Gleanings from 1 Corinthians
(1 Corinthians 1:1-9)
Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ
Background

Author

The letter was written by Paul the Apostle.  It was he who established the fellowship around AD50 on his second missionary journey (Acts 18:1-17).  He stayed for 18 months before moving on to Ephesus from where he wrote several letters to the Corinthian Church.

The City

It was strategically positioned on the narrow neck of land between the Aegean and Adriatic seas linking the north of Greece to the south, making it a thriving trade centre.  It was very cosmopolitan made up of Greeks, Latin’s, Jews, Syrians, Asiatic and Egyptians, a place where potentially the Gospel could spread far and wide.  

However, it was a very immoral place a by-word for evil living and an unlikely place for Christianity to take root.  To “corinthianise” spoke of excess and sexual license.  The Temple of Aphrodite, goddess of love, dominated the town and every night 1000 temple prostitutes descended into the city to ply their trade.  The temple prostitute industry, a large floating population and the general racial mix all contributed to Corinth’s unsavoury name.

The Church

Like the city there was a racial and social mix with many converts from pagan backgrounds, a group with little natural cohesion

The Letter

Paul wrote it for a number of reasons:

· Because of bad reports of the Church that made Paul uneasy (1:11; 5:1).  Reports on:

· Divisions

· A case of Incest

· Court cases between believers

· The Lords supper

· Abuse of Christian Freedom

· Because of requests for advice on certain issues:

· Marriage and the single life

· Food consecrated to idols

· Women in worship

· Spiritual gifts

· Resurrection of the dead

1 Corinthians remains one of the New Testaments most valuable letters as it lifts the lid off one of the early churches revealing real issues that had to be dealt with.  The principles Paul developed serve as trustworthy guides to resolving interpersonal problems in today’s church.

Greetings

After making clear that he wrote to the Church with the authority of being an Apostle, Paul then lay’s the foundation for all that he is going to say.  He greets them as a people “called to be holy”, “sanctified in Christ Jesus”(v2).  It is this that provides the thrust behind these studies in 1 Corinthians, the pursuit for holiness.

Paul wished the very best for the church: “Grace and peace to you from God our Father”(v3).  But he reminded them and us that to experience God’s best, we must become what we are, a sanctified people. 

Sanctification

The word sanctify has two meanings:

(i)  To “set apart to God”.  

In the Old Testament times sanctified persons (priests), places (Temple), and things (Table of shewbread) were never used for profane or ordinary purposes, they could only be used in God’s service.  Such sanctification was instantaneous as it is for the believer.

“But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in 

the name of the Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 6:11)

Jesus has set us apart to be God’s own, and God’s alone.

“you are not your own; you were bought at a price.  Therefore honour God with your body.” (1 Cor 6:19,20)

(ii)To make holy.  

For the believer this is a lifelong process.  We are to: 

“grow in the grace and in the knowledge of our Lord and

 Saviour Jesus Christ” (2 Pet 3:18)

As we mature spiritually we are

“being transformed into his likeness with ever increasing 

glory which comes from the Lord”(2 Cor 3:18)

As the hymn writer say’s

“Changed from glory into glory till in heaven we take our place,

Till we cast our crowns before thee, lost in wonder love and praise.”

As God’s people now, the church at Corinth were to live holy lives, not ordinary ones.  That is why it was important for the church to solve its problems.  Only as they lived the holy life fitting for those sanctified by Jesus would they glorify God or experience the full measure of His grace and peace.  The same applies to us.

Living the sanctified life

How do we do it?  The struggle is very real as Paul outlines in Romans 7.  What we know to be wrong sometimes we do, what we know to be right sometimes we don’t do.  We are guilty!  But Paul gives the answer in Rom 8:1-4.  Yes the Corinthian church had problems but in Christ it had matchless resources too.

“you have been enriched in every way” (v5)

a. Gods Grace (v4)

Grace is an attribute of God, it is His unmerited love/favour towards man.  This grace of God is the source of all spiritual blessing that is showered upon the sinner.  It is displayed in two distinct ways:

i. Common Grace

This describes God’s general favour to all men.  Even in his sinful condition man still has gifts and talents that God has given.  He still displays order, a sense of God, a knowledge of good and evil and some regard for virtue, and good outward behaviour.  The earth still produces abundant food not just thorns and thistles of the curse.  Unregenerate man can still speak the truth and do good to others and lead a decent life.

ii. Special/Saving Grace

The provision God made for the salvation of man.  Out of his grace: 

· He saves us 

Eph 2:8 “It is by grace you have been saved”

· He equips us

1 Cor 3:10 “By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as an expert builder”

· He marks us.  It’s recognisable.

James, Peter and John, those reputed to be pillars, gave me and Barnabas the right hand of fellowship when they recognised the grace given to me.”

· He fits us for specific use

Rom 12:6 “We have different gifts, according to the grace given us.”

This grace was:
· Embodied in Christ

John 1:14 The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth
Titus 2:11 For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men
· Brought to us by Christ

· John 1:17 For the law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ
· Administered by the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Grace

How much more severely do you think a man deserves to be punished who has trampled the Son of God under foot, who has treated as an unholy thing the blood of the covenant that sanctified him, and who has insulted the Spirit of grace? (Heb 10:29)
b. Spiritual gifts (v7)

c. Christ’s support (v8)

Christ’s commitment to encourage and keep strong.  In him we have everything!

“It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become 

for us wisdom from God-that is, our righteousness, holiness, and 

redemption.  Therefore as it is written: ‘Let him who boasts 

boast in the Lord” (1 Cor 1:30,31)

d. God’s faithfulness (v9)

His assurance that none of his resources will be taken.

Sometimes we focus so much on our problems that we forget the spiritual reserves that God has provided for us.

Eg Lady Macbeth a conspirator in the murder of her king is portrayed compulsively washing her hands again and again.  She feels a spot of the king’s blood has been splashed on her hand, and it rivets her attention.  Like Lady Macbeth we can focus on the problem again and again.

We have God‘s grace to enrich us through Christ.  We have spiritual gifts to enable us to grow and serve.  We have Christ’s commitment to encourage us, for he will keep us strong until his return.  We have God’s faithfulness to ensure that none of these resources will be taken from us.  Let us focus on his resources and overcome
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Gleanings from 1 Corinthians (2)

(1 Corinthians 1:10 – 3:23)

Unity 

Introduction

The rhyme goes:

To live above, with saints we love,

Will certainly be glory!

To live below, with saints we know,

Well, that’s another story!

In our pursuit for holiness we must learn to be agreed with one another.  The fact is division has always been a problem amongst God’s people.  Cain and Able, Esau and Jacob, Moses and Israel, and even the 12 Apostles did not always get along with each other.  Most of the epistles in the New Testament deal with this issue or mention it in one-way or another.  It’s an area of great danger for the church because to divide is to conquer.

Eg Joshua used the tactic to conquer Canaan

      Napoleon used it to win spectacular victories

Jesus said:

“Every kingdom divided against itself will be ruined, and every city 

or household divided against itself will not stand.” (Matt 12:25)

The church cannot be defeated from the outside Christ himself declares:

I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it (Matt 16:18)
Eg Persecution in Jerusalem simply spread the gospel further, faster!

The churches biggest danger comes from within!  When asked “What is the greatest hindrance to Christianity in India?” Ghandi replied “Christians!”

1. The Report (1:10-12)

Divisions were occurring in Corinth centred on three personalities; Paul, Apollos and Peter (Cephas).  There was also a fourth group who arrogantly claimed supreme allegiance to Christ!

Paul – The founder of the church and a spiritual father to many, one who had a heart for gentiles.

Apollos – A Jewish Christian from Alexandria (Egypt), (Acts 18:24-19:1).  A powerful eloquent teacher who arrived at Corinth after Paul had moved to Ephesus.

Peter (Cephas) – The leading Apostle, perhaps a visiting speaker with a following particularly amongst Jewish Christians.

An unhealthy comparison was being carried out by these groups, which went beyond preference to prejudice (a non receiving of ministry).

2. The Real Problem (1:10)

Was wrong thinking.  The church at Corinth had become infected with the spirit of nearby Athens.  They fancied themselves as thinkers and took pride in their supposed intelligence.  Corinth was rife with scholars and philosophers on every street.  What you said was not as important as how you said it, with what eloquence and persuasion.  It was an art form.

3. The Response

a.  Christ is not divided (1:13)

‘There is one body and one spirit – just as you were called 

to one hope when you were called – one Lord, one  faith , 

one baptism, one God and Father of all, who is over all 

and through all and in all.” (Eph 4:4-6)

They had been baptised into Christ, not Paul or Apollos!  They all belong to the same body.

b. Their thinking was wrong (1:17-2:16)

It wasn’t human wisdom that had saved them, it was God’s wisdom, the cross of Christ!  By human wisdom the cross of Christ was nonsense.

To the Jew

It was a stumbling block (1:23) because:

(i) It was impossible that God’s chosen annointed one should end life on a cross!

“..anyone who is hung on a tree is under God’s curse.” (Deut 21:23)

(ii) Jews sought for major signs.

Eg. In Ad 45 Theudas promised at his word the Jordan would divide and he would lead people over on dry land.  Thousands followed.

Eg. In AD54 an Egyptian claiming to be the Prophet, promised that at his word the walls of Jerusalem would collapse.  30,000 followed him to the Mt of Olives!

These were the kind of signs they were looking for not a cross!

To the Greek

It was foolishness (1:23)

(i) God could not suffer, he is above such feelings, he’s detached and couldn’t possibly become a man.

(ii) The Greeks sought wisdom, cleverness of persuasive speech.  A silver-tongued speaker held great sway over them.  The blunt message of the cross was crude and uncultured, to be laughed at and ridiculed not respected.

That is how the Corinthians used to think but then Paul came (2:1-5).  Did he speak with wise and persuasive words?  No!  He preached the cross of Christ a message of spiritual power and they were saved!  This proved that their wisdom should not rest on man’s wisdom but on God’s power!

God’s wisdom is superior to man’s.  It is spiritual wisdom that can only be understood by spiritual people.  The unspiritual cannot understand it (2:6-16; 3:1-4).  By their argumentative and judgmental attitude they were thinking unspiritually, still bound by their old way of thinking.

c. Servants simply carry out their masters instructions (3:5-23)

Paul, Apollos and Peter were only servants, men who were carrying out their masters orders.  Their instructions were different:

Paul

A planter (3:6), and establisher of churches and leaders, an expert foundation builder (3:10).

Apollos

A waterer, a teacher who builds on another’s foundation and leads the church on.

Their roles were different, they were not rivals but co-workers with Christ to build God’s church.

d. The servants priority is the will of God (4:1-7)

The servants judge is his master.  To fulfill his masters agenda is his one aim, because that’s what he’ll be judged on.  Human judgment of his work is secondary, as long as it pleases the master it’s OK.  In eternity it’s obedience that counts.

Therefore, since they are servants why should men boast of them?  Credit goes to the master.

“Let him who boasts boast in the Lord.” (1:31)

All that we have comes from Christ, how can we therefore boast in personalities?  It is God who makes the church grow (3:6-7).

Application

The individual

Do you have problems with the body of Christ?  How is your thinking?  Is it still dominated by the wisdom of this world or is the mind of Christ growing in you?

As believers we have the capacity in Christ to resolve differences (Matt18:15-17):

· Approach your brother on a one to one basis and seek to sort it out.

· Appoint a mutual third party to mediate if unsuccessful one to one 

· Go before the elders if a third party is unsuccessful

· Expel the stubborn party

God’s wisdom is three dimensional incorporating the temporal and the spiritual

We are able to make judgements on all things.

The Church 

The Church began with “one accord” (Acts 2:1,46), “one in heart and mind” (Acts 4:32).  It was a key to its early success.  When the church is not unified, the Holy Spirit is grieved and rendered powerless in the local church.  The Scripture pleads unity:

· Rom 12:16 “Be of the same mind one to another”
· Eph 4:3 “Endeavoring to keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace”
· Phili 1:27 “Stand fast in one spirit, with one mind striving together for the faith of the gospel”
· Phili 2:2 “Be like-minded, having the same love, being of one accord, of one mind”.
Therefore:

· Hate what is evil and cling to what is good (Rom 12:9)

· Encourage one another daily so that non are hardened by sins deceitfulness (Heb 3:13)

The Church Universal

Throughout church history individuals and groups have risen claiming to have the truth, ultimate church!  Their action was to separate themselves and not interact with other Christians.  The fact is they were thinking like Corinth and the world; “I follow Paul, Apollos, Peter, Christ!  The truth was that each is working for the same master but in a different way.  Together, God will achieve his purpose in his church so lets learn to be agreed with one another.

As a Pentecostal, looked down on by other denominations and outcast for years, an inbred intolerance developed as a consequence.  I recently had to confess to myself that I carried prejudices against other denominations wholesale.  A Roman Catholic couldn’t be a Christian.  An Anglican wasn’t born again etc.  Barriers existed that had to be broken down.  Though there are many different denominations within Christendom, God is building one church.  What we need to do as a separated people is learn to be agreed 
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