1 Corinthians
Author and Date

The apostle Paul wrote 1 Corinthians, probably in AD 55. The letter is also
attributed to “our brother Sosthenes”, who could well be the Corinthian synagogue
ruler mentioned in Acts 18:17, although Acts is not clear that he became a Christian.
Perhaps Sosthenes has left Corinth and travelled with Paul, and wants to write back
to his old church.

Occasion

Paul has a long background with the Corinthian church. He spent eighteen months
in the city during his missionary travels (Acts 18) one of his longest recorded stops.
The church was apparently fairly large, despite opposition from the local synagogue.
They had also been blessed with the ministry of other gifted teachers and leaders,
notably Apollos (Acts 18:27).

However, Paul is now in Ephesus, and whilst there he has received some disturbing
news from Corinth. A letter has been received from the church asking several
guestions - about marriage (1 Cor 7:1), about food offered to idols (8:1) and about
spiritual gifts (12:1) amongst other things. Paul answers these questions from 7:1
onwards (“Now for the matters you wrote about...”). The letter, however, is not
Paul’s only source of information. Members of the church have also brought him
news about divisions in the congregation (1:11), and he has heard (perhaps from
the same people,or perhaps just on the grapevine) that the church has been
tolerating and even praising immorality (5:1). Paul obviously sees the need to
address these issues with some urgency.

He may also be motivated to write by his plan to come to Corinth soon (16:5f). His
visit is connected to the collection of money which he is taking up in the Gentile
churches, with the aim of providing relief for poor Christians in Judea. The letter
aims to ensure that everything is ready when he arrives.

Major themes in 1 Corinthians
Foolish wisdom and feeble strength

Paul criticises the Corinthian church for being taken in by worldly notions of
wisdom and strength. They want impressive speaking and magnificent signs -
something that they can be proud of and that will impress the people around
them. Instead, Paul points them back to the cross, which turns all these ideas on
their heads. God’s wisdom, displayed in the death of Jesus, appears foolish to
the world, and God'’s strength appears weak. This should teach the church to
evaluate strength and wisdom differently to the world.

Factions and Divisions

Coupled to their pursuit of wisdom and strength, the Corinthian Christians have
been shopping around for the most impressive looking Christian leaders to follow
- some picked Paul, some Apollos, some Peter and the most sanctimonious



picked Jesus. Paul points out that all Christian ministers are servants of the
church. Christ is not divided; neither should the church be.

Super-spirituality

The Corinthian Christians were very keen on spirituality, and wanted to be spiritual
people. This seems to have led them into two different problems. On the one
hand, they thought that because they were spiritual, the physical just didn’t matter.
So they could do what they liked with their bodies eating, drinking, even sexual
immorality. They thought these things wouldn’t affect them spiritually. Paul says
they are wrong! This sort of super-spirituality also led them to look down on
marriage as an earthly, unspiritual thing. Again, Paul contradicts them. On the
other hand, in their pursuit of a spiritual life the Corinthians sought after spiritual
experiences in a way which could become unhealthy. Paul encourages them to be
discerning: just because something looks and feels spiritual doesn’t mean it is
good, and even good spiritual things can be abused or used selfishly.

Rights and Responsibilities

The Corinthian Christians seem to have been keen on asserting their individual
rights, even when this means upsetting or offending other Christians. Paul urges
them to see that they have responsibilities toward one another, and that they
should be willing to give up even their legitimate rights out of love for other
believers.

1 Corinthians so far...

The best way to prepare for a series of Bible studies in 1 Corinthians 12-14 would
be to re-read 1 Corinthians 1-11. After all, Paul didn’t intend his letter to be read in
little chunks! It might be useful to read a chapter at a time and jot down some of the
main things that strike you. Some thoughts to get you started...

Chapter 1 - despite their many blessings, Paul is concerned that there is division in
the church and that church members are obsessed with worldly wisdom and looking
good in the world; the cross is God’s wisdom, which contradicts these desires.

Chapter 2 - further contrasts between the wisdom of the world which looks
outwardly impressive - and God'’s spiritual wisdom which looks outwardly
unimpressive.

Chapter 3 - the foolishness of division in the church, and especially of the cult of
personality. All church leaders are just servants.

Chapter 4 - the Corinthian Christians want to be well thought of and to have every
blessing now; they think very highly of themselves. By contrast, Paul and the other
apostles suffer and are badly thought of. Which fits the gospel best?

Chapter 5 - the Corinthians have been bragging about sexual immorality in their
church, probably because they see freedom from rules as part of being truly
spiritual. They should, however,

have kept the church pure by excommunicating the immoral church member. The
church is held to higher standards than the world.



Chapter 6 - Christians in Corinth have been taking each other to court. Paul sees
this as a major failure - they have been drawn out of the world, and ought not to
take their disputes into the world for judgement. On the subject of sexual
immorality, the Corinthians think that it doesn’t matter what a ‘spiritual’ person does
with his body ; to the contrary, Paul points out that the Christian’s body is united to
Christ and a temple of the Holy Spirit.

Chapter 7 - the Corinthians are apparently of the opinion that

‘spiritual’ people ought not to marry. Paul thinks it is better not to marry if a person
is gifted for the single life, because of the opportunities it gives for service of Christ.
However, marriage is good, and sex within marriage is a good gift that neither
partner should deprive the other of. Marriage is to be between believers, and is for
life.

Chapter 8 - some of the Christians are unsure about eating meat. The process of
slaughter had probably involved pagan rituals. Paul knows that meat is good, if
received as from God, and is happy for it to be eaten without any qualms. However,
he urges those who know this to be loving towards those who are weak and are not
SO sure - better not to eat meat than to upset a brother.

Chapter 9 - Paul discusses his own apostolic ministry, apparently because some of
the Corinthians were doubting his credentials. Paul’s method had been to place as
small a burden as possible on the converts - he did not ask them for money,
though he might have done, and went out of his way to avoid putting any barriers
in the way of their coming to faith.

Chapter 10 - the example of the people of Israel in the Old

Testament shows the Corinthians that they must be careful not to fall into sin as
they did. In connection with the eating of meat, the Corinthians have claimed that
everything is permissible - Paul acknowledges the principle, but argues for a higher
one: not all permissible things are useful or loving. All should be done for God’s
glory.

Chapter 11 - instructions on public worship, particularly the Lord’s Supper. The
church had been abusing this, eating selfishly and depriving the poor. Paul wants
them to stop.

Leading Bible Studies in 1 Corinthians
Keeping a few important principles in mind will help.

1. Keep on going back to Corinth. With very familiar passages,and with church
situations that seem in some ways similar to our own, it is very easy to jump too
quickly to application - what does this passage mean for us today? However, good
Bible study requires us to keep on asking what the passage meant for them then -
what did it mean to the Corinthians? If we keep going back to Corinth, we will find
that our application is richer when we do move on to ask what it means to us.

2. Keep the church in mind. We live in an individualistic culture,and we easily
jump to apply Bible passages to ourselves as individuals. Although it is true that



action and change will be required of each of us individually, the letter was written
to a church, and the primary application will be corporate. It is about our life
together, not just my life.

3. Keep going back to the passage. Most of our Bible studyproblems arise
when we forget that we are coming together to hear Scripture and not just each
others’ opinions (interesting though these doubtless are!)

Using these questions

The Bible study questions in the next few pages follow the structure of the sermon
series. You should feel free to customise them, change them, lead studies only
loosely based on them, or not use them at all. They are hopefully a springboard to
help you to begin to prepare the study that you want to lead with your group in mind.



