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INTRODUCTION to the LETTER 

 
(NOTE: the following is copied from John MacArthur’s “Grace to You” website— 

https://www.gty.org/library/bible-introductions/MSB46) 
 

The city of Corinth was located in southern Greece, in what was the Roman province of Achaia, 
ca. 45 miles W from Athens. This lower part, the Peloponnesus, is connected to the rest of 
Greece by a 4-mile-wide isthmus, which is bounded on the E by the Saronic Gulf and on the W 
by the Gulf of Corinth. Corinth is near the middle of the isthmus and is prominently situated on a 
high plateau. For many centuries, all N-S land traffic in that area had to pass through or near this 
ancient city. Since travel by sea around the Peloponnesus involved a 250 mile voyage that was 
dangerous and obviously time consuming, most captains carried their ships on skids or rollers 
across the isthmus directly past Corinth. Corinth understandably prospered as a major trade 
city, not only for most of Greece but for much of the Mediterranean area, including North 
Africa, Italy, and Asia Minor. A canal across the isthmus was begun by the emperor Nero during 
the first century A.D., but was not completed until near the end of the nineteenth century. 
 
The Isthmian games, one of the two most famous athletic events of that day (the other being 
the Olympian games), was hosted by Corinth, causing more people-traffic.  
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Even by the pagan standards of its own culture, Corinth became so morally corrupt that its very 
name became synonymous with debauchery and moral depravity. To “corinthianize” came to 
represent gross immorality and drunken debauchery. In 6:9, 10, Paul lists some of the specific 
sins for which the city was noted and which formerly had characterized many believers in the 
church there. Tragically, some of the worst sins were still found among some church members. 
One of those sins, incest, was condemned even by most pagan Gentiles (5:1). 
 
Like most ancient Greek cities, Corinth had an acropolis (literally, “a high city”), which rose 2,000 
feet and was used both for defense and for worship. The most prominent edifice on the 
acropolis was a temple to Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of love. Some 1,000 priestesses, who 
were “religious” prostitutes, lived and worked there and came down into the city in the evening 
to offer their services to male citizens and foreign visitors. 
 
The church in Corinth was founded by Paul on his second missionary journey [50 A.D.] (Acts 
18:1ff.). As usual, his ministry began in the synagogue, where he was assisted by two Jewish 
believers, Priscilla and Aquila, with whom he lived for a while and who were fellow tradesmen. 
Soon after, Silas and Timothy joined them, and Paul began preaching even more intensely in the 
synagogue. When most of the Jews resisted the gospel he left the synagogue, but not before 
Crispus, the leader of the synagogue, his family, and many other Corinthians were converted 
(Acts 18:5–8). [He remained in Corinth, teaching and preaching for about 1 ½ years (Acts 
18:11)]. 
 

After leaving Corinth, Paul wrote a letter (that is now lost) to the believers there (5:9, 11).  Sometime 
later, disturbing news about the church reached Paul (1:11) and the church sent Paul a letter in which 
they posed a number of questions (7:1). This prompted the writing of 1 Corinthians—one of the longest 
extant Hellenistic letters we have (Collins, 8).  
 
1 Corinthians was probably written around A.D. 55 from Ephesus (16:8, 9, 19) while Paul was on his third 
missionary journey. The apostle intended to remain on at Ephesus to complete his 3-year stay (Acts 
20:31) until Pentecost (May/June) A.D. 55 (16:8). Then he hoped to winter (A.D. 55–56) at Corinth (16:6; 
Acts 20:2). His departure for Corinth was anticipated even as he wrote (4:19; 11:34; 16:8). 
 
Another “missing letter” was written between 1 and 2 Corinthians that is usually called “the severe 
letter” (2 Cor. 2:4). 
 
EPISTOLARY OPENING: 1:1–3 
 

1:1   Paul, called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and our brother Sosthenes, 
 
Hellenistic letters typically began with the name of the sender. It was extremely rare that another 
person would be added in the greeting (of 645 papyrus letters examined, only six had a name other than 
the author added—Collins, 42). Paul, however, associates himself with others (especially Timothy) in the 
greeting of a number of his letters.  Sosthenes was an associate of Paul and was probably known by 
those in the church in Corinth. It is likely, although not certain, that Sosthenes was the ruler of the 
synagogue in Acts 18:17 who was beaten during a disturbance involving Paul. The fact that the letter is 
written in the first person singular (for the most part) suggests that Sosthenes was not a contributor.  
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Paul mentions three facts that assert the nature of his commission; (1) he is an apostle of Jesus Christ, 
(2) his calling is of divine origin (God is the implied subject of the calling), and (3) his apostleship is in 
accordance with the will of God. All three facts establish his authority. 
  
The word “apostle” is a transliteration of the Greek “apostolos” (avpo,stoloj). In a very general sense, 
apostolos (avpo,stoloj) refers to “one sent on a mission” or “a messenger.”  In this sense, apostolos 
applies to more than the twelve disciples. 
  
Apostolos (avpo,stoloj) was also a special term for a select group of gifted individuals who had seen the 
resurrected Lord (I Cor. 15:8–9; Paul—Acts. 9:15; I Cor. 9:1) and had been specifically commissioned by 
God for their mission. This group included the twelve (Rev. 21:14; Judas was replaced by Matthais—Acts 
1:21–26)  and Paul (1 Cor. 15:9; 2 Cor. 11:5), but it may have included others such as James (I Cor. 15:7; 
Gal. 1:19). The number of apostles was limited, but it was more than the twelve.  
 
Because of their unique calling, the apostles’ authority was not just limited to a local body, but extended 
to the church as a whole (Acts 6:1–7; 8:14–15; 9:27; 11:1; 14:4; 15:2–6, 22–23; 16:4). They were 
foundational in establishing the early church (Eph. 2:19–22), for they were eyewitnesses of the 
resurrected Christ.  They were recipients of divine revelation (Eph. 3:4–7; I Cor. 4:1) who spoke with the 
same authority as the OT prophets and Christ (II Pet. 3:1–2; Jude 1:17; Acts 2:42). Their work was often 
accompanied by wonders and signs that substantiated their ministry (Acts 2:43; 5:12; 14:8–10; II Cor. 
12:12; Gal. 1:19) in the same way that miracles substantiated the claims of the prophets of old. Their 
primary role was to preach the gospel and equip believers for service (Eph. 4:11–12). 
 
Although no specific verse states that the gift of apostleship would end, the fact that they had to be 
eyewitnesses of the resurrection, that their ministry was foundational in establishing the church, and 
that they were the mouthpieces of Christ who received direct revelation and composed most of the NT 
canon, leads us to conclude that the gift ended once these objectives were accomplished and the 
requisites for apostleship could no longer be met. 
 
Although it is quite common for Paul to address himself as an apostle (Ro. 1:1; II Cor. 1:1; Gal. 1:1; Eph. 
1:1; Col. 1:1; I Tim. 1:1; II Tim. 1:1; Tit. 1:1), it is of particular importance in this letter, for the church of 
Corinth was at odds with him. They had judged him (4:1–5) and had questioned his apostleship (9:1–23). 
By identifying himself as an apostle “of Jesus Christ by the will of God,” Paul emphasizes his authority as 
an emissary who acted on behalf of Christ who sent him. This makes the letter something other than 
just a friendly greeting. 
 

1:2   To the church of God which is at Corinth, to those who have been sanctified in Christ 
Jesus, saints by calling, with all who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
their Lord and ours: 

   1:3   Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
    
Paul addresses the assembly in Corinth as “the church of God.” This is a title that shows that they are 
God’s possession (a genitive of possession). Being God’s possession gives the church its ultimate dignity.  
 
“Church” translates the word ekklesia (evkklhsi,a). Ekklesia was used in the Greek translation of the OT 
(LXX) of Israel (Deut. 4:10; I Ki. 8:14, 22, 55, 65, etc.), but in the NT designates those who placed their 
faith in Christ, distinct from the nation.  
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Believers are “sanctified in Christ Jesus.”  That is, their status is grounded in their relationship to God in 
Christ. By virtue of their union with Him, Christians are set apart for God just as the utensils in the 
temple were (Fee, 32).  It is because Christians are sanctified (perfect tense) that they should have 
“sanctified” behavior (I Pet. 1:14–16). 
 
Paul also says that believers are saints by God’s calling. “Saints” (holy ones) is used here to describe a 
community that is set apart for, and united to the Holy One of Israel (Lev. 11:44; 20:26). In the OT, the 
concept of a holy people first appears in Exodus 19:5–6 but is now applied to the elect who are grafted 
into the line of Abraham (I Pet. 2:9–10). In the NT, “saints” are people set apart by their union with 
Christ and are part of the holy community of God. 
 
Both our salvation and our vocation in the body of Christ are a result of God’s working. Paul was called 
to be an apostle (i.e. he was called to a specific ministry; 1:1; 15:9), but all believers are called to be 
God’s holy people (1:9, 24, 26; 7:15, 17, 18, 20, 21, 22, 24).   
 
1 Corinthians is not intended to be a catholic epistle (i.e. a letter of a general or universal scope), for it 
specifically addresses issues related to the church in Corinth. Therefore, it is difficult to know why Paul 
added “together with all those everywhere who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.”  Perhaps Paul 
mentions this as a way to gently remind the Corinthian believers that they belong to a larger group 
though they have taken an independent course (Fee, cf. 11:16; 14:33b–34). Alford suggests that it leads 
up to what follows (1:10 ff.); namely, that the church did not come into existence by Paul, Apollos, or 
Cephas, but by calling upon the name of the Lord (Alford, 474).   
 
Paul speaks of Christians as those “who call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” In the Bible, “the 
name of someone is almost tantamount to the person himself or herself.  To know the name of 
someone is to know the person. To know the name of God is to know God insofar as God has revealed 
Himself.  . . ‘To invoke the name of the Lord Jesus Christ is not to call upon Jesus in prayer. . . [it is to] 
confess Jesus as Lord’” (Collins, 47; cf. 12:3). 
 
“Grace to you and peace” is Paul’s normal greeting. “The sum total of all of God’s activity toward His 
human creatures is found in the word ‘grace’; God has given Himself to them mercifully and bountifully 
in Christ” (Fee, 34-35).  
 
The Hebrew equivalent for peace (eivrh,nh) is shalom. Shalom is not a negative term (meaning the 
absence of war), but a positive term that expresses God’s rich and fullest blessing. It has the idea of 
completeness, wholeness, soundness, and well-being—the life that lacks nothing good.  The Bible tells 
us that Christ is our peace (Eph. 2:14; cf. Acts 10:36; Ro. 5:1). Completeness, wholeness, and soundness 
in our lives depend on Him.  
 
Christianity is Christ centered. Paul is an apostle of Christ, the church is sanctified in Christ, believers call 
upon the name of Christ, and grace and peace find their source in Christ. In fact, Christ is mentioned 10 
times in the first 10 verses and 17 times in the first chapter. One should not overlook how comfortable 
Paul feels in linking God and Jesus together as co-sources of grace and peace, making Jesus equal to the 
Father. 
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THANKSGIVING: 1:4–9 
 

1:4   I thank my God always concerning you, for the grace of God which was given you in Christ 
Jesus, 

   1:5   that in everything you were enriched in Him, in all speech and all knowledge, 
   1:6   even as the testimony concerning Christ was confirmed in you, 

1:7  so that you are not lacking in any gift, awaiting eagerly the revelation of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, 

 
Paul thanks God for the grace that He bestowed upon the church of Corinth. Grace is favor and the 
blessings that flow from such favor (Hodge, 6). “Given you in Christ Jesus” limits and explains what 
“favors” Paul has in mind; they are those favors that come from our union with the Savior.  
 
Verse 5 explains why Paul is thankful to God and clarifies the grace of God which was given to them in 
Christ Jesus. The church had been enriched in every way because of the grace that it had received from 
Christ. As the epistle will eventually unveil, Paul’s emphasis was wholly different than that of the church 
of Corinth. He emphasized the graciousness of God’s activity and gave glory to God; they emphasized 
the activity itself and sought glory for themselves.   
 
The abundance of God’s grace was seen in their speech and knowledge (1:5).  
 
“Speech and knowledge” both appear as gifts of the Spirit in chapters 12–14. They most likely refer to 
two general categories of spiritual gifts: speaking gifts (tongues, prophesy, teaching) and gifts of 
knowledge (Hodge, 6; Collins, 62; Thiselton, 91). Though the church misused, abused, and boasted in the 
gifts that God had given them, Paul was grateful because the grace of God was seen in the gifts and 
verified the work of the gospel in them (1:6,7).  
 

 In verse 6 “the testimony of Christ” is an expression that is synonymous with “the gospel” (2:1; 
Rev. 1:2; 20:4; Collins, 62).  

 In Greek, the word translated “even as” is probably better translated as “because” (kaqw.j is 

causal—Garland, 34).  

 “Confirm” can mean “verify” (Collins, 63) or “establish” when it was used of stabilizing the 
identity or structure of a community (Thiselton, 94).   

 
In other words, they were enriched because the testimony of the gospel was verified among them 
(Hodge, 7). 
 

 Verse 7 describes the result of the gospel (w[ste  [so that]; Collins, 63); it tells how the gospel 
was verified among them. Namely, the gospel resulted in them “not lacking in any gift.”   

 “Not lacking in any gift” is an example of litotes; it is the negative way of saying that they had 
every gift.   

 
In sum, the reception of the gospel resulted in a shower of spiritual gifts. They were enriched by the 
bounty of manifestations of the Holy Spirit that was evidence that the gospel was established among 
them. 
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Considering that the abuse of spiritual gifts is one of the very things that is causing Paul grief (chapters 
12-14), it is amazing that he is able to be sincerely thankful.  Many Christians prefer to resolve conflicts 
by finding ways to eliminate anything that is troublesome; Paul recognizes that the problem is in the 
abuse, not the gifts themselves. It says a lot about Paul’s character when he can be thankful for those 
who are so arrogant and hardened toward him.  
 
The return of Christ (“the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ”) pops up unexpectedly in 1:7b, but this 
shows that it is always in the forefront of Paul’s thinking. Christians are characterized as those who love 
His appearing (II Tim. 4:8) and as those who wait for Him (Heb. 9:28). 
 
Elsewhere, Paul said that the Day of Christ’s return will be so great that our present trials will appear 
trifling in comparison (Ro. 8:18–23). The first fruits of the Spirit (the initial work of the Spirit in starting 
the process of our salvation) that Christians now enjoy are a foretaste, or a pledge, of the fullness to be 
received when Christ comes again (Ro. 8:23; Eph. 1:14).  The gifts of the Spirit are a taste of the fullness 
that will come as well. These may have caused the Corinthians to long for Christ’s return as Paul did 
(Hodge, 9), or they could have created a desire for a spiritual experience that exceeded their desire to 
see Christ (Fee, 42). Which was the actual case is not clear. 
 

1:8 who shall also confirm you to the end, blameless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
Verse 8 ends the long sentence that Paul began in verse 4. The gospel had been confirmed among the 
Corinthians by the presence of the gifts of the Spirit so Paul was confident that they would also be 
confirmed in the end.  Even though “our Lord Jesus Christ” (1:7) is the nearest antecedent, “who” must 
be a reference to God or the sentence would read, “Jesus will confirm you in the day of Jesus.”  
 
In the Bible God is said to confirm (bebaioo—bebaio,w) His promises when (1) He fulfills them, (2) acts in 
such a way to prevent His promises  from failing (Ro. 15:8), or (3) demonstrates the truth of His 
promises (Mk. 16:20). Here, however, God is said to confirm His people (1:8). He confirms His people 
when He renders them steadfast in their belief and obedience to the truth (2 Cor. 1:21) to the end 
(Hodge, 8).  
 
 “The end” is the consummation of the Christian life (i.e. either when they meet Christ at death, at His 
return, or at the final judgment), not the termination of it. Whomever God pledges His Spirit to, He also 
pledges to save in the end.  
 
In the day of the Lord Jesus Christ (the day in which men will be judged) we will be found blameless; that 
is, we will be free from guilt with no charge or accusation that can be laid against us. As Paul continues, 
he will rebuke believers with the strongest language for their ungodly attitudes, but he is still confident 
that they will be confirmed in that future day. His confidence is found in the subject of the verb, “God.”    
 
Thus, verse 8 is a promise that God will keep us firm in our belief and obedience to the truth so that we 

will be blameless in the day of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

1:9 God, who has called you into fellowship with his Son Jesus Christ our Lord, is faithful. 
 
This is the fourth time in nine verses that the call of God is mentioned. In this case it is not a vocational 
call (1:1), but the saving, effectual call of salvation that brings believers into fellowship with his Son Jesus 
Christ our Lord.  
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God is the One who calls men into fellowship with Christ.  Fellowship involves both union and 
communion. The original word means “participation.” Because we are positionally united with Christ 
(union), we will partake of His glory (Ro. 8:17, 30) but we are also privileged to commune with Him 
through the Spirit (communion). “Fellowship” is directly antithetical to the divisions mentioned in verse 
10. 
 
Paul did not place his faith in the Corinthians’ ability to be blameless, but in the God who saved them. As 
verse 9 says, God is faithful.  God is the one who has acted on our behalf; He is the one who called us 
into fellowship with His Son. Our hope is not in our own power to reach the end; it is a hope based on 
the faithfulness of God.  
 
“When we consider the dangers from without and the dangers from within, we feel that nothing but the 
power of God and the righteousness of Christ can secure our salvation so that we will be blameless in 
the day of Christ” (Hodge, 10). 
 
It is quite encouraging that Paul knew these believers would be blameless before God in spite of their 
blame-worthy conduct. Paul’s confidence of this, however, is based on the character of God, not the 
reliability of the believer. As Hodge so accurately says, “The apostle’s confidence in the steadfastness 
and final perseverance of believers was founded neither on the strength of their purpose to persevere, 
nor on any assumption that the principle of religion in their hearts was indestructible, but simply on the 
fidelity of God. If God has promised to give certain persons to His Son as His inheritance, to deliver them 
from sin and condemnation, and to make them partakers of eternal life, it is certain He will not allow 
them to perish” (Hodge, 10). Paul knew that this was so because all whom God calls, He also justifies 
and glorifies (Ro. 8:30). 
  
From these opening remarks alone much can be learned about both Paul’s theology and pastoral care. 
The book will reveal that there are those in the church who are at odds with Paul. There were also 
divisions, sin, abuse and misuse of spiritual gifts, and a misdirected focus on self. Nevertheless, Paul can 
honestly be grateful for the work of the Spirit that came when the gospel was preached. The apostle 
demonstrates by example what our response toward fellow believers should be when we are 
confronted with similar issues. Paul will have to address and correct the abuses, but he will do so with 
an attitude of love and concern toward those who were in error. 


