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Getting the Most Out of 1 Corinthians


In 1938, just before World War II, Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote Life Together, a moving little book on the principles of Christian community. Eighteen and a half centuries earlier the apostle Paul wrote what has come to be known as 1 Corinthians, a fascinating commentary on one Christian community that he founded. Why should we bother with either of these books?

Simply because we all have to live together with people, in Christian contexts and otherwise. Whether the situation involves a close friendship, a roommate, a spouse, a small group, a family, an office, a campus club, a neighborhood or a congregation, the challenges of life together will inevitably crop up. Church life is not immune to these problems, and Corinth was particularly susceptible. As a result, we can benefit from Paul’s advice to that community.

Are there cliques and power struggles in the communities you are a part of? Are you plagued by people who think they are spiritually or intellectually superior? How do you handle the immorality that seems so prevalent in the world, especially when it begins to invade the church? What is the proper way to exercise your rights, especially when a friend wrongs you or you feel that a matter of principle is at stake? How do we regulate marriage and singleness in the face of so many attacks on the health of both these life situations? How are we ever going to solve the battle of the sexes? What is the path to respecting one another’s personality and gifts? Can eternity make a difference in how we live together today? If any of these questions are relevant to your life and communities, then 1 Corinthians has something to say to you.

The relationship between Paul and the church at Corinth is a bittersweet chapter in church history. As the apostle traveled down the isthmus joining the two halves of Achaia (Greece) and first spotted the plain surrounding the city and the hill known as the Acrocorinth jutting up behind, he could hardly have imagined the depths and heights that would be reached by the church he left behind eighteen months later. (See Acts 18 for the background of this part of Paul’s second missionary journey.) Nor could Paul have any idea of the depths and heights of emotion to which the members of that church would lead him, their spiritual father, over the next few years of visits and letters.

Both comedy and tragedy are found in the story of the Corinthian church. There was the comedy of a dynamic, gifted Christian community composed of uneducated, uninfluential people. They were plucked out of one of the greatest centers of trade, political authority and pagan religion in the Roman Empire. Morals were so bad in Corinth that its citizens had inspired a word for sexual license—to Corinthianize! The existence of a church in such a setting was a reason for comic rejoicing.

However, there was also the tragedy of the Corinthians forgetting their humble roots and placing themselves as kings over one another—even over Paul, their founder and friend. The resulting tensions and schisms would boil over with even greater heartache for Paul by the time he was writing 2 Corinthians.

In the first six chapters of 1 Corinthians Paul begins with the distressing matters he has learned about: factions, incest, court cases and freedom gone wild. In chapters 7-14 he treats a series of topics that the Corinthians have asked him about, from marriage to spiritual gifts, with each new topic signaled by the phrase “Now concerning. . . . ” Finally, he sums up the teaching of the book in chapter 15, which is devoted to a theology of the resurrection or “last things.”

Understanding why chapter 15 and parts of chapters 1-4 fit in this book is the key to unlocking 1 Corinthians. As always, Paul is not only interested in correcting practice but also in grounding his instruction in theological principles. In fact, the Corinthians had two root problems: premature spirituality (they thought they had everything heaven could offer) and immature spirituality (they forgot that the heart of the gospel is love, servanthood and the cross). Perhaps our communities, too, need correction in both practice and theology.

For the sake of simplicity and brevity this study guide generally treats 1 Corinthians chapter by chapter. On three occasions we combined two chapters of the book into one study. We will rely on some cross-references and the leader’s notes to clarify thematic overlaps from chapter to chapter, while concentrating on the subjects as they arise naturally in the letter.

If the topics seem to appear haphazardly, try to keep in mind the underlying theological issues at stake throughout the letter. And remember that most of our relationships and communities are pretty haphazard affairs themselves!


Suggestions for Individual Study

1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.

2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.

3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.

4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.

Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.

5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.

6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.

7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.




Suggestions for Members of a Group Study

1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.

2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.

3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in indepth study on equal ground.

4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.

When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.

5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.

6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.

7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.

8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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Called in Christ

Thankful Together or Falling Apart

1 Corinthians 1


Have you ever found a Christian group that doesn’t have any problems? If so, don’t join it—you’ll ruin everything!

 

GROUP DISCUSSION. Write down a one-line definition of leadership. Share your definition with the group. One simple but powerful definition of a leader is “someone who others follow.” Create a chart with two columns, one listing the pros and the other the cons of following another person. Talk about each member’s chart as a whole group. Identify one major leader-follower pitfall you want to avoid as a group.


    PERSONAL REFLECTION. Recall a clique in school that you were part of or excluded from. How did your experience with that clique feel?


    The church in Corinth was far from perfect. Paul had heard a long list of complaints about this eager but misguided flock. As he attempted some long distance pastoring, where would he begin? Most issues in Christian communities either lead to or are occasioned by divisions. Paul’s starting point of conflicts and splits is very relevant for problem groups and individuals today. In this study we will begin to see the spiritual roots of united and divided communities. Read 1 Corinthians 1:1-9.


1. Before discussing the problems in Corinth Paul affirms his readers. What does he say about why he is thankful for them?




    
2. Consider a Christian group that you are part of right now. What is one characteristic of that group that you are grateful for?




    How does expressing gratitude to God contribute toward unity in a Christian group?


    
3. Read 1 Corinthians 1:10-17. Why do you think cliques had formed around Paul, Apollos and Cephas (v. 12)?




    What do you think the “Christ” party represents (assuming, as is likely, that it is not something positive)?


    
4. How did Paul conduct himself in Corinth to avoid, if possible, the problem of a personality cult (vv. 14-17)?




    
5. What evidence of hero worship do you observe in the church today?




    What is the main antidote to personality cults and the disunity that they create (v. 13)?


    
6. Read 1 Corinthians 1:18-31. The Corinthians boasted in worldly wisdom and those who taught it. How does the message of the cross destroy all such boasting (vv. 18-25)?




    
7. The Corinthians also felt intellectually and spiritually superior to others. What had they forgotten about their past and the reason God chose them (vv. 26-29)?




    
8. How do verses 30-31 sum up the main teaching of this chapter?




    
9. As you reflect on your past, what reasons do you have for being humble rather than proud?




    
10. How can genuine humility promote unity in your church or fellowship?




    Take time to “boast in the Lord,” thanking him for all he has done for you.


Now or Later

The theologically full language in 1 Corinthians 1:18-25 could take a lifetime to unpack and apply! Reflect on how you tend to solve problems in your life, and compare how the world attempts to overcome its obstacles. Consider higher education, technology, politics and business. How does a crucified Christ challenge each of these societal structures?


    How does the cross shape your everyday decisions?
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Mind of Christ

True Wisdom from the Spirit

1 Corinthians 2:1—3:4


Many people think Christianity is for the mindless and dull. Someone has said, “I feel like unscrewing my head and putting it underneath the pew every time I go to church.” Unfortunately, this chapter has been used to support an uneducated, unthinking approach to Christianity. But this misses Paul’s point. As Søren Kierkegaard, the Danish philosopher, once said, “Christ doesn’t destroy reason; he dethrones it.” One might add that a maturing Christian, rather than dumbing down, actually becomes wiser in the ways of the Spirit.

 

GROUP DISCUSSION. Imagine you encounter a confusing Bible passage or really obscure study guide question (hopefully not in this guide!). Brainstorm a list of three or more group responses to such a situation that would not fully reflect that true wisdom comes from God. Contrast this with a list of approaches that do demonstrate our dependence on God’s Spirit. You may want to think about actual past group encounters with the Bible that have been or have not been helpful.


    PERSONAL REFLECTION. How has Christianity challenged you to think differently?


    As we work through this passage, we will discover the true source of wisdom that allows us to grow up in Christ. Read 1 Corinthians 2:1-5.


1. Greek philosophers were often polished orators whose eloquence and wisdom dazzled their audiences. How does this contrast with Paul’s preaching in Corinth?




    Why didn’t Paul rely on his great wisdom and his obvious communication skills?


    
2. How have Christians today sometimes adopted the world’s methods in spreading the gospel?




    
3. Read 1 Corinthians 2:6-16. How is God’s wisdom different from the wisdom of this age (vv. 6-9)?




    Why are secret and hidden (v. 7) good words to describe this wisdom?


    
4. If God’s wisdom is secret and hidden, how can we come to know it and express it (vv. 10-13)?




    
5. When in your life has God given you understanding or communication ability that went beyond your own natural capacity?




    How could these experiences become more frequent in your life?


    
6. When it comes to understanding God’s wisdom, how does the person without the Spirit contrast with the spiritual person (vv. 14-16)?




    
7. If non-Christians cannot understand the things of the Spirit, how can we talk with them about Christ?




    
8. Read 1 Corinthians 3:1-4. Even though the Corinthians had the Spirit, why couldn’t they be considered spiritual?




    
9. Which category best describes you: a person without the Spirit (2:14), an infant in Christ who is still worldly (3:1) or a spiritual Christian (2:15)? Explain.




    
10. What can you do to become more spiritually mature (2:6)?




    Pray to be filled with the Spirit and to deepen in the wisdom of the Spirit in a fresh way today.


Now or Later

Based on this passage (2:1—3:4), how would you define spiritual maturity?


    Identify six or more characteristics of the spiritually mature person. Which characteristic do you most need to see increase in your life?


    What difference would such growth make in your everyday experience?
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Founded on Christ

Working Together with God

1 Corinthians 3:5-23


The Duke of Windsor, recalling his childhood discipline by George V, then king of England, said that his father used to daily remind him, “Never forget who you are.” As the spiritual father of the Corinthians Paul reminds them in this chapter, “Never forget whose you are.”

 

GROUP DISCUSSION. Create a chart with the following leadership characteristics in column A: (a) persuasive, (b) prayerful, (c) pastoral, (d) perceptive, and (e) passionate. In column B “score” from 1 to 5, 5 being high, how important each characteristic is to the life of a Christian group. Now add up in column C the total score given to each characteristic by the whole group; for example, if “persuasive” was rated 2, 4, 5, 3, 1 and 2 by the members of your group, its total group score would be the sum of the numbers: 17. Which characteristic “won,” that is, had the highest group score? Which was lowest? Now take a few minutes to share as a group. Do you agree or disagree with the group results? Why? Did you like this exercise? If your personal pick for top leadership characteristic ended up with a low group rating, how does this feel?


    PERSONAL REFLECTION. Upon your death what contribution in life would you most like to be remembered for?


    The Corinthians were worldly and quarrelsome because they misunderstood both the message and the messengers of the cross. In chapters one and two, Paul focused on the message—the true wisdom from God. Now he looks at God’s messengers. As he does so, Paul reminds the Corinthians and us of our true identity in Christ and how this should shape all Christian ministry. This study will lead to a proper perspective on the place of our ministry in the overall work of God. Read 1 Corinthians 3:5-23.
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