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INTRODUCTION: PAUL’S LETTERS TO THE CORINTHIANS - WHEN AND WHERE WRITTEN (W. BUNTING)
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Two incidents stand out as reasons for the apostle Paul writing his first epistle to the church of God in Corinth. He had heard from the household of Chloe the disturbing news that contentions had arisen in the church, and that the saints were taking sides, saying, “I am of Paul; and I of Apollos; and I of Cephas; and I of Christ” (1 Cor.1:11,12). The second reason was the receipt of a letter from Corinth raising important questions regarding marital relationships (1 Cor.7:1). In his epistle, Paul deals with these two matters, and much else besides.

That the epistle was written from Ephesus seems to be borne out by the statement, “I will tarry at Ephesus until Pentecost” (1 Cor.16:8). He had previously disclosed his plans to go to Corinth through Macedonia, and he hoped even to winter there (1 Cor.16:5,6). It is evident that Apollos was with the apostle in Ephesus at the time of writing this letter (1 Cor.16:12). We know from Acts 18:27 that some time later Apollos visited Achaia, and helped the saints there and confuted the Jews. The epistle must have been written towards the end of Paul’s long stay in Ephesus. Aquila and Prisca were still with him in that city, and sent their salutation to Corinth, where they must have been well known. In addition, the churches of Asia joined in the salutations (1 Cor.16:19).

After the uproar in Ephesus instigated by Demetrius the silver­smith, the apostle took leave of the Ephesian saints, and departed to go into Macedonia (Acts 20:1). On the way he stopped at Troas, where the Lord opened a door unto him. However, he was very disappointed at not finding Titus there. “I had no relief for my spirit, because I found not Titus my brother: but taking my leave of them, I went forth into Macedonia” (2 Cor. 2:13). Even in Macedonia the apostle had no relief, and he speaks of fightings without, and fears within. The situation is changed by the arrival of Titus, who had come from Corinth, and brought comforting news of the saints in that city, and reported their zeal for the apostle. Titus also informed Paul of the results of his first epistle to the Corinthians (2 Cor.7:5-16). It seems that upon receipt of this information, the apostle wrote his second epistle to the church in Corinth. If this be so, it was written in Macedonia. It contains some very passionate passages, and also conveys deep, spiritual truths. In addition, some remark­able experiences are recorded of the apostle’s sufferings in the service of Christ.
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COMMENTARY ON 1 CORINTHIANS 1
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1 Cor.1:1,2,3

Paul was a called apostle or an apostle by calling; his call to apostleship was to become his vocation in life. This call was through the will of God. He associates Sosthenes with himself in the writing of this epistle. Sosthenes was a Jew, the ruler of the synagogue who lived in Corinth, and who, no doubt, was converted under the apostle’s ministry (Acts 18:17). He calls Sosthenes “the” brother. Those to whom the epistle was written are described as “the church of God which is at (En in) Corinth.” “Church” is the English translation of the Greek word ekklesia, which is derived from ek, out of, and kaleo, to call, and means a called-out people. The word “church” is not used in both singular and plural in any other application of the word in the New Testament, save in the case of the church of God and the churches of God. 

The word in the original, usually rendered “church,” is used in a secular sense in Acts 19:32,39, where it is translated “assembly.” It is used of Israel, the church in the wilderness (Acts 7:38). It is also used of the Church which is His (Christ’s) Body, which comprises all saved people of this dispensation from Pentecost until the Lord’s coming again (Eph.1:22,23; Eph.5:25-27). It is also used of that company of heavenly beings called “the church of the firstborn (ones) who are enrolled in heaven” (Heb.12:23). It also defines the house of God as “the church of the living God” (1 Tim.3:15). These uses are all in the singular. Then we have “the churches of Christ” and “the churches of the saints” (Rom.16:16; 1 Cor.14:33). We do not read of the church of Christ or the church of the saints in the New Testament. What is a church of God? It is a called-out company of God’s saints in any place to carry out the will of God collectively, for the will of God cannot be done by isolated children of God. 

There were many churches of God in the time of the apostles, as we see from 1 Cor.4:17; 11:16; Gal.1:2,22; 1 Thess.2:14; 2 Thess.1:4 etc. In contrast to this the Church which is His (Christ’s) Body is ever one (Rom.12:5; 1 Cor.12:13; Eph.2:16, 4:4). Those who composed the church of God in Corinth were persons who were sanctified (or set apart) in Christ Jesus. Christ Jesus was their sanctification (1:30), as He was also their righteousness and redemption. No unsaved person is contemplated as being in a church of God, though, alas, at later times such as are called grievous wolves (Acts 20:29) gained an entrance by stealth (Jud.4); they crept in privily with dire results to the flock. Those who were sanctified in Christ Jesus were called saints, as the apostle was a called apostle. They had responded to the call of God in the gospel and thus were saints by calling. 

They were not saints because they lived saintly lives, but those who are saints should live saintly lives, that is their vocation or calling. A mixed communion of saints and sinners is not contemplated in the New Testament. The church of God in Corinth was with (Sun, together with) all who called on the name of the Lord Jesus Christ who were gathered similarly in the churches of God in every place. The reading should be “their place and ours,” though applied to the Lord, in both the AV/KJV and RV The salutation of grace and peace is common to Paul’s epistles.

1 Cor.1:4,5,6

The church of God in Corinth was a highly gifted Church. They had received an abundance of grace in Christ Jesus (Eph.4:7), and were enriched in all utterance (Logos, word, discourse); they were able to express themselves well. They were also enriched in all knowledge. If their other qualities had been in similar measure to their knowledge and ability to discourse, then all would have been well. In them the testimony of Christ was established, was constant and unwavering.

1 Cor.1:7,8

Thus by being enriched through divine grace in utterance and knowledge, they came behind in no gift. This is indeed a high commendation by the apostle. They were waiting for the revelation of the Lord. This is His revelation to His saints, not His Rev.in flaming fire, as in 2 Thess.1:7,8, when He comes as Son of Man in judgement. Various words are used concerning the Lord’s coming for His saints of this dispensation of grace. Gk. parousia, which means “presence,” is usually translated “coming.” It is derived from para, near or beside, and eimi, I am. It is of frequent use concerning the Lord’s coming. It is also used of the coming of the Lord as the Son of Man to earth (Matt.24:3,27,37,39). Gk. erchomai, which means to travel, is used in Jn 14:3 of the Lord’s coming again. 

Whilst erchomai means to travel, parousia, in contrast, signifies arrival. Erchomai is also used of the coming of the Son of Man (Matt.24:30). Gk. epiphaino, to appear, from epi, upon, and phaino, to shine, is used of the appearing of the saving grace of God at the Lord’s first coming (Tit.2:11). It is also used, in Tit.2:13, of the appearing of the glory of our great God and Saviour, Jesus Christ, the blessed hope of believers. Gk. phaneroo, to manifest, from phaino, to shine, is used of the Lord in His first coming to put away sins (1 Jn 3:5; Heb.9:26), and also to destroy the works of the devil (1 Jn 3:8). It is also used of His coming again for His saints (1 Jn 2:28; 3:2; 1 Pet.5:4). Gk. optomai, to see, to behold with the eyes (Heb.9:28), is used of the Lord appearing to His waiting saints, as did the high priest of old when he emerged from the sanctuary to the waiting people outside. 

Gk apokalupsis, an uncovering, rendered “revelation,” that is, His Rev.to His saints, as in 1 Cor.1:7; 1 Pet.1:7,13; 4:13: It is also used of the Rev.of the Son of Man (2 Thess.1:7), and in its verbal form (Gk. apokalupto, to reveal) of the revealing of the Son of Man (Lk.17:30), when every eye shall see Him. The expectation of saints is expressed in different words; Gk. anameno, to wait (1 Thess.1:10). Gk. prosdechomai, to look, to expect (Tit.2:13). Gk. apekdechomai, to expect, to wait for with the object of receiving (1 Cor.1:7; Phil.3:20; Heb.9:28). The coming again of our Lord is a matter of supreme importance for us and should be one of great expectancy. What day is the day of the Lord Jesus Christ? In 1 Cor.5:5 Paul speaks of the day of the Lord Jesus (rendered by some as the day of the Lord Jesus Christ). I take it that what Paul had in view was the saving of the spirit of the sinning brother in the then present day, the day of grace. He was delivered unto Satan for the destruction of the flesh that his spirit might be saved, and this was effected, as we know from 2 Cor.2:5-11: 

The church in Corinth was told to commend their love to him in his sorrow for his past act. I therefore think what the apostle writes of, in 1 Cor.1:8, was that the saints should be unreprovable or unimpeachable in the then present day, in this day of grace, not in the day of the Lord’s coming. That day is the day of Christ (Phil.1:10). Note the difference, “in (En) the day of our Lord Jesus Christ, “but “unto the day of Christ,” or “until the day of Jesus Christ” (Phil.1:6).

1 Cor.1:9

The Greek word for fellowship is koinonia, derived from koinos, common. It has various meanings, or shades of meaning. It may mean, according to the context, community, communion, society, fellowship, partnership, participation. The use of the word in the above verse is that of a community of people. It is similar in meaning to its use in Acts 2:42, where those who had been saved, baptized and added, continued stedfastly in the apostles’ teaching, in the Fellowship, and in the breaking of the bread, and in the prayers. Fellowship in 1 Jn 1 is communion. First the communion of the apostles was with the Father and the Son; then that communion broadened to communion between the apostles and the saints, and then between the saints. This communion is possible where saints walk in the light, and where there is confession of sin and conformity to God’s word, then this sweet experience of communion may be known. 

There was one Fellowship or Community in the apostles’ days into which the saints in the churches of God were called, and therein as a sacred and common trust they held, and continued in, the apostles’ teaching. This was a prime function of their being together. Where need of a material kind arose, then they were responsible to have fellowship with the needy. See the use of the word koinonia, fellowship, in Rom.15, where we read of the churches of God in the provinces of Macedonia and Achaia sending by the apostle and others a contribution (fellowship) to the poor in Jerusalem. Their act showed how truly they were in the same Fellowship or Community (Rom.15,26;
1 Cor.16:1-9; and 2 Cor.8 and 9).
1 Cor.1:10

Gk. parakaleo is sometimes rendered “beseech” and sometimes “exhort.” Paul beseeches them, not on the ground of his labours among them, but in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, to whom they were indebted for so very much. His object in this was that they would all speak the same thing, and that they would be free from divisions (Gk. schismata, rents, ruptures. See Matt.9:16; Mk.2:21, where schisma is rendered rent). In contrast, Paul wishes them to be perfected together or knit together (Gk. katartizo, to repair or mend; this was what James and John, the sons of Zebedee, were doing when the Lord called them; they were mending their nets). The Corinthians were to be knit together in the same mind and in the same judgement. (Judgement, Gk. gnome, means mode of thinking. The word is derived from ginosko, to learn, to acquire knowledge.) As a result of having learned, they could think together in a similar mode of thinking and in consequence reach a sameness of judgement or decision.

1 Cor.1:11,12

It had been signified (Gk. deloo, to lay open) by those of Chloe (the word household is not in the passage, though it may be implied) that contentions (Gk. eris, strife, contention) existed among the Corinthians. This Christian woman, Chloe, is nowhere else mentioned in the New Testament. Those of Chloe were no doubt in the church in Corinth, whether they were children or servants is unknown. Each one was preferring one servant of Christ above another, and in this internecine strife the Lord was being preferred above Paul, as though He were to be regarded as a servant among the rest, instead of being the Lord over all. It may be that Paul uses these names figuratively in order to teach them not to be puffed up among themselves for the one against the other. See what is said in 1 Cor.4:6: Note also what is said in 3:4-8: It may however be, in the verse above, that they were preferring those whose names are mentioned the one above the other, and that 1 Cor.4:6 is to be linked with 1 Cor.3:4-8: Whichever be the correct view of these passages, it is evident that the contentions were grievous and serious and could, if unchecked, only lead to partyism or sectarianism in the church and completely destroy that unity which was of God.

1 Cor.1:13,14,15,16,17

“Is Christ divided?” (Merizo, to divide or disunite by discord). In the strife that existed it would appear as though He had been divided into parts. Had Paul been crucified (Aorist tense, was this an historical fact?) for them? Had they been baptized (Aorist tense, was this also an historical fact?) into the name of Paul? The answer in each case was, No. He thanked God that he had baptized none, save Crispus and Gaius and the household of Stephanas. (See 1 Cor.16:15; this man and his household were the firstfruits of Achaia, and they were all grown-up persons, for they set themselves to minister to the saints. They were baptized that they might baptize others). Paul gives the reason why it was not his custom to baptize disciples which he made, lest it should be said that they were baptized into the name of Paul. He was sent to preach the gospel by the Lord, not to baptize. This must not be taken as signifying that baptism is of little importance. It is a command of the Lord, and none of His commandments are unimportant. As was the household of Stephanas, so was the Jailor’s household in Acts 16:31-34: “And they said, Believe on the Lord Jesus, and thou shalt be saved, thou and thy house. And he took them the same hour of the night, and washed their stripes; and was baptized, he and all his, immediately ... and rejoiced greatly, with all his house, having believed in God.” There was no little child or unsaved person in the Jailor’s household who was baptized. The same is true of the household of Lydia the purple-seller (Acts 16:14,15). The same is also true of Cornelius and his household (Acts 10:1,2,33,44- 48). Those of the household of Cornelius all believed and the Holy Spirit fell upon them, and afterwards they were baptized at the command of Peter. 

The cross of Christ is the great leveller. It gives to man not a foot-breadth of his own merit to stand upon. Mankind is segregated into all kinds of systems, parties, sects and schisms. After man is humbled in the dust before the cross and knows the Lord as his Saviour, then baptism into the name of the Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit (Matt.28:19,20), should follow, and disciples should be taught to observe all the things which the Lord commanded. Alas, how soon after conversion believers drift into sects and parties in Christendom and are found gathered under names which find no place in the Scriptures; thus the cross of Christ is made void!

1 Cor.1:18,19

Paul has two classes before his mind, the perishing ones and the saved ones, sinners and saints, not saints who are losing their lives, and saints whose lives are being saved. To the perishing the word of the cross is foolishness, but to those who are being saved it is the power of God. The scene of what seemed defeat was the scene of the greatest victory. Here the world was overcome, the flesh crucified, sin put away, and the devil defeated, and here should end too sects and schisms, the result of the will of the flesh. God has by the cross destroyed the wisdom of the wise, and rejected the understanding of the understanding ones. Here human philosophy met its death, for what man counts wisdom God counts foolishness, and what God counts wisdom man counts foolishness. There can be no reconciliation of the two points of view. Who is right? The answer is obvious. Christ crucified is God’s wisdom for men. It is the great unifier of men. See Jn 11:51,52: on the ground of His death saints are to be gathered together, and Israel will yet be gathered one by one (Isa.27:12), for the Lord died for that nation, and it will become the centre of government and worship in millennial days.

1 Cor.1:20,21

As the wisdom of God and the wisdom of the world met in a head-on collision at the cross with the destruction of the latter, which will in due time be fully seen, God challenges the wise, and says, “Where is the wise?” Where was the Jewish scribe and the Gentile disputer of the age? Paul disputed with all classes as to the cross, in Jewish synagogues and with the Greek philosophers on Mars Hill in Athens. All systems of human thought are doomed; only that will stand which originated in the divine mind. The cross stands as God’s answer to human need in all its phases, and man’s first need is that of wisdom, and Christ crucified is God’s wisdom. “In the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom knew not God.” If man clings to his own wisdom he will never know God’s. Let human wisdom be heaped up mountains high, man at the top will be no nearer knowing God than he who is at the bottom. Only through the cross is God fully revealed to men. Of old the question was asked, “Canst thou by searching find out God?” (Job 11:7). God is to be known by revelation, not by investigation. God has revealed Himself in Christ crucified. It was God’s good pleasure

(Aorist tense, an historical fact) through the foolishness (that is, foolishness as the world counts foolishness) of what is preached, even the cross of Christ, to save the believing ones.

1 Cor.1:22,23,24,25

“Jews ask for signs”; these were frequently asked for during the Lord’s ministry: “Master, we would see a sign from Thee” (Matt.12:38: See also Matt.16:1; Lk.11:16; Lk.23:8; Jn 2:18, etc.), but the Greeks sought wisdom. Amongst them were the philosophers, the lovers of wisdom. Christ crucified, a Man who died under the curse of hanging upon a tree, was to the unenlightened Jew a stumbling-block, and to the Gentiles this Man who died as a common criminal under Roman law was foolishness. But to the called, that is, those who heard the call of God and responded to it, whether Jews or Greeks, and in consequence were saved, Christ was both the power of God, and the wisdom of God. He, the wisdom of God, who was in the place of the skull, gives wisdom to such as have none of their own. 

It seems strange to speak of the foolishness of God and the weakness of God, but we understand this of Him who is God and Man, one Christ, who was crucified through weakness (2 Cor.13:4), yet in His weakness is stronger than all human strength combined, and wiser than all human wisdom. Human wisdom lauded in one generation is often discarded by the following generations, but Christ crucified will remain. “Our little systems have their day, They have their day and cease to be.” That wisdom in Corinth which contended, “I am of Paul,” “I am of Apollos,” has long since perished, gone as sand-castles on the shore before the in-rolling tide. The arm of man falls powerless, the mind of man becomes worn out and decayed, but the word of the cross remains from age to age imperishable.

1 Cor.1:26

This call is not that of 2 Cor.6:14-18, in which those who were saved were called to a path of separation, called out to do God’s will, and called into the Fellowship of His Son Jesus Christ our Lord (1:9), which Fellowship was expressed in the church of God in Corinth and in the churches of God elsewhere. The call in the above verse is what we may call the gospel call, as is indicated in Rom.8:30, “Whom He foreordained, them He also called: and whom He called, them He also justified: and whom He justified, them He also glorified.” See also 2 Thess.2:13,14, etc. No sinner is called out of any association or so-called church before he can be saved. God saves sinners where they are. The whole world system and associations of men are wrong in His sight. 

Some associations of men are confessedly worse than others, but all are wrong. The gospel call is that men should everywhere come to Christ for salvation, and only after that does God call upon them to come out from those and from that with which they have been previously associated. Often that call is refused by believers. Not many wise after the flesh are called, that is, called with what has been called “effectual calling,” the call heard and responded to. In another sense, “Many called, but few chosen” (Matt.22:14). Many, alas, have heard the call and rejected it to their eternal condemnation. Not many mighty, not many noble or high-born are called. It has been said that “the ancient Christians were for the most part slaves and men of low station.”

1 Cor.1:27,28,29

The effectual calling of God rests upon the choosing of God, the two cannot be disunited. Such matters are beyond our powers of reasoning, and we cannot charge God with injustice or bias. God’s actions have in view that He will not tolerate flesh, that is, mankind, to glory before Him. The proud He will not endure. Hence, He chose deliberately the foolish, the weak, the low-born and despised, in contrast to the wise, strong, and high-born, though not altogether, for a few high-born, wise and strong, are found among His chosen. So, as James says, “Let the brother of low degree glory in his high estate: and the rich, in that he is made low” (Jas.1:9,10). God even chooses things that do not exist as yet, that he might annul the things that do exist. How strange are the ways of God, they are past finding out (Rom.11:33)! There will be no boasting of personal merit among all the hosts of the redeemed, and there is no pandering to human pride by God.

1 Cor.1:30,31

The work of God leaves no place for human boasting, for “of Him are ye in Christ Jesus.” God is the Source of all good giving and good doing, and besides Him there is none good. We are not simply made wise in Christ Jesus (4:10), but He is our wisdom. We must not think to mingle our wisdom with His, such as we think we have. He is the wisdom of saints in totality, for they have none of their own. He is also our righteousness, for we had none. He is both our Sanctifier and our sanctification, for we were unholy. He is also our Redeemer and our redemption. He is Jehovah-tsidkenu (Heb.), “the LORD is our righteousness” (Jer.23:6: Jer.33:16). He is Jehovah-mekadishim (Heb.), “I am the LORD which sanctify you” (Ex.31:13). He is Jehovah my Goel (Heb.), “the LORD ... my Redeemer” (Ps.19:14).
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