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1Corinthians

1Corinthians 1:1-16


I believe that Paul’s 1st letter to the Corinthians is one of the most helpful letters he ever wrote – helpful to the first Christians, living in the city of Corinth, Greece, and helpful to us, 2000 years later.


1Corinthians was written by a pastor, (Paul), to the Christians who were living in the huge city of Corinth.  
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Corinth is in the southern part of Greece, right smack in the middle of the Roman Empire.
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Though a large city, the commercial center of its’ day, the Christian church in Corinth was small – probably no more than 150-200 people in it.  Paul wrote this letter because there were problems in this little, struggling, church.  Why?  Why were there problems, in what some have called the “Golden Age” of the early church?  How could there have been problems within only the very first generation of Christians on the planet Earth?  There were problems because the church of Corinth was made up of . . . humans.  And wherever humans are, in whatever period of time you find them, there will be problems.  There’s just no way around it.  So, Paul wrote this letter to correct some problems going on in the church, until he could come to them in person.  We’re so fortunate that he did, because we have their letter in our Bible today, to help us.


We first learn about Paul’s adventure in Corinth in the book of Acts.  Will you turn to Acts 18, verse 1.


Read Acts 18:1


This was on Paul’s second church-starting campaign.  (How many “church-starting campaigns” did Paul go on?  Three.)  
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This map shows Paul’s journeys.  You can see that Athens is a short boat journey away from Corinth.  Paul is hitting all of the big cities, to start his churches, because that’s where the Jewish synagogues were located.  Who remembers Paul’s plan for starting new churches, whenever he went to a new city?  His plan was to preach about Jesus in every Jewish synagogue he could get in, hoping to convince the Jews there that their Messiah had come.  Since the synagogues were in the cities, Christianity began as an urban movement, with all of the challenges you face living in close proximity to other people.  Imagine the church in Corinth being in several homes, in downtown Pittsburgh, and you’ve got the right picture.


Read Acts 18:1-11


So, how long was Paul in the city of Corinth?  A year and a half.  18 months.  It was the second longest stay of his ministry.  (He stayed in Ephesus for 3 years.)  Shortly after leaving Corinth, Paul went back home, as all missionaries have to do.  Then, on his 3rd, and last, church-starting campaign, Paul was in the city of Ephesus (16:19) when he was visited by some members of the Corinthian church.  There was trouble brewing in the church.  Look, briefly, at 1Corinthians 1:11.


Read 1Cor. 1:11


The “quarrels” they were having, we’ll read in the first few chapters of 1Corinthians, were over:

A. Which minister they should be following.  (Chapters 1-4)

B. Immoral members of the church.  (Chapter 5)

C. Lawsuits in the church. (6:1-11)

D. Sexual immorality among other church members.  (6:12-20)

Then, if you look at chapter 7, verse 1, you see that Paul wrote the rest of this letter in response to a letter that the church had sent him, asking his guidance on certain issues.  They had questions about their faith.  Questions about:

A. Christian marriage.  (Chapter 7)

B. Food that had been offered to idols.  (Chapter 8)

Then, Paul goes on in 1Corinthians to write to them about:

A. Worship concerns (i.e. the proper attitude to have during communion, speaking in tongues during worship).

B. The gifts of the Holy Spirit.  (Chapter 12)

C. The physical resurrection of Jesus and the resurrection of believers. (Chapter 15)

D. Taking up a collection for poor Christians living in Jerusalem.  (Chapter 16)

These are the things we’ll be looking at over the next few months.  

By the way, the city of Corinth was totally destroyed by an earthquake, in 1858.  It is no more.  In 1928, another earthquake uncovered much of the ancient city, and excavations have been going on there ever since.

Do you have any questions about Corinth before we dig into Paul’s letter?

Read 1Cor. 1:1

What do you notice in that very first sentence?

First, Paul calls himself an “apostle”.  This is a big deal.  It’s his credentials, his authority for writing this letter.  An “apostle” was a special office, that only a few people could hold.  It was someone whom Jesus himself sent out on a mission.  Peter, James and John and the others were the original apostles.  He sent them out, two by two, to spread the gospel.  But how was Paul an apostle?  Did Paul ever meet Jesus?  Yes, and no.  He never met Jesus when Jesus walked the earth, with the other apostles.  But Paul did have a vision of Jesus, while he was on his way to round up Christians in Damascus.  Remember?  Jesus appeared to him, blinded him, and asked him why he was persecuting the faithful.  That was Paul’s conversion, on the road to Damascus, Syria.  And that’s where Paul was made an apostle, sent out by Jesus to preach the gospel, which he did for the rest of his life.

Second, Paul says that he does what he does “by the will of God”.  Let me ask you - do you know the joy and purpose it gives a person, to be doing what they’re doing because it’s God’s will for them?  Now, that may, or may not, be the activity that gives you income.  Remember, Paul earned his income from making tents.  But his vocation, his “calling”, (which is what the word “vocation” means, a “calling”), was to start churches.  What is your vocation?  What has God called you to do with your life?  Anyone?  (Take answers.)  Doesn’t it make you so happy when you’re able to do what God is calling you to do?  And, again, that may, or may not, be the thing that gives you income.  For Paul it wasn’t.  I’m so blessed.  I’m able to make a living through my vocation.  And being a minister makes me so happy.  I feel like I’m doing what God wants me to be doing.  Doing God’s will for our life brings so much joy and satisfaction.

Third, who is this “Sosthenes”?  We read in Acts 18:17 that he was one of the leaders of the synagogue in Corinth.  Apparently, he now works with Paul, starting churches.

Verse 2.

Read  vv. 2-3

Who owns the church in Corinth?  It’s easy to think that we own our church, because we put our money and time and sweat into it.  But Paul reminds the Corinthians right off the bat that their church is “the church of God”.  Notice he doesn’t address it:  “To the church of Corinth.”  He’s telling them right up front that God owns their church.  And it just happens to be in Corinth.  Do we have the sense that God owns this church?  I hope we do.

Paul calls the Christians in Corinth “sanctified in Christ Jesus”.  The word “sanctified” (hagiazo) means what?  Anyone remember from previous Bible studies?  It means “to be set apart for God’s use, because God owns you”.  The word “holy” (hagios) in verse 2 means the same thing.  It doesn’t mean to be perfect.  It means that God has set you apart from the rest of your culture, to be used by him, for his purposes.

Are you and I holy?  What has God set our church apart to do for him?  Any ideas?  

And what is your part in this?  What has God set you, as an individual, apart to do for him?

This is how I feel - if the church, (and the Christians in it), in Corinth were sanctified and holy, set apart for God’s use, then surely we are too.  The fun in life is discovering what God has set us apart to do for him, as a church and as individuals.

Verse 4.

Read v. 4

Now, Paul is about to blast these Christians, for the quarreling that they’ve been doing.  But he begins by telling them that he’s thankful to God for them.  That’s a good prayer point to keep in mind, isn’t it?  Almost everyone has a person who’s giving them trouble.  Do you?  and have you given God thanks for them yet?  A weird idea, huh?  Why don’t we do it right now.  Will you pray with me for a few moments?  I’d like you to call to mind someone in your life who is giving you a hard time.  Now, I’d like you to think of one thing for which you want to thank God about them.  And go ahead and give God thanks for them right now. . .

Paul thanked God for the grace that God had given to the Corinthians.  And he gets more specific about what he means in verse 5.

Read vv. 5-6

Paul’s referring here to their spiritual gifts of speaking in tongues and spiritual knowledge, which he’ll deal with in chapter 12.  But, let me ask you.  How has your walk with Christ enriched your speaking?  (Take answers:  we now speak with encouragement; we no longer tell dirty stories or curse.)  And how has your walk with Christ enriched your knowledge?  (Take answers:  we are learning God’s ways through his Word; we now have purpose in life; we’re able to put current events into perspective.)

Verse 7.

Read v. 7

Paul’s generation “eagerly waited” for the Second Coming of Jesus, in their life time.  Did they wait for nothing, since Jesus hasn’t returned yet?  No.  They all eventually died, which is our own personal “second coming” of Jesus, as we come to him in heaven.  (That’s why I think the “Left Behind” series of books are good reading.  Though they’re based on bad theology, in my opinion, all of us have our own “rapture” whenever we die and meet the Lord.  And we should be ready for that at any time, which is what I think these books do for us.  So, read on!)

Verse 8.

Read vv. 8-9

And, now, we get to the heart of the matter.  Verse 10.

Read v. 10

Wow.  Do you think that’s possible in a church – to all “agree with one another so that there may be no divisions among you”?  Do you think that’s possible?  Take the proposed two-story addition to our church, for instance.  Do you think it’s possible for our church to reach total agreement on this project, whether it should be done, or not; and if it should be done, exactly how much should be done?  Do you think it’s possible for us to have no “divisions” over it?  I do.  And I think Paul is going to teach us how, right here.

By the way, the word that Paul used here for “divisions” is the same Greek word used to describe rips in a piece of cloth.  And the word he used for “united” (in mind and thought) is the same Greek word used by doctors to describe the knitting together of broken bones.  I think the point he’s trying to make is that disunity and divisions in a church are as unnatural as a broken bone in your body, or a rip in your shirt.  They need to be fixed, mended, for the good of the body, the Body of Christ, as soon as possible.

Now, what were the Christians in Corinth divided over?  We find out in verse 11.

Read vv. 12-13

The first division in the Corinthian church was over who to follow.   Silly Corinthians!  (By the way, “Chloe’s household” probably refers to slaves that belonged to a woman named Chloe.  They were most likely on business in Ephesus for Chloe, when they stopped by and visited Paul there.)

We don’t know exactly why the Corinthians were lining up behind different leaders.  But we can take some guesses.  Remember that this was a time way before the New Testament was written.  All they had to follow were the teachings of men who came to their city, or the teachings they heard about second hand, from others.  

A. Followers of Paul may have been loyal to him because he was the church’s founder.

B. Followers of Apollos may have been loyal to him because he was the most recent preacher there, and, perhaps, because he spoke more eloquently than Paul did.

C. Followers of Cephas (the apostle Peter) may have been former Jews who felt that you still had to follow all of the Jewish law.  (Paul taught that you didn’t.)

D. Followers of Christ may have been people who felt that they were the only “true” Christians in the church.  When asked who they followed, they smugly said, “We follow no man.  We follow the pure teachings of Jesus.”  How they would do that without any of the gospels written yet would be anyone’s guess.

Are divisions a problem in the church today?  What kind of divisions do we see in churches today?

A. Followers of preachers.

B. Followers of denominations.

C. Those who prefer only one kind of worship style.

D. Those who prefer only one translation of the Bible.

E. Etc.

What’s wrong with these divisions in the church?  Among other things, they tend to put your group over and above anyone who doesn’t agree with you (spiritual pride), and they prevent you from working together to accomplish God’s goals (spiritual stalemate).

Let’s see how Paul dealt with these divisions.  Verse 13.


Read vv. 13-16


What was Paul’s solution to divisions in the Corinthian church?  Anyone?  Jesus.  Plain and simple.  Jesus.  Who should people be following?  Jesus.  Whose teachings should they be studying?  Jesus’.  Who is their leader?  Jesus.


Why Jesus?  Paul gives two reasons.  First, they were baptized into Jesus, not into Paul, or any of the other leaders.  Isn’t that a strange phrase, when Paul writes in verse 13, “Were you baptized into the name of Paul?”  We might think he should have written, “Were you baptized in the name of Paul?”  But no.  He wrote, “Were you baptized into the name of Paul?” Why?  Because to say “into the name of Paul”, in the Greek, meant you were owned by Paul.  For instance, in that day, when a slave was sold, he was sold into the name of his new master.  When a soldier swore his oath of loyalty, he swore himself into the name of Caesar.  (Barclay, p. 16)  Paul is telling those who would follow him, the church’s founder, “You were not baptized into my name.  I do not own you.  Do not follow me.  Follow the one who owns you.  Follow Jesus.”  That’s the first reason why these people who are following their human leaders should, instead, be following Jesus.  He owns them.  They were baptized into the name of Jesus.


And the second reason to follow Jesus, and not these human leaders, is obvious.  Paul asks them, “Was Paul crucified for you?”  Though Paul may have been flattered by those who would put their loyalty behind him, he knows where their loyalty really belonged – to the one who gave his life for theirs.  To Jesus.


If you have your own Bible with you tonight, (and I want to strongly encourage you to do that), I’d like you to go back to verse one, and circle every time Paul wrote the name “Christ Jesus”, “Jesus Christ”, “Jesus”, or “Christ”, through verse 13.  See how many times he did this, in 13 verses . . .


How many times?  Twelve times in just 13 verses!  What’s that tell the Corinthians?  Being a Christian is all about Jesus.  Follow Jesus!


Now, how can this help us?  Let’s get back to the idea of the addition to our church.  And, by the way, I’m just using this as a timely example for us.  I’m not expressing any opinion on this project.  Believe me.  I really feel that this is such a large decision that you need to make it on your own, without any influence by me.  I’ll be happy with whatever you decide.  But I think it’s a good example to use when studying these verses because the potential for division over this addition, or any project of this size, is great.  This church has some really strong personalities in it, who feel very strongly about things.  And this project involves a lot of money.  The potential for it dividing us is great. So, how can Paul’s words help us stay united as a church on this issue?  


First, Paul told us that we are owned by Jesus.  How does that help us with this issue?  If we are owned by Jesus then we will seek his direction as to what to do about the addition.  How?  We’ll pray about it.  We won’t just come to the decision meeting unprepared, easily swayed by whoever has the best presentation.  We’ll learn all we can, pray about it, and vote the way we feel that Jesus wants us to vote.


Second, Paul reminded the Corinthians that Jesus died for them.  How does that help us with this issue?  Jesus’ death on the cross is a model for how we should be living in the world.  Not just thinking about ourselves, but thinking about sacrificing ourselves, as Jesus did, for the needs of others.  Jesus told us to take up our cross and carry it too.  Selfish Christians forget that.  They forget that following Jesus means living like Jesus lived – sacrificially, for others.  Jesus is not only our head, giving us directions.  He is our example.  He is our role model.  We are to be living sacrificially for others, as he did.  So, we ask ourselves, would this addition involve any sacrifice on our part, for the sake of others.


The cure to divisions in any church is to go back to the basics.  It’s to remember that we are here because of one person – not the preacher, not a TV evangelist, not the President of the United States.  We are here because of Jesus.  What we do here is all about him, or we’re just spinning our wheels.  It’s all about him – getting our directions for living from him, because he owns us.  And it’s about modeling our lives after the sacrificial model that Jesus gave us.


Being a Christian is all about being like Jesus.  It’s all about him.


[Play “The Heart of Worship” and show pics.]

