
Theme. The theme of 1 Corinthians is striving. Christ strove mightily to
complete his salvation mission and reach us. His offer is a gift, meaning wholly
unearned. Yet in receiving Christ’s gift, we accept certain holy responsibilities and
develop certain righteous desires. Sometimes, those things require striving. We
must, at times, work at the disciplines and practices of our faith, if we wish to
mature in Christ’s glory. Paul describes this happy effort as running a race to win, to
get a prize. No matter the analogy, though, we should celebrate the theme of 1
Corinthians that Christ welcomes our striving, without requiring anything of us but
our confession and belief, to receive his full grace.

Author. The letter attributes Paul as its author, about which scholars also show
strong consensus. Read more about Paul in the above section on his letter to the
Romans. Paul wrote 1 Corinthians around A.D. 55, on his third missionary journey.
Paul wrote the letter from Ephesus, near the end of three years that Paul had served
another church in that prominent city located on Asia Minor’s westernmost coast
across the Aegean Sea from Greece.

Audience. Paul wrote 1 Corinthians to the church in Corinth, a large and rich
port city on the southern coastline of the eastern part of Greece (Achaia), not far
from Athens. Paul had founded the church in Corinth on his second missionary
journey. The church in Corinth to whom Paul addressed 1 Corinthians was
navigating an especially idolatrous and sexually corrupt culture. Rampant
immorality threatened to undermine the spiritually immature church. Paul had
already written one letter to the church at Corinth, lost to history. This next letter,
one that we nonetheless call 1 Corinthians, refers to that earlier lost epistle.
Evidently, Paul’s first letter raised more questions, some in a letter from friends in
Corinth to which 1 Corinthians 7:1 refers, and some by oral report, that Paul sought
to answer in 1 Corinthians. Here, Paul sought to fortify the church’s faith with
specific answers to the church members’ practical questions about how to conduct
themselves in the face of temptation, confusion, and opposition.

Structure. Paul begins 1 Corinthians by stressing that the believers should
remain unified around the faith’s gospel tenets. Church leaders have specific roles
that they should undertake with maturity. Paul then addresses how the church
should treat immoral members, the letter denouncing in the strongest terms the
sexual sin that beset the church. Paul next addresses how to preserve and strengthen
the weakened marriages typical in the corrupt culture. Paul’s spectacular love
chapter, chapter thirteen, breaks through other sections answering specific questions
of conduct on worship, women, communion, and spiritual gifts. The long and rich
letter next discusses death and the resurrection body, often quoted at memorials,
followed by parting thoughts, greetings, and benediction. First Corinthians remains



a weighty and highly practical tool for preserving unity within a body of believers
and instructing believers in how to relate to one another while resisting surrounding
corruption. It also reveals priceless inspiration and comfort on death and the
resurrected body.

Application. We do need to strive. We need to show some discipline and
commitment. Christ’s good news is one of grace, but its heartfelt receipt should
produce an earnest desire to do as Christ invites. We do not find that desire in
hoping to obey rules to achieve his full measure of grace. That response would not
be to recognize and accept his grace. Instead, we run the race joyfully, knowing
Christ’s welcome and prize at race’s end. Christ did not come to further burden an
already heavily burdened religious class. He came to free the lost, to unburden his
followers, and to offer the sanctifying, purifying, and uplifting work of his Holy
Spirit. We run in that Spirit, toward the full embrace of a glorious Christ.

Memory Verses. 1:18: For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who
are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. 6:9-10: Do not
be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor adulterers nor men
who have sex with men nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards nor slanderers nor
swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. 6:19: Do you not know that your bodies
are temples of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God?
You are not your own; you were bought at a price. 10:13: No temptation has
overtaken you except what is common to us all. And God is faithful; he will not let
you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also
provide a way out so that you can endure it. 13:4: Love is patient, love is kind. It
does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. 15:50: I declare to you, brothers
and sisters, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the
perishable inherit the imperishable.


