PAULINE LETTERS: 1 & 2 CORINTHIANS

INTRODUCTION

The books of 1 & 2 Corinthians give us profound insight into the challenges and dynamics of early Christian
communities. These letters, penned by the Apostle Paul, address issues of division, immorality, spiritual gifts, and
the resurrection, providing timeless guidance for the church. Paul’s epistles to the Corinthians are not merely
historical documents; they are theological masterpieces that explore the depth of God’s wisdom, the power of the
gospel, and the importance of love and unity within the body of Christ.

1 Corinthians is particularly focused on correcting improper behavior and misunderstandings within the church
at Corinth. Paul addresses issues ranging from divisions and lawsuits among believers to questions about
marriage, food offered to idols, and the proper use of spiritual gifts. This letter emphasizes the need for love,
order, and unity, reminding the Corinthians that their identity in Christ should lead to a distinct and holy way of
life.

2 Corinthians, written in the wake of ongoing challenges and misunderstandings about Paul’s apostolic authority,
is a more personal letter. Paul defends his ministry, addresses the pain of rejection, and underscores the power of
God in human weakness. This epistle is a profound reflection on suffering, reconciliation, and the transformative
work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers.

Paul’s letters to the Corinthians reveal his deep pastoral care and theological acumen. They are rich in practical
advice, doctrinal teaching, and heartfelt appeals for holiness and unity. These epistles continue to speak
powerfully to Christians today, encouraging believers to live out their faith with integrity, to use their spiritual
gifts for the edification of the church, and to embrace the hope and victory found in the resurrection of Jesus
Christ.

IMAGE FOR UNDERSTANDING

Imagine a skilled artisan working on a large, intricate mosaic. Each piece of tile represents a different individual
within a community, unique in shape, color, and size. Initially, the tiles are scattered and disorganized, much like
the church in Corinth with its divisions, conflicts, and misunderstandings. The artisan carefully selects and places
each tile, fitting them together to form a cohesive and beautiful image.

This image captures the essence of 1 & 2 Corinthians. Paul, like the artisan, addresses the scattered and
fragmented community, guiding them to come together in unity and harmony. Through his letters, Paul teaches
the Corinthians how to live as one body in Christ, despite their differences. He emphasizes that each person has a
unique role and gift; and, when these are used in love and unity, they contribute to the overall beauty and purpose
of the church. As the mosaic takes shape, it reflects the light, much like the church reflecting the glory of Christ.
The varied colors and shapes of the tiles represent the diversity within the body of Christ, and the way they fit
together symbolizes the unity that Paul urges the Corinthians to achieve. The completed mosaic, with its intricate
design and unified appearance, illustrates the potential of the church when it follows Paul’s teachings on love,
order, and the use of spiritual gifts.

This image invites us to see the church as a diverse yet unified body, where each member’s contribution is
essential to the whole. It encourages believers to embrace their unique roles and gifts, work together in harmony,
and reflect the light of Christ to the world.
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BOOKS ORGANIZATION
1 Corinthians: Divisions in the Church
e Divisionsin the church (1 Cor 1-4)
e Disorders in the church (1 Cor 5-6)
e Difficulties in the church (1 Cor 7-16)

2 Corinthians: Paul’s Defense
e Paul's Character (2 Cor 1-7)
e Paul’s Collection (2 Cor 8-9)
e Paul's Credentials (2 Cor 10-13)

JESUS IN THE BOOKS OF 1 & 2 CORINTHIANS

In 1 & 2 Corinthians, Jesus Christ is portrayed as the foundation and cornerstone of the church. Paul emphasizes
the centrality of Christ in the believer’s life, the unity of the body of Christ, and the transformative power of the
resurrection.

1 Corinthians highlights Jesus as the wisdom and power of God (1 Corinthians 1:24). Paul urges believers to build
their lives on the foundation of Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 3:11), stressing the importance of aligning their
actions and attitudes with the teachings of Christ. The letter also focuses on the significance of Christ’s
resurrection, which guarantees the future resurrection of believers (1 Corinthians 15).

2 Corinthians presents Jesus as the source of comfort and strength in the midst of suffering (2 Corinthians 1:3-5).
Paul describes how believers are transformed into the image of Christ through the work of the Holy Spirit (2
Corinthians 3:18). The letter also emphasizes the sufficiency of Christ’s grace, especially in times of weakness (2
Corinthians 12:9).

Overall, these epistles underscore the themes of reconciliation, sanctification, and the hope of eternal life in
Christ. They encourage believers to live in a manner worthy of their calling, reflecting the character and love of
Jesus in all aspects of life.

BIBLE STUDY SPECIFICS: HOW TO APPROACH THE BOOKS OF 1 & 2 CORINTHIANS

OBSERVATION
¢ |dentify the author: The Apostle Paul is the author of both 1 & 2 Corinthians, written in Greek.
¢ Note any contextual information given in the headings.
e  Whatis the organization of the Books of 1 & 2 Corinthians if anything is noticeable?
¢ Whatis God teaching us in the text?
Location: Where are we?
Events: What is happening?
Purpose: Why is it happening? Or do we know?
People: Who is speaking? What is their point?
Time: When did this happen?
e What literary devices and types are being used? What is the author emphasizing, contrasting, and bringing
attention to? Literary devices to look for:
o Parallelism: Look for repeated ideas or phrases that emphasize important themes, such as the
contrast between wisdom and foolishness (1 Corinthians 1:18-25).

o O O O O
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o Speeches and Discourses: Note Paul’s theological arguments and rhetorical questions that drive
home key points (1 Corinthians 15).

o Metaphors and Similes: Pay attention to Paul’s use of metaphors, such as comparing the church to a
body with many parts (1 Corinthians 12:12-27).

INTERPRETATION

Literary context: How do you read your passage considering the given genre? What is the significance of
the literary devices used? What do they teach or emphasize?

The books of 1 & 2 Corinthians are epistles, a literary form characterized by personal communication in
the form of letters. These epistles are both pastoral and doctrinal, addressing specific issues within the
church at Corinth while also conveying timeless theological truths. Paul’s letters are structured to provide
instructions, corrections, and encouragement. They often begin with a greeting, followed by a body
addressing the issues at hand, and conclude with personal remarks and blessings.

Narrative context: Who is the author, who is the original audience, what was the intended message, and
where/how do these books fit into the overarching narrative of Scripture? How does the author want the
reader to respond?

The purpose of Paul’s writing to the Corinthians was multifaceted. He aimed to address the numerous

problems and challenges within the Corinthian church, including divisions, immorality, and theological

confusion. Paul sought to provide guidance on how to live out the Christian faith in a way that was

countercultural to their surrounding society. The issues faced by the Corinthian church included:

o Divisions within the church: Paul wanted the readers to respond by striving for unity and
understanding that they are all part of the same body of Christ (1 Corinthians 1:10-13).

o Sexual immorality: He urged them to honor their bodies and live in sexual purity, as their bodies are
temples of the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians 6:18-20).

o Misunderstanding of spiritual gifts: Paul clarified the purpose and use of spiritual gifts, emphasizing
love as the greatest gift (1 Corinthians 12-14).

o Theresurrection: Paul reinforced the importance and reality of the resurrection of Jesus and its
implications for believers (1 Corinthians 15).

o Paul's overall intention was for the Corinthians to embody Christian values, live in harmony, and
faithfully represent Christ in a pagan culture.

Historical context: What was happening at this point in history?

Corinth was a prominent Greek city, known for its strategic location on the isthmus connecting the
Peloponnesian peninsula with mainland Greece. It was a major hub for commerce and trade, making it a
melting pot of cultures and ideas. However, Corinth was also notorious for its immorality, particularly its
association with the worship of Aphrodite, the goddess of love, which included temple prostitution. The
city’s wealth and diversity contributed to a culture of indulgence and moral laxity. Understanding this
context helps explain the challenges faced by the Corinthian believers and the specific issues Paul
addressed in his letters.
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Cultural context: What customs, practices, actions, and attitudes were common then?

Corinthian culture was heavily influenced by Greek philosophy, which often promoted individualism and

intellectualism. This environment led to factions within the church, as different groups aligned themselves

with various leaders and teachings. Additionally, the prevalent religious practices included the worship of

multiple gods and goddesses, which often involved rituals contrary to Christian values. Social customs in

Corinth, such as the patron-client system, also influenced the church’s dynamics, with wealth and social

status affecting relationships and behavior within the congregation. Paul’s letters addressed these

cultural influences by:

o Challenging Greek philosophical views: He emphasized the wisdom of God over human wisdom (1
Corinthians 1:18-25).

o Countering the influence of pagan practices: He instructed the Corinthians to separate themselves
from idolatry and live in a way that honored God (1 Corinthians 10:14-22).

o Promoting equality and unity: Paul encouraged the Corinthians to view themselves as equal members
of the body of Christ, regardless of their social status (1 Corinthians 12:12-27).

By addressing these cultural issues, Paul provided guidance on how to live distinctively Christian lives in a

challenging environment.

APPLICATION

Read in light of Christ.

How do Paul’s teachings in 1 & 2 Corinthians reflect the life and message of Jesus, particularly in terms of
love, humility, and service? Consider how Paul’s teachings point back to the life and message of Jesus. In
what ways can you align your actions and attitudes with the example of Christ as taught by Paul,
especially when facing challenges or opposition?

Is there a command to obey?

Identify specific instructions Paul gives, such as “be united in the same mind and the same judgment” (1
Corinthians 1:10). How can you work toward being “united in the same mind and the same judgment”
within your own community or church, as Paul instructs?

Is there a sin to repent from?

Note areas of correction, such as divisions, sexual immorality, and misuse of spiritual gifts. Are there
aspects of your behavior or thoughts that misuse your spiritual gifts or commit other sins mentioned by
Paul? What changes can you make to align with God'’s will for your behavior and thoughts?

Is there a promise to cling to?
Embrace promises like the assurance of resurrection and eternal life (1 Corinthians 15:51-57). How does
the promise of resurrection and eternal life impact your perspective on daily struggles and challenges?

Is there an example to follow? Or one to avoid?

Learn from the positive examples of faith and unity, as well as the negative examples of division and
immorality. Identify a positive example of faith and unity from 1 & 2 Corinthians. How can you emulate
this example in your own relationships and community involvement?
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PRAYER

e Prayfor wisdom and discernment (1 Corinthians 1:30): Reflect on how God’s wisdom contrasts with
human wisdom. Pray for discernment in understanding and applying Paul’s teachings.

e Pray for unity and love (1 Corinthians 13): Consider the importance of love in the Christian community.
Pray for the strength to love others selflessly and to promote unity within the church.

e Pray for strength in weakness (2 Corinthians 12:9-10): Reflect on the sufficiency of God’s grace. Pray for
strength to endure trials and for God’s power to be made perfect in your weaknesses.

CHURCH HISTORY: WHAT HAS CHURCH HISTORY SAID ABOUT THE BOOKS OF 1 & 2 CORINTHIANS

“We, however, on our side affirm that the human will is so divinely aided in the pursuit of righteousness, that (in
addition to man’s being created with a free-will, and in addition to the teaching by which he is instructed how he
ought to live) he receives the Holy Ghost, by whom there is formed in his mind a delight in, and a love of, that
supreme and unchangeable good which is God, even now while he is still walking by faith and not yet by sight (2
Corinthians 5:7), in order that by this gift to him of the earnest, as it were, of the free gift, he may conceive an
ardent desire to cleave to his Maker, and may burn to enter upon the participation in that true light, that it may go
well with him from Him to whom he owes his existence.”

—Augustine

“But this is what | say: the Corinthians’ intent was to judge the apostles by their personal goodness and works,
that according to one’s holiness, rank and merit might his office be exalted and his followers secure some honor
above others. But Paul overthrows all works and merit, leaving them to God’s judgment, and places every apostle
in the same rank as to office and faith. They fill one and the same office and are justified by one and the same faith.
The question of who ranks first in goodness, position, merit and achievement must be left to God; it is not an
occasion for divisions in the community. Hence follows: ‘For | know nothing against myself; yet am | not hereby
justified.”

—Martin Luther
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