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 From Paul, called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and Sosthenes, our 
brother, 2 to the church of God that is in Corinth, to those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, 
and called to be saints, with all those in every place who call on the name of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, their Lord and ours. 3 Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ 

4 I always thank my God for you because of the grace of God that was given to you in Christ 
Jesus. 5 For you were made rich in every way in him, in all your speech and in every kind of 
knowledge— 6 just as the testimony about Christ has been confirmed among you— 7 so that 
you do not lack any spiritual gift as you wait for the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ. (1 Cor 
1 NET) 

I. Paul’s	Salutation	
Interestingly, Paul accomplishes two important things in this salutation.  

A. First,	he	establishes	his	authority.		
“Called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God.” 

Considering the heavy issues in the church and the forceful way in which Paul had to 
deal with them, we will then understand how important it was for Paul to establish his 
apostolic authority to undergird the validity of his instructions. Paul already knew there 
were some people who did not give him the respect he felt he deserved. In fact, they 
had already adopted Apollos as their trusted mentor and advisor and were not really 
willing to take their instruction from Paul. It was vitally important for Paul to say, “I have 
been personally and specifically given apostolic authority directly from God. You must 
not dismiss what I am about to say!” 
Now, I don’t have apostolic authority. You don’t have to believe what I say just 
because I say it, which makes my job a bit harder than Paul’s in that respect. But we 
are all responsible for heeding the authority of Scripture, and all that remains is for us 
to hammer out what Scripture is really telling us and then being obedient to that. It is 
my duty to help clarify scripture to the best of my ability. I have a solemn responsibility 
not to distort Scriptural truth and not to manipulate scripture to my own advantage. 
However, I have human limitations and I am subject to error. The main difference 
between you and me is that I devote more time and effort to the study of scripture than 
the typical layperson would normally do. If you do not believe what I teach, you have a 
responsibility to provide evidence through your own personal studies why you believe I 
am in error. Even if you accept what I teach, you still have a personal responsibility like 
the Bereans. They diligently searched the scriptures daily to see if what Paul and Silas 
were teaching was actually true. There is nothing at all wrong with that.  

B. Second,	Paul	prepares	his	readers	for	being	more	receptive	by	pointing	out	their	
admirable	qualities.	The	compliment	makes	the	criticism	more	palatable.		

Paul makes reference to them having been made rich by God. There is a subtle 
reference to the prosperity of the members of the Corinthian church because of their 
material wealth. Paul thus sets the stage for the topics he will soon be addressing.  
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The comment about “rich” also points to the way in which the congregation at Corinth 
had been blessed with spiritual blessings.  In fact, Paul acknowledged that they “do 
not lack any spiritual gift” as they wait for the coming of Christ.  
They were what we would call today a Spirit-filled church, but ironically a sick Spirit-
filled church. In fact, Warren Wiersbe says they are “defiled, divided, and disgraced.”  
One may wonder how Paul can say such glowing things about a church so rife with 
problems. But the fact is, Paul has no problem praising God for His grace poured out 
on the church and still address the failures of the people after having received that 
grace. It is like Paul is saying, “God has unquestionably been good to you, but you 
have not been good to God.”  

C. The	timeless	application	

1. First,	the	church	must	be	rich	in	spiritual	resources	
Essentially, Paul told the church at Corinth they had been resourced with all the 
spiritual gifts they could possibly need. Among the spiritual gifts are the gifts of wisdom 
and knowledge and discernment and gifts of healing and faith and prophecy. They had 
the tools, but they were responsible for properly using them, and as we will find out 
later on in the letter, they didn’t have that all figured out yet.  
The question I have is, how can a church today function properly if we have not been 
blessed with the spiritual gifts? Do they try to function with worldly wisdom and earthly 
talents and skills? We need the gifts of the Spirit in order to be the New Testament 
Church God expects us to be. Our constant prayer should always be for our church to 
be motivated and mobilized by the Spirit. Otherwise we are no more effective than the 
Quad Cities women’s sowing circle.  

2. Second,	“Accentuate	the	Positive”	
We know the church is not perfect. As long as we have people, we will have problems. 
Paul sets a commendable example here by not allowing the troubles and struggles 
and failures to completely overshadow the good part.  
If we want to truly glorify God, let’s make every effort to focus more on what is right 
than what is wrong. Let’s magnify God’s strength and power more than man’s 
weakness and failure.   

3. Don’t	whitewash	the	sins	
We do want to emphasize the good parts so we don’t become hopeless. But we don’t 
want to use the good parts as a cloak for our faults. It must police itself. The church 
must confront its shortcomings.  

II. Getting	Down	To	Business	
Now, with all the pleasantries out of the way, Paul begins the task of addressing the 
many problems that have developed in the church. Paul learned of the problems 
plaguing the church in two ways: by verbal message and by letter. Paul’s response to 
the word that had been sent to him is found from 1:10-6:20. In the remaining chapters, 
Paul addresses the problems brought to his attention by a letter sent to him. The four 
major problems Paul learned about by word of mouth are factions, incest, lawsuits, 
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and sexual immorality. Members of the house of Chloe sent word to Paul specifically 
about the factions that were tearing the church apart. It appears the emissaries who 
carried the message from the members of Chloe’s house added in their own 
information about the matter of incest, the instances of lawsuits among members of 
the congregation, and the rampant sexual immorality that was infecting the church.  
Paul begins with the issue of partisanship. Paul spends four chapters on this issue, 
compared to one chapter or less for each of the other issues. But this is 
understandable. One of the most common themes found throughout Paul’s letters is 
the theme of unity among believers. Division in the church is the death knell of the 
church. Satan knows the most powerful tactic he has in battle against the church is 
sowing discord and drawing people into opposing groups. None of the other three sins 
have such a devastating impact on the function of the church as the issue of disunity. 
Amos posed the simple question, “Can two walk together unless they agree?” Paul 
used the metaphor of the body later in this letter to demonstrate the need of all body 
parts working together in order for the body to function. So, first things first. Paul has to 
make the argument to the congregation that first and foremost they have to be 
committed to unity. If the church is not united, there will be no more church. It would 
have been useless for Paul to address the other internal issues if he did not first make 
every effort to get them aligned together. This section, extending through the 4th 
chapter, is all focused on making the case for unity. Within this section, Paul presents 
four methods of achieving unity: recognizing the centrality of the cross; obtaining and 
employing spiritual wisdom, recognizing and honoring the equality of all believers, and 
honoring and respecting Christian leaders.  

III. A	Church	Split	In	The	Making	
10 I urge you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, to agree together, to 
end your divisions, and to be united by the same mind and purpose. 11 For members of Chloe’s 
household have made it clear to me, my brothers and sisters, that there are quarrels among you. 
12 Now I mean this, that each of you is saying, “I am with Paul,” or “I am with Apollos,” or “I 
am with Cephas,” or “I am with Christ.” 13 Is Christ divided? Paul wasn’t crucified for you, 
was he? Or were you in fact baptized in the name of Paul? 14 I thank God that I did not baptize 
any of you except Crispus and Gaius, 15 so that no one can say that you were baptized in my 
name! 16 (I also baptized the household of Stephanus. Otherwise, I do not remember whether I 
baptized anyone else.) 17 For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel—and 
not with clever speech, so that the cross of Christ would not become useless. 
Within this section, Paul makes three statements in a rather curious order. His first 
statement is a command to stop being divided and get in agreement.  
The second statement is the fact that Paul has been informed by members of Chloe’s 
house of their sad state of disunity.  
The third statement is a description of the nature and character of their division.  
We have already explained the second one, the report. I will proceed to the third one 
for comments, then go back and pick up the first one, the command.  

A. The	basis	for	the	division:	Factionalism	
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Paul makes it very clear they were dividing into separate camps over the issue of 
choosing their favorite preacher/teacher. This went far beyond some benign 
preference. This turned into a serious argument. We don’t just see one person in 
Corinth expressing a personal opinion and saying, “I really enjoy Paul’s ministry,” while 
allowing another to say, “Apollos ministers to me in a very special way.” No, this had 
escalated far beyond that. There seemed to be the element of moral superiority 
associated with their preferences. It also seems to tie back to who served as their 
baptizer and consequently became their spiritual father.  
Some polarized around Peter. After all, Peter was the spokesperson on that famous 
day of Pentecost. Plus, he had that grand vision from God that helped open his eyes 
to need to accept Gentiles into the fold.  
Some preferred Apollos. He was a very gifted orator and could hold people spellbound 
with his silver tongue. They liked his style of delivery.  
Some held true to Paul, the one whose ministry helped ignite that initial revival that 
broke out in Corinth and produced a nice core of believers to form the first church.  
Some were more appropriately rebuking all the others and saying, “We should not be 
looking toward mere men, but we should all be looking to Christ only.” That as a 
proper and noble thing to say, but it seems they allowed themselves to be pulled into 
the argument and became just as abrasive and divisive as the rest of them, even 
though they had the better concept.  
Here is a lesson. You can be so right in the “what”, and still be so wrong in the “how” 
and render yourself ineffective. It is not always what you say. It also includes how you 
say it. It is not only what you believe, it is how you implement your beliefs, how you 
present them to others.  
Notice, three out of the four groups were against Paul. Even those for Christ seemed 
to use that as an excuse to refuse to take any direction or instruction from Paul. “I 
don’t have to listen to you! I get my marching orders from God!” 

B. Get	Your	Act	Together!	
All of this is even more concerning considering the fact that this was not a single, 
centrally located church. The many small groups that gathered in Corinth were all part 
of the Church at Corinth. Yet it seems quite likely that they were not just divided into 
small groups by geographical location. They likely were slowly evolving into the 
Apollos group, the Paul group, the Cephas group, and the “Christ only” group.  
“Agree! Put an end to your divisions! Be perfectly united by the same mind and 
purpose!” The fact that Paul commands them to do this emphasizes the truth that 
achieving unity is totally dependent on our will to do so.  
But Paul’s command carries the force of the authority of Christ. Paul was not imposing 
his will on them. He was holding them accountable to God’s expectations of them.  
The early church – that is, the spiritually healthy early church - never was governed by 
edict from some centralized ecclesiastical authority. Neither were they governed by 
popular vote. Rather, they strove for unity and agreement.  



Defiled, Divided, and Disgraced 

 5 

How do we do that? We might think it best to pray, “God make us one!” But if we are 
not willing to strive for unity, we will not achieve it. We bear the responsibility for 
achieving and maintaining unity among believers. We just do determine to do it. We 
just make up our minds we are not going to be allow dissension to be sown in our 
midst.  
Jesus said,  
34 “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one 
another.  35By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” 

One commentator said, “The disunity of the church remains one of the greatest 
scandals which compromises its witness today.”  
Church splits quickly become the talk of the town. I pastored a church relatively young 
church in Alabama that had distinguished itself in the community as that church where 
the pastor and deacons have fist fights in the parking lot. I pastored a church in 
California that quickly became the talk of the town when the church split over the issue 
of how to deal with sin in the camp.  
Not only is our witness destroyed, but we lose our ability to function as a body.  
Before Paul can address the rest of the troubles in the congregation at Corinth, he has 
to first get them to quit their bickering and fighting. Once the church makes their 
pledge to pursue unity, we can start moving forward from there.  
We are living in a volatile moment in America. We are being ripped apart on issues 
that wars are made of. We will never achieve peace until we achieve unity and we will 
not achieve unity until we all share common values. And we will never share common 
values unless we all agree on the source of those values. In other words, don’t look for 
anything good to come out of this without a spiritual revival.  
But what we as the church must do is not allow the spirit of dissension and division 
and unrest to creep into the church. The church should be the buffer zone. And the 
only way for us to stay in unity is for all of us to strive to have the  mind of Christ. Not 
our own mind. Not or own stubborn opinions. Not our own philosophies, but seeking 
the mind of God, and submitting to the authority of His word.   
 


