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1Corinthians 16

Read v. 1


Now, that’s an abrupt way to change of topics, isn’t it?  But that’s Paul’s style of writing.  He wasn’t writing a theology book, where you slowly introduce your topic, write about it and gradually draw your conclusions before you move on to the next chapter.  In fact, Paul wasn’t writing in chapter form at all.  They were added many centuries later by either the Archbishop of Canterbury in the early 1200's, or by a French Cardinal in the mid 1200's.  


If Paul wasn't writing a theology book, what was Paul writing?  He was writing a letter.  And in letters it’s OK to bop around from subject to subject.  Chapter 16 is a reminder to us that we’re not reading a book here.  We’re reading someone else’s mail!


Now, does anyone know what this “collection for God’s people” was all about?  It was a collection to help out the poor Christians who were living in Jerusalem.  

Why were they poor?  Probably for a number of reasons:

a.  There were many living at the poverty level in Jerusalem to begin with.

b.  Christianity tended to attract the poor and outcasts of society.

c.  There was a severe famine in the land during the decade of the 40’s.

d.  The Christians in Jerusalem had sold everything they had and had given the money away to those who needed it, probably in the belief that Jesus was coming back soon, in their lifetime.  Now, it’s 25 years after Jesus’ resurrection, and he’s still not come back.  These folks are having to start all over again.  And they don’t have a thing!

(Blomberg, pp. 325-6)

In response to their poverty, Paul has been going around to his Gentile Christian churches, like the church in Corinth, and asking all of them to give money to help the Jewish Christian church folk in Jerusalem.  


Next to verse 1, write, “Romans 15: 25”.  Let’s turn there.


Read Romans 15:25-27


This offering was a big deal.  In fact, when Paul wrote 2Corinthians he devoted two entire chapters, not verses, to talking about it.  Go back to 1Corinthians 16.  Next to verse 1, also write “2Corinthians 8-9”.  Let’s turn there.


Read 2Corinthians 8:10-15 and 9:6-7


This offering tells us two pretty important things about Christians.  First, Christians have ALWAYS collected money for the poor.  Beginning with Paul, special offerings for the needy have always been a part of Christian worship.  Second, Christians have ALWAYS seen their church as part of the church universal.  The “body of Christ” does not stop at our church door.  Paul was teaching the Corinthians, and us, that we are only a part of the Body, not the whole body ourselves.  “Independent churches” are an anomaly to the Christian faith.  They are not biblically-based.  In the Bible, 1st Church Corinth is connected to 1st Church Jerusalem and 1st Church Galatia.  Connectionalism and church unity have been a keystone of Christianity from the very beginning.  No church is an “island”.  So, Christians in different churches need to be supportive of one another.  We’re all just parts of the larger Body of Christ.


Back to 1Cor. 16.  In verse 2, Paul tells them how they should go about collecting this money for the Christians who were living in Jerusalem.


Read vv. 2-4


“On the first day of each week,” means on Sunday, the Christians new day of worship.  Paul tells them that on their worship days each one should put money aside “in keeping with his income”.  What does that mean?  It means those who are wealthy should give more than those who aren’t.  That's in the Bible.

Then, look again at verse 3.  How did Paul plan on transporting the Corinthians’ cash offering to the Christians in Jerusalem?  He’s going to send it with men whom the church approves.  In other words, he’s not going to take it himself, unless (verse 4) unless the church thinks it “advisable” for him to go too.  Why not?  What do you think is going on?


Paul explains what’s going on in his next letter to the Corinthians.  Next to verse 4 write, “2Corinthians 8:18”.  Turn there.


Read 2Corinthians 8:18-21


OK.  What was going on?  Paul was trying to avoid claims, later, that he mishandled this money; that maybe all of it didn’t get to the Christians in Jerusalem; that maybe Paul took some for himself.  Paul’s doing all that he can to keep the handling of money "above board".  

What do we learn here?  We learn that Christians have ALWAYS been careful when it came to who handles their offerings.  This is why, in our U.M. structure, we have several pretty clear rules when it comes to who counts the Sunday offerings:


1.  The one who writes the checks is not allowed to count or deposit the money.


2.  The minister is not allowed to count or deposit the money.


3.  No two people of the same family are allowed to count or deposit the money.


4.  No one may count the money alone.
Ever since Paul, Christians have ALWAYS been careful when it came to how their offerings were handled.  We take “pains to do what is right, not only in the eyes of the Lord but also in the eyes of men.”

Back to 1Cor. 16.  Verse 5.


Read vv. 5-9


Paul said a mouthful in these verses.


1.  In verse 7, Paul says that he didn’t want their next visit to be just 

“in passing”.  He wanted to stay with them a long time, maybe even over the whole winter, when travel by boat was inadvisable.  Why?  Probably because Paul knew that this church was very disunited.  How do we know this was a church in trouble?  Because we've read chapters 1-15!  Just think of all of the issues that Paul has dealt with in this church, in these 15 chapters!


And Paul knows that he has a lot more teaching yet to do in this church.  And he knows that that will take time.  Remember how Paul ended chapter 11?  “And when I come I will give further instructions.” (v. 34)  And remember what he told them in chapter 4:  “Some of you have become arrogant, as if I were not coming to you.  What do you prefer?  Shall I come to you with a whip, or in love and with a gentle spirit?” (Vv. 18, 21)


2.  In verse 8, Paul says that he will stay at Ephesus “until Pentecost”.  Pentecost to Paul, however, wasn’t like our Pentecost.  For us, Pentecost is a holiday remembering the birthday of the church and the coming of the Holy Spirit.  What was Pentecost for Paul?  It was a Jewish holiday, celebrating the Lord’s giving of the spring grain harvest, 50 days after Passover.  This shows that Paul was still thinking like a Jew in many ways, marking his year, for instance, by when the Jewish festivals came on the calendar.


3.  In verse 9, Paul says that there were “many who oppose me” in Ephesus.  Now, who remembers where Paul was when he wrote 1Corinthians?  He was in Ephesus!  

What kind of people opposed Paul’s preaching in Ephesus?  Next to v. 9, write, “Acts 19:23”.  Let’s turn there.


Read Acts 19:23-29


Those who would be in leadership positions have to be willing to take criticism well, and be prepared for people to oppose them at every new thing they do.  Have you ever read what the press in George Washington's second term wrote about him?  It was horrible, even though he was the “father of our country”.  In fact, what they wrote makes today’s press look tame by comparison.  And if you've ever read what the newspapers said about Abraham Lincoln . . . oh my goodness.  Even worse.


Leaders will be opposed and criticized.  It goes with the territory, as Paul the apostle knew full well.  Those who would be in leadership positions, even in the church, have to be willing to take criticism well, and be prepared for people to oppose them at every new thing they do.  

Any questions?  


Verse 10.


Read vv. 10-11


Anything hit you as strange in those verses?  Why would Timothy have anything to “fear” if he came to Corinth?  It could be that Paul knew the Corinthians wouldn’t respect Timothy because of his young age.  Remember what Paul wrote to Timothy:  “Don’t let anyone look down on you because you are young.”  (4:12). Or, it may be that Paul knew that Timothy would be the one who would take the flack for the critical things that Paul wrote in this letter.  Paul came down pretty hard on the Corinthians in this letter, remember.  Imagine having this letter read to our church, and then this young 20 year old wipper-snapper named Timothy shows up at our door as Paul’s representative?  We’d probably let him have it with both barrels!  Paul knew this.  So he writes, “If Timothy comes, see to it that he has nothing to fear while he is with you.”  In other words, “Go easy on him.”


Verse 12.


Read v. 12


Why was Apollos “unwilling to go” to the Corinthians?  It could be that he’s heard of the divisiveness in that church, some claiming to be disciples of Apollos, others claiming to be disciples of Paul.  And he doesn’t want anything to do with it.  

After studying this letter since September like we have, what impressions do you get of this “golden age” of the early church?  The impression I get is that it was full of humans.  And you know those humans!  They’re often full of misunderstanding and pride and selfishness and vengefulness – as well as being capable of acts of great courage, faith, love and compassion.  Humans.  That’s all they were.  People just like us, who were trying their best to be the church.  Sometimes that’s not a pretty sight.  Other times, the church does such incredible things that it will take your breath away!


Any questions?


In verses 13-14 Paul gives a neat five bullet-point summary of his message to the Corinthians.


Read vv. 13-14


Let’s take these one at a time.


1.  “Be on your guard.”  Against what? What kind of things did Paul mention in this letter that they should guard against?  This will be a great review for us of chapters 1-15:
a.  Divisions in the church because of who they followed. (1)

b.  Thinking of themselves more highly than they ought to. (1)

c.  Jealousy and quarreling. (3) 

d.  Thinking of themselves as being “wise”, and all others foolish. (3)

e.  Arrogance, like they can live any way they want to. (4)

f.  Tolerance of sexual immorality in the church. (5)

g.  Using public courts to settle disputes by suing  one another. (6)

h.  Husbands and wives not fulfilling their marital duties to one another. (7)

i.  Using their freedom in Christ to live any way they want to, (i.e. the way 

         they used to live before becoming Christians), such as eating meat

         that’s been sacrificed to idols and engaging in the temple practices. 

         (8-10)

j.  Using their freedom in Christ to worship any way they want to, such as


women having their heads uncovered and rushing ahead of others to


eat dinner at their love feasts.  (9-11)

k.  Putting one spiritual gift (the gift of tongues) ahead of all others and


putting others down who don’t have this gift. (12-14)

l.  Teaching that neither Jesus nor any of us could raise from the dead with


bodies.  (15)


Wow!  That’s a lot to be on guard against!


2.  “Stand firm in the faith.”  Why would Paul write that?  Because we are all just one decision away from losing our faith and walking away from it.  We all need to “stand firm in the faith.”  And what has God given us to do that?  The means of grace:  prayer, Bible study, worship, fasting, communion and tithing.


3.  “Be men (people) of courage.”  Does it take courage to be a Christian in your world?  How?  


4.  “Be strong.”  How many non-Christians in the world think of Christians as “strong” people?  What is there about being a Christian that takes strength?

a.  Standing up to mockery and criticism.

b.  Not giving in to temptation.

c.  Living a holy life.


5.  “Do everything in love.”  This is the litmus test for deciding if we’re living a Christian life, or not.  Do we do all that we do in love towards others:  those with whom we work, and live and go to school, and go to church?


Verse 15.


Read vv. 15-18


Who were “Stephanas, Fortunatus and Achaicus”?  They were the ones from Corinth who visited Paul with the church’s list of questions, which Paul answered in this letter.  


I really like what Paul said about Stephanas.  Whereas the world out there tells us to “submit” to people who have power over us, or to rock stars, or athletes, who does Paul tell us to submit to?  In Paul’s eyes, who is considered “great”, and worthy of submitting to?  Those who “have devoted themselves to the service of the saints” – people who work their butts off to help people in the body of Christ.  That’s who is the greatest in the church.  That’s exactly what Jesus said too – the greatest among you will be your servant.  


The church operates by standards that are totally opposite from the standards of the world.  In the church money, power and influence carry very little weight.  In the church, love, servanthood and humility are what matter.  So, Paul says, “Submit to such as these and to everyone who joins in the work, and labors at it.”  Good stuff.


Verse 19.


Read vv. 19-20


Again, the Corinthians are reminded that their church is just a part of the bigger Body of Christ in the world, and that they are connected to it.


The “holy kiss” was a standard part of early Christian worship.  Which part of our worship services is like the holy kiss?  The greeting.


Verse 21.


Read v. 21


What does that verse tell us?  It tells us that Paul dictated his letters to a scribe, or secretary.  Occasionally, as he does here, he added his own ending to the letter, in his own handwriting, to both authenticate that this letter was actually from him, and to add a personal touch at the end.


Now, think back on the intense 16 chapters of this letter.  Can you imagine anyone dictating this letter?  Dictating the love chapter, chapter 13?  Not writing a single word down on paper yourself?  Dictating the intricately argued chapters 8-10 on not eating meat that’s been offered to idols?  Dictating anything of this length and detail?  It’s amazing.  I mean, how could Paul have written this without a word processor, let alone without lots of scrap paper for a “sloppy copy” and then carefully re-writing it over to make sure he got it all right.  I mean, I re-write these Bible studies I'm sharing with you each Wednesday two or three times before printing them out.  To me, the fact that Paul dictated his letters, and they are written at such the high quality that they are, shows that they are the work not of Paul, but of the Holy Spirit.


Verse 22.


Read v. 22


Now, that doesn’t sound like Paul has followed what he wrote in v. 14, does it? “Do everything in love.”  How loving is it to look out on the streets of Corinth, or Ephesus, or Millcreek, or Fairview and say, “You heathen are all cursed to hell!”


But Paul probably doesn’t mean for this to apply to non-believers outside of the church, like, “May all of the infidels of the world who do not love Jesus be cursed!”  He’s probably only referring here to those who call themselves “Christians” in the church, but who don’t live like it.   Paul had very little patience for phony Christians.  Do you?

Verse 23.


Read vv. 23-24


Think of all of the ways that Paul could have ended this letter.  Think of all of the people who were giving him trouble in this church!  He could have given them one last zinger!  But, instead, the last words he sent them were an assurance that he loved them.

