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            PAUL’S LETTERS TO CORINTH

          

        

      

    

    
      Paul (formerly called Saul) is a zealous Jew, pursuing his faith with full abandon. He sees the growing Jesus movement as an affront to his beliefs and seeks to squelch it. To do so, he harasses and hunts down Jesus’s followers, arresting them and throwing them in jail.

      Yet God has a different plan for Paul. This committed Jew has a supernatural encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus and decides to follow him. He then goes all in for his Savior (see Acts 9:1–22).

      Paul then travels the region, telling others the good news of salvation through Jesus. One place Paul visits is Corinth, located in what is modern-day Greece. He spends a year and a half there, teaching them about God and helping them grow in their faith. This is much longer than he spends in most of the other towns he visits.

      You’d think that after investing eighteen months with this church they would have matured in their faith and been able to function well on their own. This is not the case. Paul’s two lengthy letters of instruction to this church reveal their spiritual immaturity and their ongoing struggle to walk rightly with Jesus. Perhaps Paul spent so much time there simply because he knew how badly they needed it. And based on the content of these letters, we must wonder if they needed even more of his in-person attention.

      For each of these two letters, Paul lists a consignatory.

      In his first letter, 1 Corinthians, Paul lists Sosthenes as a co-author. His name only appears one other time in the Bible. We learn in Acts 18:17 that Sosthenes is a synagogue leader. We can safely assume that he later follows Jesus and becomes a leader in Jesus’s new church there. Because his name appears on this letter, we can speculate that Sosthenes has come to Paul on behalf of the Corinth church with a list of questions or a report on problems. Perhaps he does both. Regardless, Sosthenes has a role in writing this dispatch to his friends back home.

      In his second letter, 2 Corinthians, Paul lists Timothy as a co-author. We know much more about Timothy. He travels with Paul on some of his missionary journeys, spending time in Corinth with Paul (Acts 18:5). Paul later sends Timothy back there (1 Corinthians 4:17). Again, we can speculate that Timothy carries first-hand information back to Paul, which results in his second letter.

      These two letters (sometimes called epistles) that Paul wrote to the church in Corinth are his longest missives. This means that we know more about Paul’s instructions to this fledgling church than any of the other faith communities he started or visited.

      Paul directs the content of his two letters to the Corinthians, addressing questions they have asked him or their struggles that have come to his attention. Unfortunately, we don’t know the details of this relevant background; we only know Paul’s response.

      This may mean these dispatches do not contain universal truths but are specific reactions to a church with issues. This doesn’t mean there isn’t value in these letters because there is. But we must exercise care to not take Paul’s words out of context.

      In the next forty chapters we’ll strive to do just that. In this Bible-study-style devotional, we’ll examine Paul’s teachings to the Corinthian church. As we do, let us rightly discern how his instructions to them two thousand years ago best apply to us today. To accomplish this, may we seek Holy Spirit guidance in reading and exploring 1 and 2 Corinthians.

      

      What do you anticipate you might learn from the Corinthians that can inform your faith practices? If you are part of a church, what similarities do you sense between your church and the church in Corinth?

      

      [Discover more about the church of Corinth in Acts 18.]

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DAY 1: NO DIVISIONS

          

          1 CORINTHIANS 1:1–17

        

      

    

    
      
        
        That all of you agree with one another in what you say and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be perfectly united in mind and thought. (1 Corinthians 1:10)

      

      

      

      Paul wants the Corinthians to function as one and to live in unity—of like mind. But this unity isn’t just a message for them because Paul also encourages the churches in Ephesus, Philippi, and Colossae to pursue unity with other believers. In the same way, Jesus prayed that we—his future followers—would live as one, just as he and his Father exist as one (John 17:21).

      But to our shame, we divide Jesus’s church. We live in disharmony. We fight with each other over our traditions and our practices and how we comprehend God.

      We spar over worship style, song selection, and a myriad of other things that relate to church practices and our perception of right living. Or to avoid these errors, we simply ignore those with other perspectives, and that’s just as bad.

      But the world watches us. They judge Jesus through our actions. They test what we say by the things we do. And we often fail their test.

      With our words we talk about how Jesus loves everyone, but with our deeds we diminish our brothers and sisters in Christ with a holier-than-thou discord. If we can’t love those in the church, how can we hope to love those outside it? We can’t.

      It’s no wonder the world no longer respects the church of Jesus and is quick to dismiss his followers as hypocritical zealots. We brought it upon ourselves with our church splits and tens of thousands of Protestant denominations, resulting from our petty arguments over practices and theology and everything in between.

      In the face of a couple of billion Christians, mostly living life contrary to God’s will by not getting along with each other, what can you and I do to correct this error?

      We can change this one person at a time. Find another Christian who goes to a church radically different from yours (or has dropped out of church) and embrace them as one in Christ.

      If you are a mainline Christian, find a charismatic follower of Jesus and get to know him or her. If all your friends are Protestants, go to Mass and make some new friends.

      If all the Christians you know look just like you, think like you, and act like you, find another Christian who is not like you. Diversify your Christian relationships to expand your understanding of what following Jesus truly looks like.

      In Jesus, we are the same. It’s time we embrace one another. The world is watching us to discover what we do. Instead of seeing our selfishness and sins, may they see Jesus instead.

      

      What can we do to better live in unity with other Christians? What action can we take today?

      

      [Discover more about unity through Jesus in Ephesians 4:3 and Philippians 4:2–3.]

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DIG DEEPER: THE DANGERS OF FOLLOWING CHRISTIAN CELEBRITIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One of you says, “I follow Paul”; another, “I follow Apollos”; another, “I follow Cephas”; still another, “I follow Christ. (1 Corinthians 1:12)

      

      

      
      The Christians living in the city of Corinth suffer from an unwise celebration of its leaders (1 Corinthians 1:11–13). They exalt the missionaries who stop by—Paul, Apollos, and Cephas—following them with great zeal (1 Corinthians 3:4–5). They argue over who’s the best. In doing so, they divide Jesus and his church, elevating leaders and removing the focus from their Savior who died for them.

      Just as it happened 2,000 years ago, it still happens today. Christians gush with praise over well-known teachers. This adoration of church leaders approaches the level of hero worship. The risk is that the fame of these superstars threatens to supersede Jesus.

      Many of these Christian celebrities are featured in books, or they pen their own. There’s nothing wrong with this, but what is wrong is following their words with more zeal than believing what the Bible says or following God as revealed in Scripture.

      With ungodly fervor, we elevate these cherished leaders, hoisting them to lofty expectations that no one can maintain. Our unbridled admiration only increases their risk of failure and the likelihood of our profound disappointment when they stumble.

      It’s sad when it happens, and we won’t need to wait long before another prominent Christian leader falls from his pedestal. Yes, it’s usually men. It may be infidelity, drug abuse, misappropriation of funds, or improper treatment of women. Make no
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