Introducing 1 Corinthians

In 1938, just before World War 2, 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 which 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 of which you are a part? 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 that city 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 in 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!

1

Called in Christ

Saints Made of Clay Not Plaster

1 Corinthians 1:1–31

Purpose: To understand the root cause behind quarreling and divisions within Christian groups and churches.

Have you ever found a Christian group that doesn't have any problems? If so, don't join it—you'll ruin everything! 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? Paul's starting-point is very relevant for problem groups and individuals today.

Introduction. Paul begins his letter dealing with first things first. What could be more disruptive than quarreling and divisions in the body? But what surprises us is that Paul couches his treatment of the problem in the context of wisdom. You should beware of identifying this wisdom with the positive Old Testament variety found in Proverbs. Paul isn't attacking wisdom from God but rather the worldly wisdom which leads to boasting, quarreling and factions. He wants to introduce the mature to the true way of wisdom, which leads to humility, unity and a weakness that appears foolish to most.

1.  “A corpse has no problems.” How does this maxim help you understand the everyday life of your church or fellowship?

2.  Read 1 Corinthians 1:1–9. Before discussing the problems in Corinth, Paul affirms his readers. Why is he thankful for them?

3.  Read 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 it is not something positive)?

4.  Why would such cliques stir up quarrels (v. 11)?

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

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

Why is hero worship foolish (v. 13)?

7.  Read 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)?

8.  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)?

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

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

11.  What does it mean to “boast in the Lord” (vv. 30–31)?

12.  Take time to thank the Lord for all he has done for you.
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Mind of Christ

True Wisdom from the Spirit

1 Corinthians 2:1–3:4

Purpose: To learn how we receive and apply the true wisdom we have in Christ.

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 everytime 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 Sören Kierkegaard, the Danish philosopher, once said: Christ doesn't destroy reason; he dethrones it.

1.  How has Christianity challenged you intellectually?

2.  Read 1 Corinthians 2:1–5. Greek philosophers were often polished orators whose eloquence and wisdom dazzled their audiences. How does this contrast with Paul's preaching in Corinth?

3.  Why didn't Paul rely on his great wisdom and his obvious communication skills?

4.  How have Christians today adopted the world's methods in spreading the gospel?

5.  Read 2:6–16. How is God's wisdom different from the wisdom of this age (vv. 6–10)?

Why are secret and hidden good words to describe this wisdom?

6.  If God's wisdom is secret and hidden, how can we come to know it (vv. 10–13)?

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

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

9.  Read 3:1–4. Even though the Corinthians had the Spirit, why couldn't they be considered spiritual?

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

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

12.  What can you do to become more spiritually mature?
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Founded on Christ

Indwelt by the Spirit

1 Corinthians 3:5–23

Purpose: To discover how the church is like a field being planted, a building under construction and a temple indwelt by God.

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.”

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.

1.  Think of a time when someone who really cared for you confronted you with a failure to live up to your highest. What qualities of that encounter made it constructive?

2.  Read 1 Corinthians 3:4–23. What two illustrations does Paul use to describe himself and Apollos (vv. 6–9, 10–15)?

What does Paul compare the church to in each of these illustrations (see also vv. 16–17)?

3.  In what ways is God's church like a field being planted (vv. 6–9)?

Why is it foolish to exalt those who work in the field?

4.  In 3:10–15 Paul changes the metaphor from farming to building. Describe the various ways the church is like a building under construction.

5.  What does it mean to be careful how one builds (v. 10)?

6.  How will the quality of our work be revealed on the day of judgment?

7.  How does this way of evaluating our lives apply not only to so-called Christian work but also to other aspects of our vocation in Christ: relationships, occupations, avocations, community involvement and so on?

8.  In verse 3 Paul accused the Corinthians of being worldly. How can he say to the same people, “You are God's temple” and “God's Spirit lives in you” (v. 16)?

9.  What kind of destruction of the temple is Paul thinking about in verse 17?

How do you see Christian communities being destroyed this way today?

but corporate.

10.  The Corinthians had initially claimed “I belong to Paul” or “I belong to Apollos” (1:12 RSV). Paul claims something more important. In what sense do Paul, Apollos and everything else belong to the Corinthians—and to us (3:21–23)?

Why should this put an end to “boasting about men” (v. 21)?

11.  How does this chapter affect your view of your own ministry in the church and that of professional ministers?
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Servants of Christ

At the End of the Procession

1 Corinthians 4:1–21

Purpose: To challenge people to become fools for Christ.

In the last study Paul called the Corinthians not to forget that they were God's holy temple. Now he calls them and all Christian communities to experience the power of radical servanthood for Christ's sake. St. Francis of Assisi exhibited this when he walked through Moslem battle lines during the Crusades in order to preach to the Sultan. Mother Teresa also is a “fool for Christ” when she bends down to care for a dying beggar in Calcutta. There is power in such actions, even though the wise ones of this age shake their heads in disbelief or wag their tongues in scorn.

Introduction. There are a lot of themes in this chapter which tie together the previous three. Here one gets the clearest picture of what it means to be a fool for Christ. The paragraph is rich in irony—the use of words to express something other than the literal meaning, usually pointing to an incongruity between observation and reality. There is the irony that the Corinthians believe they have become spiritual kings; the irony that Paul and the other apostles most deserving of honor are in fact the scum of the earth; finally, the irony that being a sacrificial servant of Christ and his gospel may cause us to be viewed as fools in the eyes of the world (and even of arrogant segments of the church) but will one day lead to glory.

Everyone in the study should go away feeling the weight of this truth: having died on the cross with Christ, we must now bear our cross in ministry to others. We must be fools with eyes fixed on eternal glory.

1.  How do you feel when you hear about people like St. Francis who give away all they have to the poor, or who live sacrificially, like Mother Teresa?

2.  Read 1 Corinthians 4:1–7. In contrast to the hero worship in Corinth, how do Paul and his coworkers wish to be regarded (vv. 1–2)?

Above all else, why do you think God requires faithfulness from his servants (v. 2)?

3.  What standards do we often use to judge God's servants today?

Why does Paul care very little about such judgments (vv. 3–5)?

4.  Paul fears the Corinthians are moving “beyond what was written”—probably a reference to the Old Testament Scriptures. How might going beyond the authority of Scripture result in taking “pride in one man over against another” (v. 6)?

What does the proud person fail to realize (v. 7)?

5.  Read verses 8–17. Scripture teaches that the suffering of this present age precedes the glory of the age to come. In their own minds, how had the Corinthians taken a short cut to glory (vv. 8, 10)?

How did their “glorious” description of themselves contrast with the experiences of Paul and the other apostles (vv. 9–13)?

6.  Why would the Corinthians and the world look down on the apostles rather than viewing them as great?

7.  If you were one of the Corinthians, how would Paul's words make you feel ashamed or warned (v. 14) about your attitudes?

8.  How would imitating Paul's way of life (vv. 16–17) require changes in your thinking and actions?

9.  Read verses 18–21. We receive the first hint in this section that some in Corinth were not only boasting about other leaders but were also putting down Paul. How does the apostle choose to combat these opponents?

10.  Paul is no stranger to miraculous acts and miraculous speech. But in light of chapters 1–4, what kind of kingdom power do you think Paul hopes to find when he arrives in Corinth (vv. 18–21)?

Which is the best symbol for such power—a whip or a loving, gentle spirit? Why?

11.  In what ways does this passage challenge you to become a “fool for Christ”?
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Members of Christ

The Body Is Meant for the Lord

1 Corinthians 5:1–6:20

Purpose: To grasp the importance of corporate and personal purity.

The New Testament church has inspired both exciting and disasterous experiments down through history. Hoping to create the perfect New Testament community, some have tried to design groups where all the gifts are expressed, worship is spontaneous and fellowship is deep. But they forget the common element of all New Testament churches—problems! In chapters 1–4 Paul dealt with divisions in the church. Now he focuses on serious moral problems in Corinth. Incest and drunkenness during communion are hardly what we hope to find in church. But we must remember that growing churches are not always filled with well-scrubbed Christians, but rather with a motley collection of sinners being saved.

1.  How do you react when you hear about serious moral and spiritual problems of people in your church?

2.  Read 1 Corinthians 5:1–8. In Greece there was no shame in having sexual relationships before marriage or outside of marriage. Demosthenes writes: “We keep mistresses for pleasure, concubines for the day-to-day needs of the body, but we have wives in order to produce children legitimately and to have a trustworthy guardian of our homes.” What made the sexual problem in this church especially loathsome to Paul?

3.  How is Paul's strategy of discipline designed to bring health to both the church and the individual (vv. 2–5)?

Why do you think so few churches today practice this kind of discipline?

4.  Paul compares the Christian life to the Passover and Feast of Unleavened Bread (see Ex 12). According to Paul, what do the yeast, the bread without yeast and the Passover lamb symbolize (vv. 6–8)?

How does this analogy help us relate to people who bring their pre-Christian lifestyles into the church?

5.  Read 5:9–13. Some Christians practice a doctrine of “double separation.” First, they separate themselves from the evil influences in the world. Second, they separate themselves from Christians who have not separated themselves from the world. What type of separation is taught in these verses?

Why is associating with immoral people in the church more dangerous than keeping company with immoral people in secular society?

6.  Read 6:1–11. What commands and guidelines does Paul give for settling disputes between Christians (vv. 1–8)? Explain.

7.  In verses 9–10 Paul mentions the kinds of people who will not inherit the kingdom of God. Why do you think he warns us against being deceived about this (v. 9)?

Paul uses here, malakoi (men or boys who allow themselves to be misused 
8.  How and why had the Corinthians changed since becoming Christians (v. 11)?

9.  How can we distinguish between the kinds of people who should be put out of the church (5:2, 9–11; 6:9–10) and those who belong in the church even though they are “worldly” and immature (see 3:1)?

10.  Read 6:12–20. “Everything is permissible for me” (v. 12) was probably a quote from some Corinthians who felt they were above moral rules and that their bodies had nothing to do with their spiritual lives. What arguments does Paul use to refute this idea?

11.  Paul calls the body “a temple of the Holy Spirit” (vv. 18–20). How does the biblical view of the body presented here contrast with our modern view?

How can understanding your body as a temple of the Holy Spirit (v. 19) lead to a healthy balance of bodily control and bodily celebration?

12.  Ask God to help you take whatever steps are necessary to maintain both personal and corporate purity.
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Devoted to Christ

Marrying When Time is Short

1 Corinthians 7:1–40

Purpose: To discover how our devotion to Christ should affect our views of singleness, sex and marriage.

Corinth, unlike most modern cities today, did not have sex shops, Playboy magazines, porn videos and “adult entertainment” centers. But there was so much sexual immorality that the ancients had a word to describe engaging in raw sensual pleasure—to Corinthianize. In chapter six Paul dealt with those who justified a permissive lifestyle in the name of Christian freedom. In this chapter he battles on the opposite front. Some Corinthians claimed sex was sinful—or at least a second-class diversion—even in marriage. In response Paul answers questions about marriage, sexuality and singleness.

Introduction. Paul does not give us in this chapter a complete theology or handbook of marriage. He is dealing with specific issues through which we must “mine” timeless truths. Genesis 1:26–28 and 2:18–25 speak about the companionship function of marriage, and in Ephesians 5:21–33 Paul develops the mysterious parallel of husband/wife and Christ/church. Look in this chapter for what Paul teaches, not for what he omits.

1.  What types of questions do Christians today ask about sex and marriage?

2.  Read 1 Corinthians 7:1–9, where Paul answers questions about sex. Although Paul agrees that celibacy is good (v. 1), why is it impractical for most people (vv. 2, 7)?

3.  What practical advice does Paul give to the unmarried and the married for avoiding sexual immorality (vv. 2–9)?

4.  Paul's emphasis is not on what a spouse should expect but what a spouse should give (vv. 3–5). Why is this emphasis important?

5.  Read 7:10–16, where Paul answers questions about marriage and divorce. How do his statements “to the married” (vv. 10–11) affirm what the Lord had already taught (see Mk 10:2–12)?

6.  In verses 12–16 Paul discusses a situation not covered by the Lord—marriages between Christians and non-Christians. Why might a Christian be tempted to divorce a non-Christian?

According to Paul, what are some benefits of remaining in a mixed marriage? Explain.

7.  Under what circumstances would Paul seemingly allow for divorce, and why (vv. 15–16)?

Why is Paul's instruction here not an “easy way out”?

8.  What principles from this passage could help us care for Christians who are considering separation or divorce?

9.  Read 7:17–24, where Paul counsels those who think they are in the wrong situation. How does Paul explain and illustrate the “rule” that applies to such people?

10.  Paul speaks of God calling us to a certain situation (vv. 17, 24) and of God calling us while we were in that situation (vv. 18–22). How are these two dimensions of calling different?

What difference should being called by God make if we are in a difficult marriage or an unsatisfying job?

11.  Read verses 24–40, where Paul addresses those considering marriage. Why does Paul call singleness a “better” way (v. 38) and a “happier” way (v. 40) when he has such a high view of marriage?

12.  Taking the chapter as a whole, what considerations would help a couple decide whether to marry, to wait or to separate?

13.  Ask God to help you to be faithful to him in your relationships, your job and the other areas of your life.
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Living for Christ

The Right to Relinquish Rights

1 Corinthians 8:1–9:27

Purpose: To understand that living the gospel is more important than personal rights or even religious principles.

A note tacked up on a refrigerator had these words: “It is better to be righteous than right!” Today individuals and groups are clamoring and clashing over rights: the right to free speech, the rights of the poor, the right to liberation, women's rights, aboriginal rights, the right to not be bothered by smokers (or nonsmokers), the rights of animals, the rights of Blacks, the rights of Whites.

So many of the struggles over rights, both legitimate and bogus, seem to revolve around attaining freedom to change the status quo. The apostle Paul, however, appears to be on opposite ground. He has just written about remaining in the situation God calls us to, whether that be slavery or singleness, and concentrating on keeping God's commands (7:17–24). Now we will see that Paul indeed practices what he preaches. For him rights and freedoms are unimportant compared to the privilege of living for Christ.

1.  How do you react when you know you are right, and yet someone continues openly to oppose you?

2.  Read 1 Corinthians 8:1–13. Sacrificial animals offered in temples were dedicated to a pagan god, and most of them were sold in the public market. Understandably, many Christians in Corinth wondered whether they should eat such meat. According to Paul, what do mature Christians know about food sacrificed to idols (vv. 4–6, 8)?

What warning does Paul give about this kind of knowledge (vv. 1–3)? Explain.

3.  What does Paul say is more important than exercising the freedom that comes from knowledge (vv. 9–13)?

4.  In what situations today might our “knowledge” and freedom destroy a weaker brother?

What distinguishes actions which challenge the immature to grow from actions which wound them?

5.  Read 9:1–27. Paul moves on from rights and freedoms based on knowledge to the topic of rights based on position. What apostolic rights has Paul given up (vv. 4–5, 11–12, 14, 18–19)?

6.  How can receiving financial benefits, even a mere living, from being a preacher sometimes hinder the gospel (v. 12)?

7.  What things in your life might be hindering the spread of the gospel?

8.  How does giving up his right to financial support allow Paul to “boast” and to expect a reward he would not receive otherwise (vv. 15–18)?

9.  In what ways might we go beyond the call of duty as Christians in order to receive a heavenly reward?

10.  How and why has Paul given up the freedom to live whatever lifestyle he prefers (vv. 19–23)?

11.  How might we adjust our lifestyles in order to reach people in various subcultures?

12.  In giving up the rights mentioned in chapters 8–9, how are we like athletes in training (vv. 24–27)?

Ask God to help you train more rigorously so you will not be disqualified but will receive the victor's crown.
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Eating with Christ

All for the Glory of God

1 Corinthians 10:1–33

Purpose: To invite people to choose a life of freedom in Christ that is beneficial for themselves and others.

Should Christians go to R-rated movies—or any movies for that matter? Should they drink alcoholic beverages such as beer or wine? Should they wear expensive clothes, makeup and jewelry? Debates over such “questionable” practices are as old as the church. How can we resolve them?

The Corinthians were divided over such issues. Some had overscrupulous consciences. They would not sit down to a meal if the meat had been purchased at a pagan meat market (and therefore offered to a “god”). Others were so “liberated” that they could eat the Lord's Supper and then commit sexual immorality. These liberated Christians regarded baptism and the eucharist (communion) as automatic protection against God's judgment. In 1 Corinthians 10 Paul finds a way of reaching both kinds of people: he calls them and us to do everything for the glory of God.

1.  What “questionable” practices have you wrestled with personally?

2.  Read 1 Corinthians 10:1–13. What experiences did all the Israelites have in common when they left Egypt and headed for the Promised Land?

Why was God not pleased with them?

3.  Why does Paul remind the Corinthians (and us) of these events?

4.  How does Paul counter the idea that some temptations are just too strong to be resisted?

5.  Think of one or two areas where you are currently experiencing temptation. In which one of these are you least likely to believe that there is a way of escape?

In what way has God provided an escape for your temptation?

6.  Read 10:14–22. Why are some lifestyles incompatable with celebrating the Lord's Supper?

7.  Although Paul is dealing with a pastoral problem rather than doctrine, what does he teach us about the sacredness of the Lord's Supper?

8.  Read 10:23–33. According to these verses, what principles should guide our behavior as Christians?

How does Paul apply these principles to the subject of eating meat offered to idols?

9.  What practices in your life do you consider “permissible” but possibly not beneficial or constructive (v. 23)?

10.  How can the principles discussed in this passage guide your behavior in these specific areas?

The Christian is a most free lord of all, subject to none. The Christian is a most submissive servant, subject to all. (Martin Luther)
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Headship of Christ

We Are Interdependent

1 Corinthians 11:1–34

Purpose: To discover how we can honor God rather than dishonor him during our worship.

Two trends in Western society contrive to make us independent people: the trend to blur the differences between the sexes (androgyny) and the human potential movement. In the movie Tootsie a male actor impersonating a woman said to a woman with whom he fell in love, “I was a better man with you when I was a woman than I am a woman with you now that I am a man.” Such is the sexual confusion produced by the first trend. Fritz Perls verbalized the second trend this way: “I do my thing and you do your thing and if by chance we meet, it's beautiful.” Both trends work against our newness in Christ. Followers of Jesus are neither independent nor dependent but interdependent. In 1 Corinthians 10 (study 8) we explored our interdependence in matters of conscience. Now we discover interdependence in Christian worship.

1.  When you enter a worship service, do you tend to think mainly of your personal relationship to God or your relationship with your fellow worshipers? Explain.

2.  Read 1 Corinthians 11:1–15. What seems to be Paul's major concern for the church in this section?

3.  The word head in verse 3 could mean either “chief” and “ruler” or “source” and “origin” (like the head of a stream). Which understanding of headship best fits Paul's concern here? Explain.

4.  In light of the headship described in verse 3, why was it wrong for a man to pray or prophesy with his head covered (vv. 4–10)?

5.  In the culture of Corinth a woman signaled that she was in right relationship with her husband either by wearing a veil which covered her hair or by wearing her hair up (rather than letting it fall loose). What reasons does Paul give for continuing this practice (vv. 4–10, 13–16)?

6.  Head coverings also symbolized the differences between the sexes. According to Paul, what differences between men and women have been built into creation by God himself (vv. 7–10)?

7.  Paul balances his previous statements by saying that “in the Lord” man is not independent of woman (vv. 11–12). Why is this balance important?

8.  Although we may not have a cultural equivalent for head coverings, how should appropriate relationships between men and women be expressed in Christian community?

9.  Read 11:17–34. In New Testament times communion was celebrated during a common meal or “love feast.” What abuses had crept into this celebration (vv. 18–22)?

10.  What is the purpose and significance of the Lord's Supper (vv. 23–26)?

In the light of this, why would eating and drinking “without recognizing the body of the Lord” be so dangerous (vv. 29–32)?

11.  According to Paul, how can we eat and drink the Lord's Supper in a worthy manner (v. 28–33)?

12.  What has this chapter taught you about worship that is honoring or dishonoring to God?
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Body of Christ

Manifestations of the Spirit

1 Corinthians 12:1–31

Purpose: To discover the nature and purpose of spiritual gifts.

Imagine designing a church in which most members sit passively, where one or two gifts are exalted and others are made to feel dispensable. Sound familiar?

The church today has enormous frozen assets. Only when we thaw these assets and release every member for ministry can the work of God be done in the world. After several decades of “gift” teaching, we have made surprisingly little progress. One reason is that gifts have been co-opted by the human potential movement. We view our gifts as part of our development and fulfillment rather than as one more glorious way to be interdependent in Christ. This passage focuses on the true nature and purpose of spiritual gifts.

1.  How do you respond when you are told that you have a gift or talent which the group vitally needs?

2.  Read 1 Corinthians 12:1–11. What particular problem in the Corinthian church may have led Paul to offer the “test” in verse 3?

What clue does Paul's test give us about the ultimate goal of spiritual gifts?

3.  What do verses 4–6 reveal about the unity and diversity of spiritual gifts?

4.  Paul calls each gift a “manifestation of the Spirit” (v. 7). In what ways does the Spirit manifest himself in the church, and why (vv. 7–11)?

5.  Read 12:12–26. What might make some members of your church feel useless or envious of other parts of the body?

How does Paul respond to such people (vv. 14–20)?

6.  What might make some members of your church feel self-sufficient or superior (v. 21)?

7.  According to Paul, how can we make every part of the body feel special (vv. 21–26)?

How could you apply these principles in your church or group?

8.  Read 12:27–31. Paul does not give us a complete list of gifts in this chapter. What might the words first, second, third and then (v. 28) indicate?

9.  How do you reconcile Paul's exhortation to “eagerly desire the greater gifts” (v. 31) with his earlier emphasis that God sovereignly assigns gifts (vv. 11, 18, 28)?

Do you think this is a personal exhortation, something for the whole Christian community to hear, or both?

10.  What can you do to help others in your group or church to discover their giftedness?

What do you think will happen to your own gift when you do this?

Sir, you wish to serve God and go to heaven. Then you must find companions or make them, for the Bible knows nothing of solitary religion. (Advice given to John Wesley)
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Love of Christ

The Most Excellent Way

1 Corinthians 13:1–13

Purpose: To evoke love in the Christian community as the greatest way to express interdependence in Christ.

The psychiatrist R. D. Laing says that “we are effectively destroying ourselves by violence masquerading as love.” [The Politics of Experience (Pernguin Books, 1970), p. 50.] Perhaps the most abused phrase in the English language is “I love you.” Instead of communicating unselfish caring, it often expresses enlightened self-interest, manipulative affection or sheer lust.

In 1 Corinthians 13 Paul not only defines love for us but shows us why this is the most excellent way to relate to anyone—especially to members of the family of God. Following his treatment of spiritual gifts in 1 Corinthians 12, Paul seems to say, “If you are confused about gifts, just love!” This is one absolute that is not obsolete.

1.  Think of a person who has truly loved you. What were the marks of that person's way of relating to you?

2.  Read 1 Corinthians 13. This chapter has been called “a pure and perfect gem, perhaps the noblest assemblage of beautiful thoughts in beautiful language extant in our world” (H. Alford). What are your main impressions after reading the chapter as a whole?

3.  What is so tragic about using our gifts without love (vv. 1–3)?

How can we know whether our personal ministry is so loveless?

4.  How would you define each of love's qualities (vv. 4–7)?

5.  Which aspect of love do you most need to develop?

6.  Besides telling us what love is, this passage gives us an incidental portrait of Jesus as the ultimate lover. Reread verses 4–7, replacing love with Jesus. What fresh picture of Jesus' care do you gain through this exercise?

7.  In verses 8–13 Paul summarizes the supremacy of love. Compared with love, why do the gifts have limited value?

8.  Some understand the “perfection” in verse 10 as the completed New Testament, thus eliminating the need for tongues or prophecy today. Others understand it as the perfection we will experience when Christ returns. In light of Paul's other comparisons (vv. 11–12), which interpretation seems more likely? Explain.

9.  Why is love greater than faith or hope (v. 13)?

10.  Why is love the ultimate solution to the divisions in Corinth or in any church?

11.  How can love lead to healthy interdependence in our relationships rather than unhealthy independence or dependence?

Love is not a gift. … It lies at the very heart of all gifts. (A. Bittlinger. Gifts and Graces [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans. 1967], p. 75)
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Speaking for Christ

Adult Thinking and Orderly Worship

1 Corinthians 14:1–40

Purpose: To explore the place of inspired speech in the Christian community.

Words are cheap today. They can be digitized and processed. With one depressed button on a computer we can eliminate words forever, without even a trace remaining in memory. However, the Bible says words have great power, because they are an extension of our personality. God's Word, especially, always accomplishes his purposes, because it is spoken with his personal power.

In this chapter Paul focuses on the exciting potential of God-inspired speech in the Christian community. Having established in chapter 13 that love should motivate all the gifts, Paul now turns to a concrete example of love-ministry through inspired speech. But like every exciting gift, there are abuses to be understood and regulated, as we shall soon see.

1.  Recall a time when something that was shared from the congregation during a worship service (or in a small group) truly encouraged you. What characterized this word ministry?

2.  Read 1 Corinthians 14:1–19. Evidently, the Corinthians placed great value on the gift of tongues. Why does Paul prefer prophecy to (uninterpreted) tongues (vv. 1–5)?

3.  What illustrations does Paul use to show why (uninterpreted) tongues do not build up the church (vv. 6–12)?

What remedy does Paul suggest (vv. 13–19)?

4.  In what ways might we be guilty of meaningless or mindless worship today?

How can Paul's counsel improve the quality of our worship?

5.  Read 14:20–25. What does Paul say about the purpose of tongues and of prophecy?

Why would prophetic speech rather than tongues cause visitors to sense God in our midst (vv. 23–25)?

6.  Read 14:26–40. Based on verse 26 and Paul's statements about the Lord's Supper in 11:17–34, try to describe a typical worship service in Corinth.

7.  What guidelines does Paul give for when someone should speak in tongues and when he should remain silent (vv. 27–28)?

8.  Under what circumstances should prophets speak or remain silent, and why (vv. 29–33)?

9.  What regulations does Paul give women about speaking or remaining silent, and why (vv. 33–35)?

How can Paul's statements here be harmonized with his teaching about women praying and prophesying (11:5)?

10.  Some worship services are so “orderly” that they put us to sleep. Others are so “free” that they seem out of control. How does this chapter promote both freedom and order in our worship?
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Hope in Christ

The Resurrection and the Life

1 Corinthians 15:1–16:24

Purpose: To have the hope of our resurrection become a powerful motivation in our lives.

What happens after death? Do we live on as disembodied souls, as the Greeks taught? Do we go through countless cycles of reincarnation, as the Hindus believe? Do both body and soul cease to exist, as naturalism maintains?

Because of their Greek heritage, the Corinthians questioned the reality of the resurrection. In this passage Paul challenges their thinking by pointing out the absurd conclusions to which it leads. He reminds us that the resurrection is a crucial aspect of our hope in Christ.

1.  How do you react when asked to talk about life after death?

2.  Read 1 Corinthians 15:1–11. Paul reminds the Corinthians of the gospel he preached to them. What are the essential elements of the gospel?

What importance does the resurrection of Christ play in Paul's gospel?

3.  Read 15:12–28. If there is no resurrection, what are the consequences for Christ, for Paul and for us (vv. 12–19)?

4.  Why is “fallen asleep” (vv. 18, 20) a good way to describe the dead in Christ?

5.  How will Christ's resurrection overcome the effects of Adam's sin (vv. 21–29)?

6.  Read 15:29–34. How does belief or disbelief in the resurrection affect a person's lifestyle?

7.  How can our lifestyle affect our witness to a world bent on “eating and drinking”?

8.  Read 15:35–49. What illustrations does Paul use to explain why the resurrection is not illogical but makes good sense (vv. 35–41)?

9.  Although the resurrection body is somehow related to the natural body, how is it also radically different (vv. 42–49)?

10.  Read 15:50–58. What message is there in these verses for those who grow weary of this physical world and long to escape to heaven?

11.  Read chapter 16. How does this chapter give several illustrations of “the work of the Lord” Paul referred to in 15:58?

To which specific area of service will you give yourself this week, knowing that your labor in the Lord is not in vain?

12.  What is the most substantial change that studying 1 Corinthians has brought about in your life or group?
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