” 
and “in control” of one’s life. To this culture Paul throws out the challenge, as he 
challenged the Corinthians, that true fulfillment is found only through loving, 
self-sacrificing fellowship with others—with the one who was crucified on Calvary 
(1 Cor 1:9), and with our fellow members of his body. “Don’t you know that . . . 
you are not your own? For you were bought for a price” (1 Cor 6:19–20).

Among the sons (and daughters) of encouragement (cf. Acts 4:36)—the 
Ray Blacklocks—who helped along the way, I would especially like to thank the 
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following: Dr. Jonathan Grothe, my New Testament adviser during my graduate 
studies at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, and now president of Concordia 
Lutheran Theological Seminary in St. Catharines, Ontario, gave constant 
encouragement and asked stimulating questions during the early stages. Another 
unfailing source of encouragement was Dr. Christopher Mitchell of Concordia 
Publishing House, who edited the manuscript with great care and offered many 
helpful suggestions in the most congenial manner. Mrs. Julene Dumit, the 
commentary series copy editor, left no stone unturned in checking sources and 
references. Dr. Jeffrey Gibbs, associate professor of New Testament at Concordia 
Seminary, St. Louis, and the New Testament editor of the commentary series, 
also read the manuscript and gave constructive advice. Rev. Jerald Joersz of the 
Commission on Theology and Church Relations of The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod took a great interest in the commentary and pointed me to 
some helpful literature. Finally, I would thank the administration of Concordia 
Theological Seminary, Fort Wayne, for the necessary study leave, my colleagues 
on the faculty for their encouragement, the staffs of Walther Library, Fort Wayne, 
and Loehe Memorial Library, Adelaide, and the students it has been my privilege 
and joy to teach on the Fort Wayne and Adelaide campuses.

My constant prayer is that by God’s grace this commentary may serve for the 
edification of the church (1 Cor 14:26) and the glory of Christ crucified (2:2).
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1

Introduction

thEological thEmEs
Martin Luther gives a concise summary of the theological purpose of 

1 Corinthians: “In this epistle St. Paul exhorts the Corinthians to be one in faith 
and love, and to see to it that they learn well the chief thing, namely, that Christ 
is our salvation, the thing over which all reason and wisdom stumbles. . . . For it 
was as in our day, when the gospel has come to light. There are many mad saints 
(we call them factious spirits, fanatics, and heretics) who have become wise and 
learned all too quickly and, because of their great knowledge and wisdom, cannot 
live in harmony with anybody” (AE 35:380–81).

Paul states the epistle’s theme in 1:18: “For the word of the cross is foolish-
ness to those who are being destroyed, but to us who are being saved it is the 
power of God.” Immediately he supports his theme from the OT: “For it has been 
written: ‘I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the understanding of the 
understanding I will reject.’ ” Thus, what Luther calls “the theology of the cross” 
forms the epistle’s foundation. Salvation is found through faith in the “weak” and 
“foolish” word of “Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1:18, 25; 2:2). Faith in the 
Christ who died for their sins and rose again for their justification will also restore 
the congregation’s unity by inspiring loving concern (cf. 1 Corinthians 13) for the 
brother “for whom Christ died” (8:11).

In proclaiming the theology of the cross, Paul opposes a theology of glory 
which had become endemic in Corinth. Some members of the church had 
fallen prey to a secular spirit (2:12) which displayed itself in constant “boasting,” 
becoming “puffed up” with self-importance, strife, jealousy, disorder (3:3; 14:33), 
and a putting down of fellow Christians who were considered to have fewer gifts 
or advantages. This secular spirit had no sense for spiritual things (2:10–16); its 
only concern was what received human applause.

In contrast to this secular spirit, “the Spirit which is from God” (2:12) leads 
its recipients to find “grace” and “peace” (1:3) in Christ crucified. Appreciative of 
all the spiritual gifts that are theirs in the Gospel, in their Baptism in one Spirit, 
and in the sustaining spiritual food and drink of Holy Communion (2:12; 10:3–4; 
12:13), they are built up in the one communion (1:9; 10:16) of Jesus Christ and 
his body and blood. They understand themselves as fellow members of Christ’s 
body, a body marked by big-hearted, longsuffering love (12:27; 13:4), peace, and 
good order (12:27; 13:4; 14:33, 40; 16:14, 24).

This is a love that can wait. Paul faced the challenge of teaching the 
Corinthians the tension of Christian existence between the Lord’s two advents. 
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2				ConCordia PoPular Commentary: 1 Corinthians

Already saints, already spiritually endowed people, they still must wait for the 
Lord’s final coming and the resurrection of their bodies (1:7–8; 11:26; 15:1–58). 
And living patiently in this tension—not trying to get out from under it—meant 
joining the apostles in living under the cross (4:9–13), and disciplining their bod-
ies, marked for resurrection, in holy and humble service of the brother.

Paul’s approach to the manifold aberrations of the Corinthians is a model 
of pastoral wisdom. His tone throughout is that of a father who dearly loves his 
erring children. His chief concern is not to apply the Law (although he certainly 
does at times speak the Law in all its sharpness), but to administer the healing 
medicine of the Gospel.

In our time, when factious spirits again threaten to tear the church apart, 
when a so-called postmodern age encourages each person to set up what “I 
think” or “I feel” as the final criterion of truth, so that each is inclined to do what 
is “right in his own eyes” (Judg 21:25), there is an urgent need to hear afresh the 
apostolic encouragement to Christian harmony in faith and love.

thE city of corinth
Geography and History

Corinth is situated on the narrow isthmus (four and a half miles wide) that 
links the Greek mainland in the north to the Peloponnese peninsula in the south 
(where ancient Sparta was located). The city possessed strategic advantages, with 
its citadel, the Acrocorinth, rising to 1,886 feet (575 meters) above sea level, and 
economic advantages through its position as a gateway between northern and 
southern Greece, and between the Corinthian Gulf to the west and the Saronic 
Gulf to the east. It possessed two harbors, Lechaeum (facing Italy) and Cenchreae 
(facing Asia). Rather than transporting goods by the dangerous route around the 
southern tip of Achaia, merchants could have smaller ships placed on wheeled 
platforms and dragged across the isthmus along a kind of tramway. The customs 
duties levied on this trade contributed greatly to the city’s wealth. Its fertile 
hinterland also contributed to Corinth’s prosperity; indeed, our word “currant” 
derives from the name “Corinth.”

In 146 BC, the Roman consul Lucius Mummius razed the city to the ground, 
as a reprisal for Corinth leading the other Achaean cities in revolt. For more than 
a century the city lay dormant, until Julius Caesar rebuilt it in 44 BC. Corinth 
swiftly regained and exceeded its former prominence, becoming the largest city 
in Roman Greece and attaining a population of approximately 100,000. During 
the reign of Augustus (27 BC–AD 14), it was adorned with numerous public 
buildings. The city also resumed its role as host of the biennial Isthmian games 
conducted at the nearby sanctuary of Poseidon. It became an important center of 
Roman culture; prominent citizens from neighboring towns coveted magistracies 
in the city and became its benefactors. Latin became the official language. By 27 
BC, Corinth had clearly been reinstated as capital of the senatorial province of 
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Achaia. Thus, it is the provincial proconsul, Gallio, who hears the case brought 
against Paul before the Corinthian “judgment seat” (Acts 18:12–16). Along with 
Gallio and other civil and military officers, the new city was settled by ex-soldiers 
and freedmen from Rome, an influx of people from neighboring areas, and 
numerous slaves.

Morality
The city was also quick to regain its former unsavory reputation. Old 

Corinth had been known for sexual vice, to the extent that the comic poet 
Aristophanes (450–385 BC) coined the verb “to behave like a Corinthian,” i.e., 
“to be a fornicator.” The geographer Strabo claimed that 1,000 temple prostitutes 
were employed at the temple of Aphrodite. This is probably an exaggeration; 
besides Strabo was not speaking of the new Roman city. However, the Corinth of 
Paul’s day, like many harbor cities, was undoubtedly a center for prostitution (cf. 
6:12–20). And the city maintained her ties with Aphrodite: three temples of the 
goddess adorned the new foundation.

Religious Pluralism
Not only did the city have a reputation for sexual promiscuity and other 

forms of immorality (cf. the list in 1 Cor 6:9–10 and the catalog of Greco-Roman 
vices in Rom 1:18–32, penned while Paul was in Corinth), but it was also known 
for religious promiscuity. Like its sister-city Athens, Corinth was “very religious” 
(or “very superstitious,” Acts 17:22). Thus, there is evidence of sanctuaries and 
statues honoring Apollo, “Black Aphrodite,” Athena, Zeus, Poseidon (Neptune), 
Tyche (Fortune), the healing god Asklepios, Demeter and Kore (or Persephone; 
the sanctuary of Demeter and Kore has been excavated), Dionysus, the Egyptian 
gods Isis and Serapis, the “mother of the gods,” and last but not least, the impe-
rial cult. Accustomed as they were to this pluralistic and tolerant milieu, the 
Corinthian Christians found it difficult to adjust to the exclusive claims of their 
new faith and were tempted to lapse into syncretism (cf. Paul’s warnings against 
idolatry in 1 Cor 5:10; 6:9; and especially 8:1–10:22).

Stoicism and Epicureanism
In Athens, Paul found himself contending not only with religious pluralism 

but also with “some of the Epicurean and Stoic philosophers” (Acts 17:18). 
Almost certainly these philosophical movements were well represented in nearby 
Corinth. Epicureanism encouraged the pursuit of pleasure and tranquility, and 
the avoidance of pain, passions, and superstitious fears, especially the fear of 
death. It was not Epicurus’ intention to foster immorality—disturbing passions 
were, after all, to be subdued—but his emphasis on pleasure as the chief goal of 
human life could easily become an excuse for self-indulgence. Another aspect of 
Epicureanism which may have influenced some Corinthian Christians (cf. 1 Cor 
15:12) was the attempt to overcome the fear of death by insisting that it simply 
meant nothingness—the dissolution of body and soul into their constituent 
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atoms. Epicureans were truly “without hope and without God in the world” (Eph 
2:12).

The Stoics believed humans could achieve freedom and autonomy by living 
in a rational manner consistent with the nature of the universe. They greatly 
prized individual self-sufficiency. At its best, Stoicism encouraged the individual 
to realize one’s self by working for universal ends. At its worst, it fostered a 
spiritual pride and (like Epicureanism) a self-centered individualism totally 
antithetical to the Christian emphasis on the body of Christ, whose members 
build each other up in love.

At a number of points in 1 Corinthians, Paul seems to be echoing—and 
countering—Stoic philosophy:

1. The phrase “all things are yours” in 3:21–22 echoes Stoics like Seneca, 
who repeatedly used the slogan “all things belong to the wise man.” Paul initially 
expresses his agreement: all things do belong to those in Christ (3:22). But then 
Paul adds this corrective: “But you are Christ’s” (3:23). The phrase, with Paul’s bal-
ancing corrective, is similar to a pair of theses expressed by Luther: “A Christian 
is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none,” but a Christian is also “a perfectly 
dutiful servant of all, subject to all” (AE 31:344).

2. In showing so little concern for self-assessment (4:3–5), Paul may be 
deliberately rejecting the Stoic practice of detailed self-scrutiny at the end of each 
day. Some of the Corinthians may have been encouraged to practice such self-
criticism in order to cultivate their character. For Paul, however, only the Lord’s 
judgment matters.

3. Both Cynic and Stoic philosophers sometimes claimed to be rich men 
and kings by virtue of their philosophy. Thus, when Paul ironically chides the 
Corinthians for being “full,” “rich,” and “kings” (4:8), it is likely that he is grap-
pling with the impact of Stoic ideas on his people.

4. Another Corinthian slogan that may stem from Stoic or Cynic tendencies 
is “all things are possible for me” (6:12; 10:23). According to the philosophers, the 
wise person enjoys autonomy and may do as he pleases. Some of the Corinthians 
may have thought Paul would support their slogan. For the apostle, however, the 
overriding concern is what benefits and edifies the church.

“I will not be dominated (come under the authority of) anything” (6:12b) 
may be another Stoic expression of the individual’s freedom. Paul first concedes 
the validity of the slogan but proceeds to point out that if it is true, then they 
should not be surrendering their bodies to the control of prostitutes (6:13–20).

5. Finally, the asceticism Paul seeks to counter in 7:3–5 may have been 
fuelled, at least to some extent, by Stoic and Cynic philosophy. These schools de-
bated whether marriage or the unmarried state was more conducive to wisdom.

Many of those characteristics of ancient Greek philosophical schools are also 
found in modern cultural movements. Paul’s responses to them in 1 Corinthians 
therefore are relevant for our own cultural context.
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thE soPhistic movEmEnt in corinth
While many in Corinth were captivated by philosophy, even more, it seems, 

came under the spell of the polished rhetorical performances (“wisdom of word,” 
1 Cor 1:17) of the sophists. The sophists (“wise, skillful men”) had first come 
to prominence in the fifth century BC, when men like Protagoras (known for 
his dictum “man is the measure of all things”) set themselves up as professional 
teachers of clear thinking and oratory. They prepared young men for public life, 
charging fees for their services. In the first century AD the sophistic movement 
came to a new flowering. Cities and provinces found it worthwhile to hire soph-
ists as ambassadors; parents made use of them in training their sons in the arts of 
persuasion necessary for success in administrative, legal, and teaching positions. 
In 1 Corinthians, Paul seems to be concerned over the influence on the fledgling 
congregation of sophistic values that were antithetical to “the word of the cross” 
(1 Cor 1:18).

The sophists came from society’s upper echelons; they were “wise, powerful, 
and well-born” (cf. 1 Cor 1:26), and their movement helped perpetuate their class. 
They were also known for boastfulness and fierce competitiveness (cf. “zeal and 
strife,” 1 Cor 3:3) against one another for influence and students.

Upon his arrival in a city, a sophist would give a sample oration upon which 
depended his chances for endorsement and employment in the city. In this, he 
would (1) attempt to project an image of himself as likeable and trustworthy, (2) 
play on his hearers’ emotions, and (3) convince them of his reasoning ability (cf. 
1 Cor 2:4). By contrast, when Paul arrived in Corinth, he deliberately eschewed 
the deceitfulness which characterized the sophists’ rhetoric, concentrating instead 
on a straightforward presentation of the weak and foolish message of the cross 
(2:1–5).

1 Corinthians points to the intrusion of secular, sophistic mores into the 
congregation. It was natural, for example, that Christians of a sophistic mind-set 
would place the eloquent Apollos on a pedestal and express the hope that Paul 
would never come back (4:18–19). Paul’s practice of working with his hands to 
support himself, refusing to accept financial support from the Corinthians, may 
well have been his way of distancing himself from the avaricious sophists.

broadEr sEcular influEncEs
Some members of the Corinthian church may have belonged to the elite 

classes of Corinthian society and hence imported secular ways and leadership 
models into the church. These secular approaches would have included the 
importance of patronage and loyalty between pupil and teacher as well as an 
emphasis on status. Thus, the rivalry among Corinthian Christians (“I belong to 
Paul,” 1:12, and so on) may have stemmed in part from secular patterns whereby 
a young man would attach himself to a greater man as a way of eventually making 
his own mark in society.
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Such patterns could have provoked Paul’s response in chapters 1–4. Similar 
dynamics may also lie behind the congregation’s failure to censure the incestuous 
man (5:1–13): he may have been of high social standing, and thus considered 
to be exempt from criticism. It was most likely Christians of higher status who 
brought litigation against fellow Christians (6:1–8) in order to advance their own 
interests—a common practice in Greco-Roman society.

Thus, both the sophist movement and secular leadership practices tempted 
Christians in Corinth to make an ideal of status rather than service. In countering 
this secular mind-set, Paul used non-status imagery (agricultural and artisan 
language and household imagery, 1 Cor 3:5–15; 4:1–2) and held before them the 
patterns of pastoral servanthood exhibited by himself, Apollos, Timothy, and 
Stephanas (1 Cor 2:1–16; 3:5–9; 4:16–17; 16:15–16).

thE corinthians’  
QuEst for sPiritual PowEr

In many of these ways, Corinthian society—like ours—was characterized by 
the feverish quest for power. In this climate, the gift of the Spirit offered by the 
Christian faith was easily misconstrued, in the sense of pagan enthusiasm, as the 
offer of personal spiritual power. This was the pattern followed by Greek pagan 
religion and Stoicism, which spoke of the “spirit” as a divine or cosmic force 
inspiring and infilling certain persons like poets or the priestesses of Apollo in 
Delphi. The infilling with the spirit was perceived as liberating the person, mak-
ing him or her one who is caught up out of the ordinary circumstances of life.

By contrast, the NT never suggests that the gift of the Spirit is given to 
satisfy anyone’s personal quest to become so powerfully possessed by God as to 
be beyond life’s normal misfortunes. The Spirit is not to be cut loose from the 
Jesus who died on the cross. The Christ who was “crucified in weakness” (2 Cor 
13:4) is preached by his apostle “in weakness and in fear and in much trembling” 
(1 Cor 2:3; 2 Cor 13:4). Spiritual people live and struggle in weakness under the 
shadow of the cross. Gifted with “the Spirit of faith” (2 Cor 4:13), they live in the 
present aeon by faith, not by sight: they put up with the cruciform ministry of 
apostles and pastors who may not shine (or choose not to shine) as orators; they 
endure the tensions of their “already but not yet” existence as saints who long to 
be delivered from weakness and put on their spiritual bodies; they wait for the 
hope of righteousness which will only be experienced at the revelation of the 
Lord Jesus; and they constantly bear with others in longsuffering love. Thus, the 
Spirit does not endorse a self-centered focus on works, feelings, or empowerment. 
The Spirit orients the Christian in faith toward Christ crucified and toward other 
people in love.

340169_155145.indd   6 9/27/10   11:00 AM



introduCtion    7

thE founding  
of thE church in corinth

Toward the end of his second missionary journey, which took him through 
Macedonia and Achaia, Paul became the founding father of the church in Corinth 
(see the account in Acts 18:1–22). Some weeks after his arrival, he was joined 
by Silas and Timothy. Their hosts in the city were Aquila and Priscilla, who with 
their fellow Jews had recently been expelled from Rome by an edict of Claudius. 
Aquila, Priscilla, and Paul practiced the same trade, the making and repairing of 
tents. It has been suggested they may have been occupied with making awnings 
for the Isthmian games, held in April–May AD 51. Another suggestion is that 
they made awnings for the theater and other venues in Corinth itself.

After their expulsion from the synagogue in Corinth, Paul and his compan-
ions continued to preach in the home of Titius Justus. Their ministry bore fruit, 
as Crispus, a leader of the synagogue, and many other Corinthians believed and 
were baptized. Encouraged by a nighttime vision, Paul remained among them for 
eighteen months, teaching the Word of God (Acts 18:6–11).

Not satisfied with ejecting him from the synagogue, the Jews rose up against 
Paul and brought him before the tribunal of the Roman procurator, Gallio, a 
brother of the philosopher Seneca. Perceiving that Paul was not guilty of any 
crime, and that the charges against him concerned (from Gallio’s perspective) 
merely fine points of the Jewish religion, the procurator dismissed the case (Acts 
18:12–17). For some years, at least in Achaia, this ruling helped ensure protection 
for Christianity as simply a sect of Judaism enjoying the status of a legal religion 
under Roman law.

The reference to Gallio (Acts 18:12–17) enables us to date Paul’s ministry 
in Corinth with some precision. An inscription discovered at Delphi records 
the emperor Claudius’ commendation of “my friend [Lucius] Junius Gallio, 
proconsul of Achaia.” The inscription must stem from the first seven months of 
AD 52, for Claudius describes himself as emperor for the twenty-sixth time; his 
twenty-seventh acclamation came on August 1. Scholars judge it unlikely that 
Gallio would have taken office in June 52; more likely he came to Corinth in 51. 
Thus, Paul’s eighteen-month stay in Corinth probably may be dated to 50–52.

Most likely, then, it was early in 52 that Paul left Corinth for Syria (Acts 
18:18). After brief visits to Ephesus, Caesarea, Jerusalem, and Antioch (Acts 
18:19–22), he set out on his third missionary journey, of which the focal point 
was a three-year ministry in Ephesus (Acts 18:23–20:38). Toward the end of this 
period (the period ca. 52–55), he received word of the troubles in Corinth and 
wrote his first epistle in an attempt to calm the waters. From 1 Cor 16:8, we gather 
that he wrote some weeks before Pentecost. Thus, the letter’s most likely date is 
early 55.
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thE church’s  
rEligious and social structurE

Religious Composition
The Lord’s “many people” in Corinth (Acts 18:10) seem to have been mainly 

former pagans, and, in particular, “God-fearers” who had attached themselves to 
the synagogue because of their respect for Jewish monotheism and its high moral 
standards. The aberrations Paul addresses (e.g., sexual immorality, litigiousness, 
frequenting heathen temples, denial of a bodily resurrection) were typical of 
Gentile paganism.

On the other hand, the congregation must have contained a significant 
Jewish-Christian minority. Crispus, the synagogue leader and his whole 
household joined the church (Acts 18:8), and if the synagogue leader Sosthenes, 
mentioned in Acts 18:17, is the same Sosthenes who helped Paul write his epistle 
(1 Cor 1:1), then at least two prominent Jewish families were founding members. 
The presence of a Jewish synagogue in the city is attested not only by Acts 
18:4–17, but also by the discovery of a lintel bearing the inscription “Synagogue 
of the Hebrews.”

Socioeconomic Status
Turning to the socioeconomic circumstances of the Corinthian Christians, 

the best starting point is Paul’s statement in 1 Cor 1:26: “Not many [of you] 
were wise by human standards, not many were powerful, not many were of 
noble birth.” It is likely that some, although “not many” (1:26), of the city’s elite 
belonged to the church. Gaius, who could host the whole church in his home, 
and Erastus, a city official, are probably to be reckoned among this small group 
(Rom 16:23). Other Christians in that upwardly mobile society would have been 
at least moderately well to do, among them the tent-making couple Aquila and 
Priscilla, the synagogue leaders Crispus and Sosthenes, and Stephanas (1 Cor 
1:16; 16:15–17). While others may have been craftsmen or small businessmen, a 
significant number must have been slaves (7:21–22).

Communal Gatherings
According to the descriptions of Roman Corinth supplied by Dio 

Chrysostom, Galen, and Plutarch, the city was known for its wealth and opulence. 
The spacious suburb of Craneion in particular was celebrated as a desirable 
residential area. While the archaeological evidence is sparse—only four private 
residences have been excavated—it confirms the literary evidence that a number 
of the homes must have been sizeable, with spacious atriums and dining rooms.

Next door to the Jewish synagogue stood one of the more spacious homes, 
belonging to one of the church’s founding members, Gaius (Acts 18:7). In the 
home of this man, whom Paul describes as “my host and the host of the whole 
church” (Rom 16:23), it was possible for the whole church—the whole Corinthian 
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“parish”—to come together (1 Cor 11:20; 14:23). In addition, there may have 
been smaller churchly gatherings in homes like those of Aquila and Priscilla (cf. 
Acts 18:1–3; 1 Cor 16:19) and of Phoebe, the church’s protector and patroness, in 
nearby Cenchrea (Rom 16:1–2).

On the basis of Acts 18 and 1 Corinthians, we may identify Stephanas, 
Fortunatus and Archaicus, Gaius Titius Justus, Aquila and Priscilla, Crispus, 
Sosthenes, and Chloe’s people as members of the congregation; on the basis 
of Rom 16:21–23, we may add Lucius, Jason, Sosipater, Tertius, Erastus, and 
Quartus. In addition to these, there were surely other families and individuals 
worshiping in Corinth who are not mentioned in the biblical record. Estimates of 
the total number of worshipers range as high as 100 individuals. To accommodate 
such a number would, indeed, have required a very spacious home.

thE occasion of thE EPistlE
Two developments in particular seem to have prompted Paul to write this 

epistle. First, he had received reports from “Chloe’s people” about the rise of 
at least four factions, grouping themselves around the names of Paul, Apollos, 
Cephas, and Christ (1 Cor 1:10–12). This growing disunity is the chief topic 
addressed in chapters 1–4. Similarly, the problems addressed in the following 
chapters (5–6) probably came to Paul’s attention through Chloe’s people. Her 
people may have also reported that some were denying the bodily resurrection 
(15:12). Whether 11:2–34 (women’s head-coverings; conduct at communal meals 
and the Lord’s Supper) was also prompted by information from the same source 
is difficult to say.

Second, Paul needed to respond to several questions put to him in a letter 
from the Corinthians (“now about the things you wrote,” 7:1). This accounts for 
his discussion of marital issues in chapter 7, and probably also of meat offered to 
idols (8:1–11:1) and spiritual gifts (12:1–14:40). Those topics are introduced by 
“now about” (7:1, 25; 8:1; 12:1). Whether the same formula in 16:1 (“now about 
the collection”) and 16:12 (“now about Apollos”) also introduces Paul’s responses 
to a letter from Corinth must be considered more doubtful.

thE EPistlE’s ExtErnal  
attEstation and intEgrity

External attestation to the epistle’s Pauline authorship appears as early as 
1 Clement (ca. AD 95 or 96): “Take up the epistle of the blessed Paul the apostle 
. . . Truly he wrote to you in the Spirit about himself and Cephas and Apollos, 
because even then you had split into factions” (47:1–3). In the “maranatha” of 
Didache 10:6, we hear a clear echo of 1 Cor 16:22. Ignatius (ca. AD 110) cites 
the epistle frequently (Ephesians 10:3; 16:1; 18:1; Trallians 2:3; 12:3; Romans 5:1; 
9:2), as does Polycarp, also ca. AD 110 (Philippians 2:2; 4:3; 5:3; 10:1; 11:2). There 
may be allusions to 1 Cor 3:1, 16, 18 in the Epistle of Barnabas (e.g., 4:11; 6:15). 
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See also Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho, chapter 35. There are numerous 
1 Corinthians citations and allusions in Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, and 
Tertullian.

The canonicity of 1 Corinthians seems never to have been in doubt. Marcion 
accorded it canonical status, as did the Muratorian Canon. Finally, it is listed with 
2 Corinthians among the canonical books of the NT in Athanasius’ Thirty-ninth 
Festal Letter (AD 367).

The epistle’s integrity has been questioned by some scholars. Observing that 
at times it seems disjointed, they have proposed that an editor has pasted together 
various Pauline fragments. But the sometimes abrupt transitions from topic to 
topic may be explained by the way in which Paul periodically received informa-
tion and reacted to it. See the section above entitled “The Occasion of the Epistle.” 
These partition theories have rarely called into question the Pauline origin of the 
various “pieces.” Recently, however, the authenticity of 14:34–35 has come under 
fire. The text-critical and other issues involved are discussed in the commentary 
on those verses and the excursus “The Ordination of Women.”

thE commEntary ProcEss
Translating the Greek Text into English

This commentary offers a literal translation of the Greek based primarily on 
the writer’s own reading of the text, and secondarily on a comparison with the 
translation options offered by selected English versions. A particular translation 
sometimes signals a particular interpretation that needs to be evaluated in light 
of the evidence. If the translation/interpretation is misleading, it may have an 
unfortunate impact on the church’s understanding of that text for generations. For 
example, who knows how many Christians may have been kept away from the 
Lord’s Supper by the dire warning given in the King James Version translation of 
1 Cor 11:29: “he that eateth and drinketh unworthily, eateth and drinketh damna-
tion to himself ” (emphasis added)? Unworthy eating and drinking, according to 
the original text, does not result in “damnation” but in “judgment,” or chastening 
designed to bring undiscerning recipients to their senses and thus help them 
escape final damnation. Most modern versions have picked up Paul’s distinction 
in 11:29–32 between “judgment” (11:29) and “damn/condemn” (11:32) and here 
translated 11:29 correctly: “eats and drinks judgment” (emphasis added).

Commentaries
Some commentators eschew, as far as possible, any reflection on current 

issues in the church, believing it is the exegete’s duty simply to re-present what 
the text says. After all, the text itself has a force of its own and should be allowed 
to speak to modern readers directly, without telling them which applications they 
need to make. Other commentators make frequent and even lengthy applications 
to the contemporary church. The present work tries to steer a middle course, 
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giving top priority to listening to the text, but not hesitating to point periodically 
to its implications for the church’s theology and practice.

In a commentary of this scope, it is not possible to deal with, or even note, 
every view that diverges from one’s own. The writer has attempted to give the 
thread of his own reading of Paul in as clear and uncluttered a fashion as possible, 
paying attention only to the most significant divergent viewpoints. Hopefully, the 
simplicity of this commentary’s style and approach will make it accessible to a 
wide readership.

A major part of the difficulty in interpreting 1 Corinthians is our sketchy 
knowledge of the situation into which Paul was speaking. If only we knew how 
the worship services ran (Paul hasn’t supplied us with a liturgy and agenda)! If 
only we had a guide outlining how the communal meals related to celebration of 
the Sacrament! If only we had some audio recordings of their tongues-speaking 
or prophecies! Whereas Paul’s original hearers would have known exactly what he 
meant, on so many issues all the modern interpreter can do is make a judgment 
on the basis of the indications we have. This is part of the delight and challenge, 
but also the frustration, of exegesis! This commentary, then, goes out with the 
hope and prayer that it has been faithful to the words of the apostle and that the 
readers will be given greater confidence in the Christ proclaimed by “the word of 
the cross” (1:18).
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1 corinthians 1:1–17

Epistolary Opening

 1:1–3 greetings

 1:4–9 thanksgiving

 1:10–17 Paul appeals for unity in christ

Excursus Modern Denominations
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1 corinthians 1:1–3

Greetings

translation
1 1Paul, a called apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of 

God, and Sosthenes the brother, 2to the church of 
God that is in Corinth, having been sanctified in 
Christ Jesus, called saints, together with all who call 
on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ in every place—
both their [Lord] and ours: 3grace to you and peace 
from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Commentary
callEd aPostlE (1:1)

With great care Paul has designed every detail of his introduction (1 Cor 
1:1–9) to combat the rising factionalism and to restore the Corinthians again to 
the one fellowship of Jesus Christ. To this end, he begins by asserting his authority 
as Jesus’ designated envoy, who in carrying out his commission had become the 
spiritual father of every Christian in Corinth (4:15). Although Paul saw himself 
as the least of the apostles (15:8–9), his apostleship was, nevertheless, beyond 
dispute. He had seen the risen Lord (9:1)! This Lord had called him as his chosen 
vessel to be the apostle to the Gentiles (Acts 9:15; Rom 11:13), including those in 
the largely Gentile city of Corinth.

But Paul knew that he was nothing in himself (2 Cor 12:11). He had no 
intention of building a personal following and deplored the formation of a “Paul” 
faction as much as he deplored any other faction (1 Cor 1:12). He saw himself 
simply as servant and witness of the crucified and risen Lord, Christ Jesus, Israel’s 
promised Messiah and the Savior of the world (Mt 1:21; Jn 4:42). Now, the former 
persecutor of the church (1 Cor 15:9) had found his great vocation in betrothing 
others to Christ (2 Cor 11:2); his most important labor was in ensuring that 
Christ was formed in others (Gal 4:19). His concern to advance the name and 
cause of Christ emerges clearly in the opening verses of this epistle, where 
“Christ” occurs ten times in the first ten verses. As he wrote to the Philippians, 
“For me to live is Christ” (Phil 1:21).

It was “not from men nor through a man” that Paul had been commissioned 
to serve Christ (Gal 1:1), but “through the will of God” (2 Cor 1:1; Eph 1:1; 
Col 1:1; cf. 1 Tim 1:1). Unlike the false apostles who commended themselves 
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and sought to impose their own will on the church (2 Cor 10:18; 11:13), Paul’s 
ministry bore the divine stamp of approval.

Despite his standing as a divinely called apostle, Paul never operated 
as a “one-man band.” His ministry was always a team effort, whether he was 
associated with Barnabas, with Silas and Timothy (1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 1:1), with 
various “brothers” (Gal 1:2), or, as here, with Sosthenes. This is probably the same 
Sosthenes who had been serving as synagogue ruler during Paul’s first visit to 
Corinth (Acts 18:17). Like another synagogue ruler before him (Crispus, Acts 
18:8), Sosthenes found Paul’s preaching compelling. But his Christian leanings 
incurred the hostility of his fellow Jews, who inflicted a beating on him before 
the proconsul Gallio’s tribunal (Acts 18:17). Thereupon, Sosthenes seems to have 
left the city, making his home in Ephesus. As a former synagogue official, and 
moreover one who had been beaten for the sake of Christ, Sosthenes would have 
been honored by the Corinthian church.

Sosthenes probably wrote down most of the letter (i.e., through 1 Cor 16:20) 
at Paul’s direction. But this may have involved more than accepting mechanical 
dictation. The two men probably talked over the letter’s contents and came to a 
consensus on what should be transmitted. Nevertheless, it is clear that Paul is the 
primary human author. The ultimate author is God, whose Spirit inspired the 
writing of the Scriptures (2 Tim 3:16; 2 Pet 1:21), and so Paul’s canonical writings 
are part of the sacred Scriptures (2 Pet 3:16). The exact method and circum-
stances of the human authors in no way compromises the divine authorship of 
the Scriptures (cf. the commentary on 1 Cor 1:16).

callEd saints (1:2)
Paul and Sosthenes address “the church of God that is in Corinth” (1:2). 

The church does not belong to Paul or Apollos or anyone else; it is God’s. Paul, 
Apollos, Sosthenes, and the other church workers all belong to God. They are 
“God’s co-workers,” and the Corinthian saints are “God’s field, God’s building” 
(3:9; cf. 3:22–23). Thus, Paul tries to lift the Corinthians’ sights above any limited 
conceptions of the church as a merely human institution, or an arena for human 
power plays, to a proper understanding of its character as a divine institution. 
The apostle of Christ Jesus, called by the will of God, is writing to the church of 
God, consisting of saints who are also called by God. This is the great vision of 
the church Paul wants the Corinthians to catch, the vision of God’s “one holy 
catholic and apostolic church” (Nicene Creed), of which the church in Corinth is 
a manifestation.

On the one hand, the church in Corinth is fully church, with no gifts or 
graces missing. On the other hand, it is only one manifestation of God’s church 
among many others, one outcropping, the one that happens to be in Corinth. So 
the Corinthians should not see themselves as superior to other Christians because 
of their intellectual attainments or spiritual gifts or unique cultural situation. 
They are to obey the same apostolic Word that sustains all the churches (cf. 4:17; 
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7:17; 10:32; 11:16; 14:33). Thus, Paul constantly reminds the Corinthians of their 
place in the larger Christian family (cf. 16:19). After all, the Word of God did not 
originate with them (14:36)!

How paradoxical that the one church of God was present in corrupt Corinth! 
Paul now elaborates on the church’s nature: it consists of those in a state of “hav-
ing been sanctified in Christ Jesus” (1:2). The sanctification of God’s people does 
not result from their efforts at self-improvement, their moral accomplishments; it 
is God’s gift in Christ. The church received her holiness in Baptism: “But you were 
washed, but you were sanctified, but you were justified in the name of the Lord 
Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God” (6:11; see also 12:13). On the basis, 
then, of the sanctification conferred on the church, Paul constantly appeals to the 
Corinthians: “Become what you are!”

Another epithet follows, “called saints” (1:2), which balances “a called 
apostle” in 1:1. God’s people in Corinth had become saints, “a holy nation,” by vir-
tue of the divine summons “out of darkness into His marvelous light” (1 Pet 2:9; 
cf. Ex 19:5–6). In Paul’s letters, the word “saints” always embraces all believers.

The Corinthians are saints “together with all who call on the name of our 
Lord Jesus Christ in every place” (1 Cor 1:2). Again, Paul is reminding the 
Corinthians that they belong to a great spiritual fellowship of Christians through-
out the world. To “call on the name of the Lord” (1:2) means to believe in Jesus as 
Lord, appeal to him in prayer, and praise him in worship. The attentive listener 
in Corinth would have been able to complete the text Paul is citing from Joel 3:5: 
“Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.” In no other name 
was salvation to be found (Acts 4:12; cf. Acts 3:16). No doubt the text had become 
more precious to Paul since his Baptism, when Ananias admonished him, “Rise, 
be baptized, and wash away your sins, calling on his name” (Acts 22:16). The 
Roman statesman Pliny the Younger testified (Letters, 10.96.7) that Christians 
were characterized by the practice of singing hymns to Christ “as to God.”

The phrase, “in every place” (1 Cor 1:2), evokes the grandeur of the universal 
church and its mission in echoes of Malachi: “ ‘From the rising of the sun even to 
its setting, my name shall be great among the nations; and in every place incense 
shall be offered to my name, and a pure offering, for my name shall be great 
among the nations,’ says the Lord of hosts” (Mal 1:11).

The final phrase in 1 Cor 1:2, “both their [Lord] and ours,” reminds the 
Corinthians again of what they have in common with fellow Christians every-
where. They are not unique; they share the same Lord Jesus Christ as do their 
brothers and sisters around the world (cf. Rom 10:12).

confErral of gifts (1:3)
Paul now confers his apostolic blessing of “grace” and “peace” (1 Cor 1:3). 

These scriptural blessings are not merely wishes. They convey what the words say. 
The first blessing, “grace,” is the highest gift of God, his free favor and forgiveness 
to undeserving people. Grace, then, is the source of peace, the state of being 
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reconciled to God (Rom 5:1–11). Since the death of God’s Son brought us forgive-
ness and reconciliation to God (Rom 5:10), Christians are inspired to live in a 
forgiving and peaceful manner with one another and, so far as it lies with them 
(Rom 12:18), with all people. How sorely the strife-torn Corinthian congregation 
needed this blessing of peace and the conciliatory spirit that flowed from it! Often 
God’s peace also bears fruit in a sense of inner peace, though this “feeling” is not 
essential. The objective condition of a peaceful relationship with God through 
Jesus Christ is paramount in Paul’s concept of “peace” (Rom 5:1–2; Eph 2:14–18).

The gifts of grace and peace are conferred both by “God our Father and the 
Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 1:3). “The Lord Jesus Christ” is accorded equal status 
with the Father as the bestower of divine gifts. When he is called “Lord,” he is 
given an ascription belonging to God (e.g., 1:31).
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1 corinthians 1:4–9

Thanksgiving

translation
1 4I thank my God for you always, because of the grace 

of God given you in Christ Jesus. 5[I am thankful] 
that in everything you were enriched in him, in all 
speech and all knowledge, 6as the testimony to Christ 
was confirmed among you. 7Thus you are not lacking 
in any gift of grace as you eagerly await the revelation 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, 8who will also confirm you 
until the end, blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. 9God is faithful, by whom you were called into 
the communion of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord.

Commentary
Faced by the host of problems in the Corinthian congregation, Paul might 

naturally be expected to begin on a note of complaint. But he takes care not to let 
the abundant aberrations loom so large in his mind that they sour his relationship 
with the church and make him lose sight of the far more abundant grace of God 
(cf. Rom 5:20). As their faithful apostle, pastor, and intercessor, he first assures the 
Corinthians that he always thanks God for them.

While it was standard practice in ancient letters and speeches to begin by 
expressing one’s gratitude to the audience, a practice which could degenerate to 
hollow flattery (cf. Acts 24:1–3), there is nothing hollow about Paul’s words of 
thanksgiving to God for the grace he has poured out on the Corinthians. From 
the fullness of the unspeakable gift of Christ himself (2 Cor 9:15), the congrega-
tion had received “grace upon grace” (Jn 1:16). Ever since their Baptism (1 Cor 
6:11; 12:13), they had enjoyed a rich and full spiritual life. For all this the apostle 
is deeply grateful.

In Christ they had been enriched “in all speech and all knowledge” (1:5). 
Their rich endowment in “speech” included the gift of tongues and its interpreta-
tion, prophecy and the weighing of prophecy, teaching, and the composing of 
hymns (12:10, 28–30; 14:26). Following the pattern of their teacher, Apollos, 
an “eloquent” man (Acts 18:24), the Corinthians had been enriched in all 
“eloquence, speech” (1 Cor 1:5).

This gift of speech flowed from the “knowledge” that was in their hearts. 
Like “speech,” “knowledge” is a comprehensive word. It includes the Corinthians’ 
Spirit-given understanding of the wisdom of the cross, their appreciation of all 
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God’s gifts, their ability to exercise spiritual judgment, and the specific gift of 
prophetic knowledge (2:6–16; 13:2; 14:6). These two gifts—the utterance of the 
mouth and the knowledge of the heart—find an echo in the two parts of Rom 
10:9: “If you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and believe in your heart 
that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.”

For the congregation’s outstanding endowment with these gifts, Paul thanks 
God. Some commentators have detected a trace of irony in his thanksgiving, 
for it was precisely these gifts of speech (especially the gift of tongues) and of 
knowledge which had led many Corinthians to become puffed up. But there can 
be little doubt that Paul’s thanksgiving is thoroughly genuine. The gifts of grace 
(12:4, 9, 28, 30, 31) in themselves were signs of God’s rich gift of grace (1:7). The 
problems had arisen because some were letting their gifts “go to their heads,” as 
though they had acquired them through their own efforts or brilliance. Later, Paul 
would remind them, “What do you have that you have not received?” (4:7).

Thus, in praising God for the Corinthians’ giftedness “in all speech and all 
knowledge” (1:5), Paul is not only giving God his due but also signaling to the 
Corinthians that it is to these two gifts that he will be paying most attention. 
Throughout the epistle, everything he says will be aimed at correcting distortions 
and developing the right understanding of Christian speech and knowledge.

Their rich spiritual gifts served as evidence that the apostolic testimony 
to Christ had created Christian faith in the hearers. Through the Holy Spirit’s 
testimony, it had been brought home to their deepest convictions that the Gospel 
message was true, leading to these rich results.

1 Cor 1:7 is a result clause, balancing the positive statement of 1:5 (“in 
everything you were enriched in him”) with its double-negative corollary (“thus 
you are not lacking in any gift of grace”). Paul is probably not comparing the 
Corinthians with other Christians (“you are not lacking in comparison with 
others”), but simply saying that the gifts of grace they had received were sufficient.

This is the first time Paul has used the word “gifts of grace” (1:7). While the 
Corinthians themselves seem to have preferred the word “spiritual gifts” (12:1), 
Paul prefers “gifts of grace” as a reminder that all they have is by grace.

At the same time, Paul gently reminds them not to let their giftedness lull 
them into complacency. They must not become so focused on present blessings 
that they lose sight of their Christian hope. They should still be filled with 
longing for “the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1:7). Their gifts are to serve 
a church which is still on the way, but the Corinthians are in danger of falling 
into a self-centered intoxication with their gifts, so that later Paul must reproach 
them: “Already you are satiated! Already you have begun to be rich! Without us 
you have begun your reign!” (4:8). As a result, not only are they no longer eagerly 
anticipating the Lord’s final coming, but their hope for the final resurrection of 
their bodies has also faded (1 Corinthians 15). They need to join Paul in praying 
the prayer with which he closes the epistle, “Our Lord, come!” (1 Cor 16:22).

Just as the testimony to Christ had been confirmed among them in the past 
(1:6), so Paul gives thanks that in the future God would continue to strengthen 
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the Corinthians in faith. He could be counted on to keep doing this “until the 
end” (1:8; cf. Phil 1:6; Jude 24–25).

Thus, on the day when all must appear before Christ’s judgment seat (2 Cor 
5:10), the Corinthians could be assured that they would be “holy, pure, and 
blameless” before him (Col 1:22). That day and the assessment of his life which 
would take place on that day were, for Paul, far weightier matters than any human 
assessment of his ministry (1 Cor 4:3). For the Corinthians also, preoccupied as 
they were with the present age and its gifts, it was essential to keep the Last Day 
continually before their eyes. Our death may transpire before Jesus’ final coming, 
but the resurrection of the body and eternal life in the new creation will com-
mence only then, at his return. We need a proper “apocalyptic” perspective—a 
sense that our brief lives are always lived in the shadow of eternity. Then we will 
not become too myopically engrossed in the joys, gifts, and cares of this world, 
“for the form of this world is passing away” (7:31).

When Paul says that God will keep them “blameless” (1 Cor 1:8), he does not 
mean, of course, that the last advent will find them morally perfect. His assurance 
is that no one will be able to bring a charge against them (Rom 8:33), for Christ 
Jesus has become their righteousness (1 Cor 1:30). Moreover, Paul is confident 
that God will keep them from falling in times of temptation (10:13; 2 Cor 1:10).

He can assure them that God will sustain them to the end because he 
knows “God is faithful” (1 Cor 1:9). God’s faithfulness is one of his outstanding 
attributes, according to the Scriptures (Deut 7:9; 2 Cor 1:18–20; Titus 1:2). Thus, 
he is worthy of the Christian’s total confidence.

As a sign that the one who had called them would see his good work through 
to the end (cf. Phil 1:6), Paul points to the blessed fellowship the Corinthians 
already enjoyed in Christ. This “communion” involved far more than some kind 
of vague relationship with Christ. It meant, rather, an actual participation in him, 
a union with him through faith and Baptism into his body, so that their bodies 
were now in a mysterious way members of his body (6:15; 12:13). This deep com-
munion was constantly nourished by the Gospel and Christ’s true body and blood 
in the Sacrament of Holy Communion (9:23; 10:16).

Communion with Christ is, in turn, the basis for communion among 
Christians (Acts 2:42; 1 Jn 1:3). In drawing people into communion with his 
Son as members of his body, God draws them into a close and deep relationship 
with one another. From the outset, Paul is reminding the Corinthians that their 
“communion” (1 Cor 1:9) in Christ rules out all factionalism and individualism 
(1:10–11). Paul would have no time for the modern attitude that “my Christianity 
is something between me and my God.”
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