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Bible 101   
1st Corinthians 

January 25, 2023 
 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts 
 
 
Important sections to read 

• 1 Cor. 1:10-17, all of Ch. 3 = Paul calls for unity in the church 

• 1 Cor. 11:17-34 = Lord’s Supper 

• 1 Cor. Ch. 12 = Spiritual gifts 

• 1 Cor. Ch. 13 = “Love is …” 
 
Authorship/Time period/Audience 
 
The first letter of Paul to the church in Corinth is better known by its alias “1 Corinthians” or its 
abbreviation “1 Cor”.  Corinth, which exists today, and as the map below shows, is in south-
central Greece and was a major trade center in the first century CE.  The Greco-Roman culture 
and religion were a major influence on most of the city’s population. 
 

 
 
The letter was written by the Apostle Paul to the growing Christian church around 53-55 CE.  
The text makes clear that 1 Corinthians is Paul’s response to one or more messages he received 
from members of the church.  There were subsequent communications from the church to Paul 
and Paul’s reply is found in 2 Corinthians.  Thus, both 1 and 2 Corinthians are not theological 
treatises, but Paul addressing specific issues and problems of one church around the middle of 
the first century CE. 
 
Paul’s style of writing in 1 Corinthians 
 
Paul’s letters to the Corinthians follow the usual format of letters in that era:  opening and 
greetings; thanksgiving; body addressing his purpose(s); closing and greetings.  The organization 
of 1 Corinthians is choppy as Paul abruptly shifts from one issue to another.  In places Paul will 
use direct and sometimes sarcastic language.  When addressing complex issues such as the 
resurrection of the dead, Paul will use the verbose “legalistic” style as described in the 
summary of Romans. 
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Main theme of 1 Corinthians—Unity  
 
The overarching theme in 1 Corinthians is Paul’s instructions that the church end its internal 
divisions and maintain its unity.  This is explicitly addressed in Chapters 1 and 3, and will be a 
key part of his discussions on the Lord’s Supper and Spiritual Gifts.   
 
 Divisions in the Corinthian Church (Ch. 1:10-17, all of Ch. 3) 
 
The issue of divisions and factions in the Corinthian church is immediately addressed by Paul 
after his opening greetings.  In Chapter 1 verses 11-13, Paul writes:   
 

“For it has been reported to me by Chloe's people that there are quarrels among 
you, my brothers and sisters.  What I mean is that each of you says, ‘I belong to 
Paul,’ or ‘I belong to Apollos,’ or ‘I belong to Cephas [Peter],’ or ‘I belong to 
Christ.’  Has Christ been divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you 
baptized in the name of Paul?” 

 

In Chapter 3, verses 5-8, Paul continues his attack on the problems of factions.  He uses 

an agricultural analogy to demonstrate that he and his fellow apostle, Apollos, are fellow 

workers in God’s field—that is, Paul planted the seed by starting the church and Apollos 

was responsible for watering it and its growth.  Paul concludes in verse 9:  “For we are 

God’s servants, working together; and you are God’s field, God’s building.” 

 

Chapter 3 concludes in verses 21-23 with Paul lecturing the Corinthians on the need for a 
united church in Christ: 
 

“So let no one boast about human leaders.  For all things are yours,  whether 
Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or the present or the 
future—all belong to you, and you belong to Christ, and Christ belongs to God.” 

 
 Unity in the Lord’s Supper (Ch. 11:17-34) 
 
In Chapter 11 verses 17-22, Paul tells the Corinthians that he believes the reports that when 
they gather there are factions and divisions among them.  Instead of having a common meal, 
each is eating and drinking without regard to the needs of others.  Paul tells them that they are 
not celebrating the Lord’s Supper.  Instead, their practices show contempt for the church and 
humiliate those who have nothing. 
 
in verses 23-25, Paul begins his instructions on the Lord’s Super by reminding the Corinthians 
that what he taught them was what he directly received from Christ: 
 

“For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, that the Lord Jesus 
on the night when he was betrayed took a loaf of bread, and when he had given 
thanks, he broke it and said, ‘This is my body that is for you. Do this in 
remembrance of me.’  In the same way he took the cup also, after supper, 
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saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as you drink 
it, in remembrance of me.’” 
 

Paul, in verses 27-34, tells the Corinthians that they “must examine themselves, and only then 
eat of the bread and drink of the cup” (verse 28).  In verse 33, Paul writes:  “So then, my 
brothers and sisters, when you come together to eat, wait for one another. 
If you are hungry, eat at home, so that when you come together, it will not be for your 
condemnation.”  We could extend Paul’s last sentence by adding “but for strengthening you  
both individually and as a community of faith.” 
 
 Unity and Spiritual Gifts 
 
Chapter 12 is Paul’s discussion of Spiritual Gifts.  This topic also is in Ephesians 4:7-16.  Spiritual 
Gifts are special abilities given by the Holy Spirit for the purpose of serving the church and its 
members or as Paul writes in 1 Cor. Chapter 12 verse 7:  “To each is given manifestations of the 
Spirit for the common good.” 
 
This is what distinguishes Spiritual Gifts from the talents and skills used in daily lives and 
careers.  Some Spiritual Gifts have direct counterparts in the secular world.  Examples of these 
are teaching, hospitality, and administration.  Others, such as evangelizing, prophecy, and 
working of miracles, are mainly used within the church. 
 
Paul provides an overview of this body analogy in verses 12-13: 
 

“For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of 
the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.  For in the one Spirit 
we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we 
were all made to drink of one Spirit.” 
 

Verses 14-31 are an extended discussion of the comparison of the human body to the church as 
the body of Christ.  Paul lists various observable parts of the human anatomy and states that 
the body must have all parts working together to have a functioning body capable of sustaining 
life. 
 
Paul completes his analogy in verses 27-31 by showing that the church also needs members 
with a variety of gifts: 
 

 “Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it. And God has 
appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers; then 
deeds of power, then gifts of healing, forms of assistance, forms of leadership, 
various kinds of tongues.  Are all apostles? Are all prophets? Are all teachers? Do 
all work miracles?  Do all possess gifts of healing? Do all speak in tongues? Do all 
interpret?  But strive for the greater gifts. And I will show you a still more 
excellent way. 
 

The last sentence transitions to Chapter 13. 
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“Love is …” (Chapter 13) 
 
Chapter 13 with its thematic phrase “Love is …” frequently is heard at weddings.  While the text 
indeed is appropriate for weddings, there is a broader context for the original Greek word, 
agapé (“ah”-“gah”-“pay” is a rough English pronunciation). Some translations use “charity” to 
differentiate it from a romantic (eros) or family-oriented (filial) love, but this does not convey 
the full power of the word.  Agapé is a love that is concerned about others and takes actions to 
assist others without an expectation of reciprocal actions.  Many years ago there was a popular 
bumper sticker that said “Practice random acts of kindness”.  At the risk of over-simplification, 
an agapé outlook would change this to “Practice continual acts of kindness”. 
 
In the context of 1 Corinthians, Paul’s instructs his readers to work to overcome the divisions 
and factions in the Corinthian church by adopting an agapé outlook.  In verses 4-7 Paul 
describes agapé love as: 
 

“Love is patient; love is kind; love is not envious or boastful or arrogant  
or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or resentful; 
it does not rejoice in wrongdoing, but rejoices in the truth.  It bears all things, 
believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.” 
 

So this text is perfectly appropriate for weddings and is also appropriate for all kinds of 
activities and settings in the family, community, workplace, and church. 
 
Resurrection of the dead (Chapter 15) 
 
In Chapter 15 Paul addresses the issue of resurrection of the dead; it is another example of his 
“legalistic” style of writing.  He opens with a summary of Jesus’s own resurrection—he died for 
our sins; was buried; rose on the third day; and then appeared to the Apostles, about 500 of the 
first members of the church; James, the brother of Jesus; and finally to Paul himself. 
 
In verses 12-34 Paul proclaims the risen Christ as the bedrock of the Christian faith.  In verse 20 
Paul writes:  “But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those that have 
died.”  Paul then uses the metaphor of a seed to explain the resurrection of the faithful.  A  
“sound bite” summary is that as the seed is put in the ground and the plant that emerges bears 
no resemblance to the seed, so shall the faithful receive a new spiritual body upon their death 
(verses 37-58).  (Side note:  verse 52b, “The trumpet will sound and we will be changed” is in G. 
F. Handel’s “Messiah”.) 
 
Conclusion (Chapter 16) 
 
Chapter 16 is the final chapter of 1 Corinthians.  Early in the letter, Paul states that his intention 
is to visit Corinth.  In verses 1-4 Paul issues the same instructions to the Corinthians that he 
gave to the Galatian churches—that each week they are to take a collection for the “saints in 
Jerusalem.”  The background is that there was a famine in the area around Jerusalem and that 
after Paul visited the church in Corinth they would take the collection to provide for the needy 
in Jerusalem.  Paul will provide an update on this ministry in 2 Corinthians. 
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The chapter, and the letter, conclude with verses 21-24.  In verse 21 Paul attests that he wrote 
these last verses “in his own hand”—the common practice was that the sender of the letter 
would dictate the message while a scribe wrote it down.  Paul ends the letter with these words:  
“The grace of the Lord Jesus be with you.  My love be with all of you in Christ Jesus.”    

 
Reflections 
 
How can we maintain unity within the church?   
 
Paul was focused on stopping factions. How do you stop factions? 
 
How can we apply agapé love in our individual lives and together as a community of faith? 
 


