

[image: Couverture : N. T. WRIGHT, 1 Corinthians (13 STUDIES FOR INDIVIDUALS AND GROUPS)]








[image: Illustration]







1 CORINTHIANS


13 STUDIES FOR INDIVIDUALS AND GROUPS




[image: Illustration]





N. T. WRIGHT


WITH DALE & SANDY LARSEN


[image: Illustration]












Contents



Getting the Most Out of 1 Corinthians


Suggestions for Individual Study


Suggestions for Group Members.


11 Corinthians 1:1—3:4


God’s Strange Wisdom


21 Corinthians 3:5-23


The Sole Foundation


31 Corinthians 4:1-21


Puffed Up or Powerful?


41 Corinthians 5:1—6:20


Conduct in the Body


51 Corinthians 7:1-40


Marriage and Related Matters


61 Corinthians 8:1—9:27


Matters of Conscience


71 Corinthians 10:1—11:1


Everything to God’s Glory


81 Corinthians 11:2-34


The Worshiping Church


91 Corinthians 12:1—13:13


Life in the Body of Christ


101 Corinthians 14:1-40


Priorities in Worship


111 Corinthians 15:1-28


Risen and Reigning


121 Corinthians 15:29-58


Bodily Transformation


131 Corinthians 16:1-24


Do Everything with Love


Guidelines for Leaders


About the Authors


Praise for 1 Corinthians


More Titles from InterVarsity Press












GETTING THE MOST
OUT OF 1 CORINTHIANS




[image: ]







In the first century, Corinth was a lively seaport in Greece, not far from Athens. People and cultures of every sort jostled together, just like so many places in today’s world. The young church there was as lively as the place itself, with as many questions and problems—as much joy and excitement—as any growing church today. Paul’s pastoral sensitivity and deep insight come together to make this letter one of his crowning achievements, full of good things for us to ponder and enjoy today.


The city of Corinth had been destroyed by the Romans in 146 B.C., and rebuilt by Julius Caesar in 44 B.C. as a Roman colony. Since that time, about a hundred years before this letter was written, Corinth had prided itself on being a Roman city on Greek soil. It celebrated its Roman style of buildings, its Roman culture, its special links to the capital of a worldwide empire. It also prided itself on its intellectual life.


Most of the Christians in Corinth had not been Jews but ordinary “pagans.” They had been Gentiles, believing in various gods and goddesses, but without any idea that history, the story of the world, was going anywhere, or that their own lives might be part of that forward movement. Again and again Paul wants them to learn this lesson: that they have been caught up into a great movement of the love and power of the one true God, the God of Israel, whose work for the whole world had now been unveiled through the events concerning his Son. That’s why Jesus is at the center of the picture Paul paints.


That was the message Paul first brought to Corinth when he founded the church there in midcentury. But Paul hadn’t been the only teacher they’d had in the city. Not long after he’d gone, a wonderful speaker, greatly learned in Scripture and able to explain it powerfully, had arrived. His name was Apollos, and he came from Alexandria in Egypt, where there was a strong Jewish community which included a great Jewish philosopher by the name of Philo. Apollos met some of Paul’s colleagues in Ephesus (see Acts 18:24-28) and later went to Corinth (see Acts 18:27—19:1). Paul wrote his letter to the Corinthians from Ephesus while Apollos was probably still in Corinth. (For more on this letter, also see my Paul for Everyone: 1 Corinthians, on which this guide is based, published by SPCK and Westminster John Knox.)


In the time since Paul left Corinth after founding the church there (see Acts 18:18), various problems and questions had arisen. So the church sent a delegation consisting of Stephanas, Fortunatus and Achaicus with a letter, asking Paul to respond and give his counsel. This he did, and the result is the letter we have in 1 Corinthians.




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 “Open” question that follows it. This is designed to help you get into the theme of the study.


3. Read and reread the Bible passage to be studied. Each study is designed to help you consider the meaning of the passage in its context. The commentary and questions in this guide are based on my own translation of each passage found in the companion volume to this guide in the For Everyone series on the New Testament (published by SPCK and Westminster John Knox).


4. Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Each study includes three types of questions: observation questions, which ask about the basic facts in the passage; interpretation questions, which delve into the meaning of the passage; and application questions, which help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. Writing out your responses can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. Each session features selected comments from the For Everyone series. These notes provide further biblical and cultural background and contextual information. They are designed not to answer the questions for you but to help you along as you study the Bible for yourself. For even more reflections on each passage, you may wish to have on hand a copy of the companion volume from the For Everyone series as you work through this study guide.


6. Use the guidelines in the “Pray” section to focus on God, thanking him for what you have learned and praying about the applications that have come to mind.









SUGGESTIONS FOR GROUP MEMBERS


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, she or he will be asking the questions found in this guide and encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible or outside sources. This allows for everyone to participate on equal ground and for in-depth study.


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. It will be helpful for groups to follow a few basic guidelines. These guidelines, which you may wish to adapt to your situation, should be read at the beginning of the first session.




	

Anything said in the group is considered confidential and will not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.





	

We will provide time for each person present to talk if he or she feels comfortable doing so.





	

We will talk about ourselves and our own situations, avoiding conversation about other people.





	

We will listen attentively to each other.





	

We will be very cautious about giving advice.








Additional suggestions for the group leader can be found at the back of the guide.
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GOD’S STRANGE WISDOM


1 Corinthians 1:1—3:4
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People give themselves away by what they go on talking about, almost to the point of obsession. It doesn’t take long in someone’s company, or even in a phone call, before you discover what’s really exciting them, what is at the center of their waking thoughts.


If we had any doubts about what Paul was excited about, the first paragraph of 1 Corinthians, one of his most varied and lengthy letters, would soon put us straight. One name keeps coming up over and over again like a motif in an opera. It’s good to remind ourselves where Paul’s heart lay, because we can easily read the whole letter merely as an argumentative tract, almost bossy sometimes, setting the Corinthians right about this and that as though his only concern was to whip them into shape. It wasn’t. His central concern here and throughout his life and work was quite simply Jesus.




OPEN


How would you describe a mature person?










STUDY




1. Read 1 Corinthians 1:1-17. How does Paul demonstrate in 1:1-9 that Christ is involved in the Corinthians’ past, present and future?











2. On what basis were the Corinthian Christians creating divisions, and why was this so destructive (1:10-17)?






 


Go to any church where two preachers have worked side by side or in quick succession, and you will find people comparing them. That’s natural, but how easily it can pass into factions and rivalry. It’s a sobering thought that the church faced such division in its very earliest years. People sometimes talk as if first-generation Christianity enjoyed a pure, untroubled honeymoon period, after which things became more difficult; but there’s no evidence for this in the New Testament. Right from the start Paul found himself not only announcing the gospel of Jesus but struggling to hold together in a single family those who had obeyed its summons.







3. What issues do churches divide over today, and with what negative results?











4. Read 1 Corinthians 1:18-31. Why does the wisdom of God appear foolish to the world?











5. “Who and what you now are is a gift from God in King Jesus . . . so that, as the Bible puts it, ‘Anyone who boasts should boast in the Lord’” (1:30-31). In what practical ways can we express that our status and self-esteem are not from ourselves but instead from the Lord?











6. Read 1 Corinthians 2:1-13. How would you characterize Paul’s approach to the Corinthians in 2:1-5?











7. Think about those people who persuaded you or helped you to first put your faith in Christ. How did they (perhaps unknowingly) follow Paul’s example with the Corinthians?






 


 


The deepest mysteries of human life—love, death, joy, beauty and the rest—have for millennia been believed to point to the deepest mystery of them all, the mystery of God. Among the writings of ancient Israel, both in the Bible and in other books, many try to penetrate to this truth, to discover what is going on in God’s world, and where different people might fit into his purposes. Paul picks up the Jewish tradition and declares that God’s past, present and future have at last been unveiled in and through Jesus the Messiah.







8. Why did the rulers of Jesus’ time fail to understand who Jesus was (2:6-13)?






 


According to Paul, world history divides into two ages or epochs. There is the present age, the period of history characterized by human rebellion, sin, despair and death. Then there is the age to come, the time when the one true God will be king over all the world, bringing to an end the rule of all forces that oppose him. And the age to come has already broken into the present age in Jesus the Messiah.
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