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​CHAPTER ONE:  AN INTRODUCTION TO THE CHURCH OF GOD IN CORINTH (GEORGE PRASHER JNR.)
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GRACE ABOUNDING!

“Where sin abounded, grace did abound more exceedingly”, wrote Paul to the Romans, as he expounded the great truths of the gospel. In Paul’s day the city of Corinth was notorious for abounding sin. As one historian comments, “Corinth was depraved. Going beyond the licentiousness of other trading cities and ports, it lent its own name as the symbol of debauchery and corruption”. Yet divine grace was to abound there more exceedingly. “I have much people in this city” was the reassuring word of God to Paul. The love of Christ would touch the hearts of the worst of men - immoral, idolatrous, thieves, covetous, revilers, extortioners and the like. They would be justified and sanctified in the Name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and in the Spirit of our God. They would cleanse themselves from all defilement of flesh and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God. They would form part of God’s building, a temple of the living God, who graciously said, “I will dwell in them, and walk in them; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people” (2 Corinthians 6:16).

THE CHALLENGE OF CHRIST CRUCIFIED

WHEN PAUL WENT TO CORINTH he determined to know nothing among them except Jesus Christ and Him crucified. Greek thought, with its love for human reasoning, was admired by many Corinthians. But God would destroy the wisdom of the wise and reject the prudence of the prudent. Paul by-passed these reasonings. In deeply felt personal weakness, this mighty evangelist presented the word of the cross. To Jews it was a stumbling block, to Gentiles it was foolishness. But to those that are called, both Jews and Greeks, the message of Christ crucified was the power of God and the wisdom of God. So it proved in Corinth.

For as we learn from Acts 18, when Paul arrived in Corinth he stayed with a Jewish couple, Aquila and Priscilla. Being of the same trade, he worked with them at tentmaking. Each sabbath he reasoned in the synagogue, trying to persuade Jews and Greeks. After Silas and Timothy joined him, Paul more strongly faced the Corinthian Jews with the challenge that Jesus was the Christ. Most of them rejected the message, causing Paul to say, “Your blood be upon your own heads; I am clean: from henceforth I will go unto the Gentiles”. Yet God granted a notable token of encouragement. For Crispus, the ruler of the synagogue, believed in the Lord with all his house. Striking illustration of the Jewish remnant according to the election of grace!

OUT OF PAGANISM INTO LIGHT

AS PAUL AND HIS HELPERS turned their energies towards the pagan Gentiles, “many of the Corinthians hearing believed, and were baptized”. The Lord appeared personally to Paul, assuring him of protection and much fruit from service in Corinth. So he continued there for a year and six months, teaching the word of God among them.

The result was the establishment and growth of a church of God in Corinth with a large proportion of converts from paganism. They would lack the spiritual background of disciples who were formerly God-fearing Jews, with a knowledge of the Old Testament scriptures. Yet Paul gave thanks for the grace of God that was given them in Christ Jesus; in everything they were enriched in Him, in all utterance and knowledge; the testimony of Christ was confirmed in them; they came behind in no gift, waiting for the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 1:4-7). Churches of God in apostolic times differed significantly in background, and in the spiritual experiences of the disciples involved. The Corinthian church illustrates the power of the gospel and the energy of the divine Spirit in lifting men from deep pagan darkness to marvellous spiritual light.

ONE PLANTS, ANOTHER WATERS

IT MUST HAVE SEEMED strange to the Corinthian disciples when Paul, Aquila and Priscilla had all departed from their city. For from its beginning the church in Corinth had been so much benefited by their help. But the opposition of the Jewish synagogue party had smouldered on throughout the eighteen months of Paul’s ministry. It burst into flame when Gallio was proconsul of Achaia. Paul was brought before the Roman judgement seat and accused as a trouble-maker. Although Gallio dismissed the case, caring for none of these things, it seemed indicated some time afterwards that Paul should sail to Syria. His Jewish friends, Aquila and Priscilla, accompanied him as far as Ephesus.

It was in the Ephesus synagogue that this worthy pair heard the careful teaching of Apollos, a learned Alexandrian Jew, with a thorough knowledge of the Scriptures. Priscilla and Aquila explained to him the way of God more perfectly. Apollos was encouraged to visit Achaia, of which Corinth was the chief city, and “helped them much which had believed through grace”. So where Paul had planted Apollos watered, for the rich benefit of the church in Corinth. How glad they would be also to have such an able champion against Jewish opposition in their city. “For he powerfully confuted the Jews, and that publicly, shewing by the Scriptures that Jesus was the Christ”.

SEEDS OF DIVISION

AS PAUL WORKED IN EPHESUS, where “a great door and effectual” had been opened for the gospel, he was alarmed by news which reached him from Corinth where serious problems had developed. To help with these problems he wrote what we have preserved in our Bible as his first letter to the Corinthians: “I beseech you”, wrote Paul, “through the Name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that ye all speak the same thing, and that there be no divisions among you; but that ye be perfected together in the same mind and in the same judgement” (1 Corinthians 1:10).

Delightfully expressed ideal, appropriate to all disciples in churches of God! What then was causing division in Corinth? Rival groups within the church becoming taken up with the personalities of God’s servants, rather than being united in single-hearted allegiance to Christ! Some said, “I am of Paul”; others, “I am of Apollos”; others, “I am of Cephas”. So a factious spirit developed, hindering the unity of the church. How earnestly Paul exhorted the Corinthians against this spiritual blight!


“Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were ye baptized into the name of Paul? ... What then is Apollos? And what is Paul? Ministers through whom ye believed; and each as the Lord gave to him. I planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the increase. So then neither is he that planteth anything, neither he that watereth; but God that giveth the increase” (1 Corinthians 1:13, 3:5-7).


Jealousy and strife, arising from a partisan spirit, were “after the manner of men”, inappropriate to Christian conduct. Christ-centred loyalties must always be vital to unity in churches of God.

MORAL CORRUPTION

PAUL HAS ALSO BEEN deeply troubled to hear that one of the disciples had “committed fornication” and such fornication as is not even among the Gentiles. To make matters worse, the man’s sin had been tolerated by the church without any action being taken against him. Paul knew well the threat to the church. “A little leaven leaveneth the whole lump”. Moral corruption would spread if left unchecked. Rebuking the disciples’ inaction, he urged them to put away the wicked man from among themselves. Their attitude to all sexual immorality must be uncompromising. As members of Christ, their bodies indwelt by the Holy Spirit, they must flee fornication and glorify God in their body. Those within the church of God in Corinth must express in their lives a purity of conduct by contrast with the moral depravity of those without.

MULTIPLIED PROBLEMS

THERE WERE OTHER WAYS in which Satan had gained advantage over the church in Corinth. To summarize a few of them will serve to illustrate some of the devices which the adversary used to hinder the spiritual growth and effective witness of disciples in churches of God. Quarrels between people in the church had been taken to law, as if no one were available within the church to judge in such cases. There were widely different attitudes about such matters as eating foods which had been sacrificed to idols. The gathering of the church to keep the Lord’s supper had become disorderly. 

There was a wrong emphasis on speaking in tongues at church gatherings, resulting in confusion and lack of edification. False teachers were denying the truth of bodily resurrection. Paul’s letter gave wise guidance on all these matters, guidance for the immediate benefit of the Corinthians, but preserved in our New Testament as the Holy Spirit’s continuing counsel throughout this present age of grace.

THE KINGDOM OF GOD NOT IN WORD BUT IN POWER

IN THIS WAY PAUL DESCRIBED the divine authority obtaining among disciples in churches of God (1 Corinthians 4:20). He wrote to the church in Corinth correcting various evils which had crept in. Some of the disciples he knew to be opposed to his apostolic authority and teaching. “His letters”, they said, “are weighty and strong; but his bodily presence is weak, and his speech of no account” (2 Corinthians 10:10). 

But the law of Christ must obtain throughout all the churches of God. Human nature being what it is, evil and failure would inevitably manifest themselves from time to time. Authority to deal with failure and to insist on the Lord’s will being carried out was a hallmark of the kingdom or rule of God as expressed among churches of God. The kingdom of God was in power. There was effective authority to correct wrong and restore a right spiritual condition. So the immoral man must be put away from the church in Corinth, as Paul had insisted in his first epistle. The response of the church had been positive and thorough:


“What earnest care it wrought in you, yea, what clearing of yourselves, yea, what indignation, yea, what fear, yea, what longing, yea, what zeal, yea, what avenging! In everything ye approved yourselves to be pure in the matter” (2 Corinthians 7:11).


Despite this response in regard to the moral failure among them, Paul’s continuing anxiety about factious elements in the Corinthian church is still reflected in his second epistle. It seems incredible that a divinely commissioned apostle of Paul’s stature should have been so opposed and harassed by much lesser men. “Measuring themselves by themselves, and comparing themselves with themselves”, they were without understanding (2 Corinthians 10:12). They presumed to oppose apostolic teaching and boast of their own puny spiritual attainments and activities. This cloud overshadows the final pages of Paul’s second letter. 


“I fear, lest by any means, when I come there should be strife, jealousy, wraths, factions, backbitings, whisperings, swellings, tumults ... For this cause I write these things while absent, that I may not when present deal sharply, according to the authority which the Lord gave me for building up, and not for casting down” (2 Corinthians 12:20; 13:10).


CONCLUSION

PAUL’S CLOSING SALUTATION to the church in Corinth seems to echo his earlier beseeching that they might be perfected together in the same mind and the same judgement: “Be perfected; be comforted; be of the same mind; live in peace: and the God of love and peace shall be with you” (13:11). Was this attainable for a church which had been so deeply affected by faction and wrong teaching? Yes, indeed; but only as “the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit” was with them all (13:14).
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​CHAPTER TWO: THE CHURCH OF GOD (LINDSAY PRASHER)
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Guided by the Holy Spirit, Paul addressed his letters to “the church of God which is in Corinth”, as seen in the opening verses of each epistle. The key truths which are to be discussed in this book were for the benefit of this group of people described as the church of God, and hence it is important to be clear on the characteristics of this group.

Firstly Paul says they were “sanctified in Christ Jesus”, which means they were set apart in a special relationship with Christ Jesus. This is amplified in 1 Corinthians 6:11: “ye were sanctified ... ye were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus”. A change had taken place from their former way of life at the time of their acceptance of the Lord Jesus as Saviour, that is at the time of their “receiving the word” as expressed in Acts 2:41. Further, 1 Corinthians 1:14-17 shows clearly that all these people had been baptized (Paul is thankful that it was not he personally who had performed the baptizing, lest any should put his name on a higher plane than that of Christ.) They had obeyed the commandment of the Lord as expressed in Matthew 28:19 and as given effect by the apostles in Acts 2:41.

Again, the church of God in Corinth was a well-defined entity, so much so that there was an outside and an inside. Paul had to instruct the church to put outside a certain man who was behaving sinfully, with the object of causing him to
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