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LESSON 14 - 1 and 2 Corinthians

Intro:

Written by Paul from Ephesus in 55 AD. He wrote four letters to the Corinthians in total. The first letter did not survive (5:9), although part of it may be preserved in 2 Cor. 6:14-20. The Corinthians wrote about several matters in response to Paul's first letter. It was in response to this that Paul wrote his second letter known to us as 1 Corinthians.  It was probably delivered to Corinth by Timothy (1 Cor. 16:10). 

Corinth was one of the largest centers of commerce and travel in the Roman Empire, and notorious for its immorality.  New Christians in this environment had to live distinct lives. The NT church was not perfect either! 

Paul’s goal is to help the Corinthian believers mature in their faith, with lives shaped by scripture, in the power of the Holy Spirit. 


What were some of the problems they faced?


A. Disunity (Ch. 1-4)


This seems to have been the primary problem because Paul deals with it first and most extensively. 
Question: Why is unity in the Body of Christ so important? Should it also be our first priority?
The longest prayer recorded of Jesus’ prayers is in John 17, and deals with the issue of the unity of his followers. Jesus said people would recognize that he is the Messiah, sent from God if we love each other – amazing power through our testimony and love!
1. Unity is found in Christ. Paul asks a rhetorical question: “Is Christ divided?” (1:13). Of course not! We do not follow personalities, but Christ alone. 
Unity is an ongoing issue among individual Christians, within the local Body, denominations, and across cultures 

2. The power of the cross is its unifying power, a power than enables forgiveness rather than revenge, love instead of hate, self-sacrifice rather than putting oneself and one’s interests first (Phil 2:1-4). 
· “Christ has torn down the dividing wall of hostility" (Eph 2:14-16), removing the prejudice we have against one another 
· "In Christ there is no Jew or Gentile..."( Gal 3:26-29) we are equal in him
B. Undue Emphasis on Human Wisdom: Pride 

1. What is wisdom?  “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” Recognizing who he is and who we are, puts life in perspective. God’s thoughts are not our thoughts, nor are his ways our ways. He cannot be known through philosophy, but only as reveals himself, which he has most perfectly done in Christ (1:18-2:5) and in his Word.
a. The Cross was being viewed as foolishness to the Greek – weakness not strength. How can God save humanity through dying??
b. And a stumbling block to the Jews coming to faith in him – a crucified Saviour? He was to be a victor, leading them to victory, restoring Israel’s glory

2. Wisdom is recognizing that our dignity and worth come from God, not from what we have achieved (1:26-31) so there is no room for pride, which sets us against each other. Disunity comes from pride (3:5f.) The apostles are not proud or competing with each other, but work together. Parenthetically, he adds that works are important, but are not to become a source of pride which lead to disunity.

3. True wisdom is given by the Holy Spirit (2:10-11)

We cannot know God or be united with other believers without the Holy Spirit’s work in our lives. There is no way to know the mind of God or his ways except through the Spirit, who lives in us.


C. Sin in relationships: Ch. 5-7
There are two kinds of sinners: the repentant and unrepentant. There are those who grieve over their sin (2 Cor. 7:10) and that grief leads to repentance and salvation. Then there are those who grieve over getting caught, which leads to death. Any sin can be repented of and forgiven and the believer can stay in fellowship (6:9-10).
1. Sexual sin: Paul deals with incest/adultery, sexual purity before marriage
a. Paul is harsh on sin within the church, merciful to sinners without (5:9-11). It is important to have purity within the church (although there no such thing as a "pure church"), to live differently than the society around us, to live out God’s love and show respect for each person’s dignity as one created in the image of God.
b. God has absolute standards for sexual morality that we must not violate (6:12-20)

c. Paul is emphasizing the need for church discipline:
· To protect the honor of God's name, His holiness and integrity. Think of the profaning of God's name that has taken place with prominent Christian leaders who have openly sinned – adultery, homosexuality, extravagant living.

· To protect the church - sin is like a spreading cancer (1 Cor. 5:6). It lowers the standards of the whole body (think of its effect on children particularly)
· To save the sinner, bring the person to repentance (5:5)

Question: What issues should church discipline be applied to? Have you seen any examples of church discipline done well?
· When there is open immorality (adultery, common-law, theft, gossip, murder – 5:11)
· Persistent wrong teaching (Gal. 1:6-9)

· Refusal to be reconciled (Matt. 18:15-17)

All of this is to be done internally, not calling on external authority.

2.  Questions of Marriage (Ch. 7)

Paul distinguishes absolutes re: marriage - Paul's word from the Lord, from    non-absolutes - Paul's personal suggestions.
a. Paul's call to the church is for the married to remain married if the decision is theirs to make.

b. Reasons for divorce:

· adultery

· desertion by unbelieving spouse (7:12-15)

· death (gives freedom to remarry – 7:39)

Question: Do Biblical grounds for divorce give the freedom to remarry or are they two separate issues?

· Some would say that if no covenant relationship exists then there is freedom to establish a new covenant.

· Others call the divorced to remain single.
c. Singleness (vs. 32-35)

Question: Under what circumstances is God’s gift of marriage (be fruitful and multiply) set aside for singleness?

· Paul's opinion is that those who are single should remain so, but emphasizes that is his word and not the Lord’s. The issue for Paul is singleness of mind and purpose. Remember, all disciples at the time believed Jesus’ return was imminent. Therefore Paul considers marriage a lower state (v.38) especially in light of  “the urgency of the time.”

· Jesus also speaks to this issue in Matt. 19:1-12, saying some choose not to marry for the sake of the kingdom. He puts a high premium on choosing to remain single, but never says we should not marry.

d. Marriage to an unbeliever: Don't marry an unbeliever, but if you are already married to one stay with him/her (2 Cor 6:14-18)
e. "Sanctification" of the unbelieving spouse (7:14).  The meaning of sanctification or "consecration" is "to be separated to." The root is the word for holiness in Greek. It does not mean an unbelieving spouse is saved through the faith of the believer, but more likely that they are set apart for blessing as they live with a believer. Christians are to have a "blessing effect" on those they live with. Children experience the same blessing.
3. Lawsuits between brothers 
a. Christians are never to take one another to court (Jesus in Matt. 5:39-40 - turn the other cheek)

b. If a non-Christian takes a Christian to court he should try to settle out of court as Jesus instructed in Matt. 5:25.
c. Should a Christian ever take a non-Christian to court?

Rarely. The courts are to protect the law-abiding from the lawless. 

· money or property - these things are not ultimate

· not revenge

· perhaps when essential freedoms or principles are being attacked: issues like abortion, freedom of education, apartheid, etc.

Question: Why should all differences be settled internally?

· We are destined to be judges or mediators (6:2-3) so have the wisdom to settle your own disputes. 

· Judges are evaluators - they weigh the evidence, are able to maintain objectivity, have the wisdom to choose righteousness.

What about the command to not judge?

· Does not conflict with Matt. 7:1-5.  "Do not judge" - Jesus is talking about condemnation, not evaluation.

· We are to evaluate situations in order to bring about healing, reconciliation, justice.

· Paul is saying: learn to distinguish between right and wrong - don't leave it to unbelievers. Grow in wisdom in order to bring positive outcomes.
D. Christian Liberty
Framed in the context of eating food offered to idols – how does one exercise freedom in Christ, while protecting those who have a sensitive conscience?

1. In Christ we are no longer under the law, but are free to be led by the Spirit. However, there are three limits to Christian liberty Paul mentions, and they can only determined and applied through the leading of the Holy Spirit. 
a. The conscience of the “weaker brother,” meaning the person who does not yet understand his freedom in Christ (8:8,13).  Paul’s thinking is quite radical within his Jewish frame of reference, because Jews would not have any contact with Gentiles. There was no social more in place to follow. In the Corinthian church, the issue was buying or eating with friends food offered to idols. 

i. An exception to freedom is actually participating in a meal in the temple eating food offered to idols. Paul says it is not permissible to join in such a meal.

b. The rights I voluntarily lay down, like his right to be supported by those to whom he is bringing the message of salvation (9:3-7, 12b)
c. Cultural behaviors set aside in order to remove barriers to Christ so people can be free to accept the message of salvation in Christ (9:17-23). Implication for cross-cultural missions: be careful to pass on only the core of the gospel and not your own cultural wrappings.
Question: what are the issues today? (they vary from culture to culture)
There is a danger of becoming so conscious of others evaluating your behavior that we can become bound by legalism again (10:27-32). The ultimate question is not "What does the weaker brother think," but "What does the Lord think?" Check out what the Spirit is saying to your spirit in individual situations.

At the same time, Paul says Christian liberty is set aside at times for higher purposes (9:19-23; 10:27-29). Paul also says "I don't waste my time debating: I don't beat the air in fruitless discussions. I work at what matters."

There is also a danger of arrogance creeping in, as we exercise our freedom in Christ (10:8-12). Paul points to the arrogance of Israel. Don't get cocky thinking you can't fall: “Because I am free in Christ I can go where I please and do what I like.” Paul is not arrogant, even about his eternal security (9:27).
There is always a perfect tension in scripture (10:12-13). "The will of God will not take you where the grace of God cannot keep you."

G. Worship Issues

1. Women’s issues: always look at the principle involved – how will it be interpreted within different cultures? 

a. Veiling of women: a principle of modesty (11:1-16).  Prostitutes walked with head uncovered. Christian women should not appear as loose women. Veil was a symbol of modesty, also of power and dignity; it was also her protection, as it indicated she had a husband and was submissive to him.
Freedom in Christ gave rise to such questions, and Paul's answer is that it is better to err on the side of being too strict than too lax.

2. The Lord's Supper (11:17-34): The underlying problem is disunity, people failing to be concerned for each other, failing to meet one another's needs. They don't discern that they are Christ's body - they would not leave Him hungry, or in need.
3. Spiritual Gifts (Ch. 12): Their lack of unity also manifests itself in arguing over who is contributing most (or least). Paul emphasizes that all contribute to the common good.


a. no one should feel unneeded (everyone has a gift(s))

b. no one is proud (what we have are gifts)

c. no one is selfish (gifts are given to bless others)

d. no one feels independent (each needs the others)

e. no one can be put in a box (each gift is different, so give freedom to people to be unique. The image of a body is a beautiful illustration.
f. Love is more important than any spiritual gift. Read Ch. 13 daily for a week putting your name in to make it personal.

4. Need for order in worship: Ch. 12 shows us the ideal. This chapter deals with some problems that prevent the ideal from happening. Ch. 13 has given us the context within which gifts are to be expressed. Ch. 14 deals with specific issues in worship:
a. Misuse of tongues: tongue + interpretation = prophecy. No more than 2 or 3 tongues given in a service and always with interpretation. If everyone speaks at once there can be no edification (building up) of the body. 
So Paul encourages the use of tongues in private worship (valuable for self-edification) and with the condition of interpretation.
b. Evaluate prophecy (vs. 29-33). Includes both a prophetic word and teaching.
c. Women's role in worship (14:33b-36). In Hebrew there is no distinction between wife and woman. Paul seems to be saying the wife shouldn't supplant her husband in speaking, or be out of order. That no woman should speak isn’t consistent with 11:5-6; Phillip's daughters (Acts 21:9), or Rom. 16:1. Paul is dealing with a specific problem in a specific church. Freedom in Christ for women was such a new experience that the Corinthian women went overboard. There was also probably some conflict between husbands and wives.  This passage must be interpreted in the light of the rest of what Scripture has to say about women. The context is vs. 40, everything should be done decently and in order; the husband must remain the head of the family.

H. The Resurrection - Ch. 15

· The Greek concept of dualism (body is evil, spirit is good) was commonly held. The resurrection cuts through that. Paul affirms that the physical is good and valuable, proven by the physical resurrection of Jesus. He speaks of the certainty of the resurrection.
· Christ’s resurrection is the basis of our forgiveness, it proves we are forgiven.

· The resurrection proves the deity of Christ - he is who he said he was (Rom. 1:3,4)

· The resurrection is the foundation of eternal life

· It is the hope for this life as well (v.18). We no longer need to fear death
· The nature of the resurrection body (v.42-44, 50). When we die we leave our physical body, and go to inherit the Kingdom of God. What happens between our death and our physical resurrection is unclear, but when we know that when we are “clothed with what is imperishable” it will in some sense be a physical body as well. Our resurrection body will be like Jesus'.
· A side issue: Baptism on behalf of the dead (15:29): Paul is not arguing for this practice, but merely chastising them for believing in this practice, yet not believing in the resurrection - logically inconsistent.

2 Corinthians: 
Paul's relationship with this church is the most painful and tumultuous of all the churches started by Paul. He has come under severe attack from some factions within it, and spends considerable time defending his apostleship and authority to speak to them as the one who first brought them the gospel.
At the same time, 2 Corinthians is more personal, warmer than the first letter. Here Paul shares his heart, and is not just giving instructions. It is less problem- centered, full of deep feeling and joy.

It seems Paul's second letter (not 2nd Corinthians – it has not survived) did not resolve the problems or reunite the factions, so he made a quick trip hoping to settle the problem. That was not successful either (2:1), so he wrote again, a stern letter (2:3) which some think is partially preserved in 2 Cor. 10-13, and was sent with Titus (7:6-8). Titus returned with good news, so Paul writes a fourth letter which is 2 Corinthians in AD 56.
Dominant themes:

A. The triumph of grace through suffering 

· Comfort in times of affliction (1:3-4)
· Confident hope in the face of peril (1:10)

· The power to forgive (2:10b)

· Expectation of victory (2:14)

· A power sufficient to lead him to life (3:1-6)

· A strength to stand strong in the most trying of situations (4:7-10)

· Assurance of inner transformation (4:16)

· Confident trust in the faithfulness of God’s promises (4:16-18)

B. We are new creations in Christ (2 Cor 3:17-18; 5:17-19) – to be looked at in greater depth in 1 Peter
C. Principles of giving

· according to their means (8:3)

· of their own free will (8:3, 9:5)

· first give yourself to the Lord (8:5)

· example of Jesus (8:9)

· equality of giving - abundance of one should supply want of the other (8:13-15)

· should be planned rather than impulsive (9:4,5)

· expression of thanksgiving to God (9:15)

· you will reap what you sow (9:6)

· not reluctantly or under compulsion, but cheerfully (9:7)
Other topics: 

Paul’s personal defense (Ch. 10-13), possibly a third letter, or the true 2nd letter that has been lost
Paul speaks with a note of sarcasm, of having to compete with "superlative apostles," contrasting his own service with that of false apostles.
Paul's experience of heaven (Ch. 12)

Paul may indeed have had a ‘near death’ experience, or actually died from stoning. Others have similar stories under similar circumstances, of seeing heaven or meeting Jesus. 
Paul's "thorn in the flesh:" probably is not a physical disability that God didn’t heal, although many speculate that he is referring to an eye condition.  Within the context Paul more likely is referring to the Judaizers and false apostles who are constantly harassing him. This phrase is used two or three other times, always with reference to people.

A letter less well known but with several passages that are unique and very encouraging to those who are suffering.
