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     Corinth means ornament. 

     Phoenicians settled there very early and  

     left traces of their industrial arts – 

     Dyeing and weaving (also known for its 

     religious diversity) 

 

     Corinthians were known as being clever,  

     inventive, and artistic.  They prided  

     themselves on surpassing the other Greeks  

     in the embellishment of their city.   

 

     Jews flocked to this center for trade.  It is  

     one reason that Paul remained there so  

     long.  He thought a strong Jewish nucleus 

     would be helpful and would offer direct 

     communication with Ephesus.  But finding  

     strong opposition in the synagogue he  

     left the Jews and went to the Gentiles. 

 

Paul probably arrived in Corinth for the first time in 50. 

It would have been shortly after he had established churches in Philippi and Thessalonica. 

Date is dependent on a reading from Acts 18:11. 

1 Corinthians was written from Ephesus (corroborates with Acts 19:1). 

 

Paul wrote a letter to the Corinthians that we do not possess but it is noted in 5:9-13. 

In this previous letter Paul wrote that they were not to associate with immoral people. 

Based on the reputation of the city Paul meant those who were part of their faith community. 

Congregation at Corinth reflected the socioeconomic and religious makeup of the city. 

Very few members were rich and most were poor. 

Wealth and its associated status played a part in some of the struggles in the church. 

Only rich persons arbitrated in court. 

Only the wealthy had homes and staff large enough to host other members. 

Only the wealthy arrived early to eat the best foods and drink the best wines. 

The less fortunate were to arrive later when the good food already ran out. 

Most of the Corinthian believers were Gentiles.  

Paul described them as former idolaters who were misled.   

 

1 Corinthians 1:1-3 (Salutation) 

Salutations of the letters of Paul share a common structure with most letters of his time. 

In this letter Paul identifies himself as an apostle called by God.   

Whenever he calls himself an apostle it could mean he had to justify his status among readers. 



Another thought is that he needed that designation as a leverage for what he was about to write.   

Sosthenes was a brother or part of the family of God. 

Paul started out positive and called on the Corinthians to have a sanctified life. 

They were set apart for (or claimed by) God. 

In his greeting Paul highlighted grace and peace.   

For Paul, the grace of God made possible the beginning of faith. 

It sustained the believers throughout their lives.   

In a similar way peace described the new relationship the believer had with God.  

God is depicted as the father of the family with both the authority and responsibility it brought. 

Christ is designated as the Lord (the One to whom believers belong). 

Christ governs the lives of the believers and assures them protection. 

 

1 Corinthians 1:4-9 (Thanksgiving) 

Paul grounds his communications in thanksgiving to God.  

In this section we gain a clue about one reason Paul wrote this letter. 

Corinthian believers did not lack in spiritual gifts but they did not know how to use them. 

They developed status-oriented cliques.   

In the heart of this passage his affirmation of assurance could not be stronger.  

Guarantee is grounded in the faithfulness of God.  

Words of thanksgiving remind the Corinthians of how richly they have been graced by God.  

God is faithful to carry through on what God has promised.   

Paul is setting the stage for how much the Corinthians risk by their divisiveness. 

 

1 Corinthians 1:10-17 (Opening Appeal) 

Paul opened the body of the letter with an appeal that they should speak with one voice. 

His appeal was made in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.   

Divisiveness among those who were in Christ was simply unthinkable for Paul.   

In one quick statement Paul put himself and the others in perspective. 

Hallmark of Christians is supposed to be unity in Christ. 

Paul took anything less than that as a sign of immaturity. 

Paul sets the foolishness of the cross over against the way of wisdom. 

 

What do individual churches argue about? 

What do different denominations argue about? 

What could we do to limit divisions and work towards unity? 

 

1 Corinthians 1:18-25 (Scandal of the Cross) 

Paul took the Corinthians back to the basics of their faith.   

Over against the eloquent wisdom of the times he sets the scandalous cross.   

Talk of the cross was the ultimate symbol of shame, humiliation, and rejection. 

For non-believers it was folly. 

But for believers it was the very power that transformed their lives.   

Power of God is not only different from the wisdom of the world but hostile to it.   

Paul identified Christ as both the power of God and the wisdom of God.  

 

What is the significance of the cross for us? 



1 Corinthians 1:26-31 (Application) 

Paul identifies the Corinthian believers as being among those called. 

However his major concern was to undercut any basis for boasting (of their status with God). 

Paul tried to convert their wisdom interests into salvation talk. 

Source of salvation is not what one knows or what one hopes to achieve by having wisdom. 

It is not what one possesses but is centered on who has redeemed us (who has become our Lord). 

We can boast only because God has claimed us in Christ. 

In Christ we have been given all things.  

The only boasting allowed is boasting in the Lord. 

 

1 Corinthians 2:1-5 (Paul as Example) 

In this section Paul looked back over the three-year period since he left.  

He focused selectively on what he held to be central and determinative. 

Desire was not to offer an accurate historical record. 

Purpose was to be instructive, formative, and constructive. 

His determination to be among them centered on Jesus Christ (the crucified one). 

His inadequacies (his weakness, fears, lack of flashy language) proved to be appropriate. 

His limited eloquence assured the Corinthians that his work came from the Spirit. 

It was the power of God that seized the Corinthians and made them his people. 

Crucified Christ was at the center of the picture and all else took its definition from there. 

Humility of Paul is exemplary. 

 

How would you define humility? 

How can we talk about ourselves and remain humble? 

 

 

 
 

 

1 Corinthians 2:6-16 (True Wisdom)  

In this passage there are two contending wisdoms and two opposing spirits. 

It is framed by an invitation to the Corinthians to think of themselves as mature. 

They were to think of themselves as having the mind of Christ.  

What we read is an idealized picture of where the Corinthians should be in their maturity. 

However we will find out in Chapter 3 it is not their reality. 

Assumed is the deep conviction that all believers have received the Spirit.   

Paul made fundamental assumptions about people and life in this section. 

Humans can be divided into two groups (those with the Spirit and those without). 



Those with the Spirit can examine, know, discern all things that are truly spiritual. 

It is how we claim the mind of Christ.  

When believers are guided by the Spirit and have the mind of Christ they know what is going on.  

They know what matters and they are enabled to live in accordance with the purposes of God.  

 

1 Corinthians 3:1-9 (Apollos and Paul) 

At the end of Chapter 2 Paul painted a lofty picture of mature, spiritual people. 

Now he turns it around and calls the Corinthians infants in Christ. 

Three times Paul described those disconnected from the Spirit as of the flesh.   

Not content to let it go Paul pressed further regarding their immaturity. 

Evidence of their immaturity was their jealousy and quarreling. 

Life of faith is a life of growth. 

Best that Paul can say about the Corinthians is that they are merely infants in the faith. 

Paul told them that they had seriously overestimated themselves and their maturity of faith. 

 

Then we come to Apollos, an Alexandrian Jew tutored in the faith by Priscilla and Aquila. 

Paul recognized and honored their differences. 

Paul and Apollos did what was important but pointed to God who worked through their efforts. 

Paul described himself and Apollos as servants and fellow workers.  

Common theme of Paul is that God made assignments to each as God desired. 

His chief metaphor in this section is that of growth. 

Structured on the analogy of the family he moved to agriculture (stressing planting and watering) 

 

What makes a ministry team challenging? 

When have you seen a pastoral ministry team do well? 
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1 Corinthians 3:10-15 (Faith Foundation) 

Paul then shifted to an architectural metaphor. 

He laid the foundation upon which others would complete the construction.     

Paul the father responsible for his children (3:1-4). 

Paul the planter who worked the field (3:5-9). 

Paul the one who laid the foundation (3:10-15). 

Paul laid the right foundation (Jesus Christ) and others must build on the same foundation. 



One’s life, what one builds, one’s work, must be appropriate to Jesus Christ.  

Section focuses on individual responsibility to build upon Jesus Christ. 

Reward will be given to the one whose own work survives the discerning test of judgment. 

Fire consumes and destroys but it can also refine and purify (Paul means the latter). 

Conviction is that God is known for grace (for giving new chances for redemption). 

Notion of divine purification by a judgment fire is rooted in Isaiah.   

 

1 Corinthians 3:16-23 (Self-Awareness)  

In this section Paul further defined the notion of the Corinthians being God’s building. 

People are God’s temple in which the Spirit of God dwells. 

However in this case it is the people together that make up the temple. 

Temple of God is holy and is not to be defiled. 

Paul made no effort to clarify what action or thought would corrupt or destroy the temple. 

He will bring up the topic once more in Chapter 5.  

Building metaphor has allowed Paul to make several related observations – 

Corinthians belong to God. 

Each believer is expected to be a builder to produce works. 

Only foundation upon which any believer can build is that of Jesus Christ. 

Works of individuals (how they build Christ) will be assessed on judgment day. 

Potential for destruction remains for each individual. 

Corinthians are not just any building but they are a temple (a holy place). 

 

Paul expected the believers to be self-reflective.   

Self-deception could be avoided if self-estimation was based properly. 

Paul structured these opening chapters to suggest that at least some Corinthians were off-base. 

Believers are responsible moral agents.  

Corinthians should have been able to keep better perspective on matters and on themselves.  

God sees through the presumption and so should believers.  

Proper perspectives distinguish between what matters and what does not.   

Paul once more warns against boasting of status gained by association with particular persons. 

Boasting in anything or anyone other than God misrepresents where power truly resides. 

Only God can determine the worth of an individual. 

 

Assignment for January 13 

1 Corinthians 4-6 

 


