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12.  1 Corinthians 
 
Every NT book is important for both the individual Christian and the church, but this letter is especially helpful. 
The principles taught and issues covered are just as relevant for us today as they were in the first century. 
 
A.  Authorship 

 
The letter clearly says that Paul the apostle is the author (1:1), and that he was in Ephesus 
when he wrote it (16:8). 

 
B.  Recipients 
 

1)  The Corinthian church was founded by Paul on his second missionary journey (see Acts 
18:1-18). 

 

2)  What was the city of Corinth like? 
 

a.  A large and important city, many were slaves; number of different nationalities. 
 
b.  Many Corinthians prided themselves in their knowledge, but it was especially a city 

dedicated to wealth and pleasure. People went there to spend their money to live it 
up and “have a good time.” 
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c.  Corinth had a reputation as one of the most wicked cities of the Roman Empire. In 
Greek plays Corinthians were usually represented as drunkards. Corinth was devoted 
to idolatry and immorality. Paul wrote Romans 1:18-32 from Corinth. 

 
d.  One Bible scholar wrote, “Corinth was at once the New York, Los Angeles, and Las 

Vegas of the ancient world” (Gordon Fee, Corinthians, p. 3). In fact, a playwright 
(Aristophanes) made up a word—Corinthianize—meaning “practice immorality”! 

 
3)  What was the church like? 
 

a.  Made up of many different backgrounds—Greeks, Romans, Jews, and maybe others 
 
b.  Some were of the lower classes (1 Cor 1:26-31), slaves (7:21-24), former idolaters 

(6:9; 8:7; 12:2), and had indulged in gross immorality (6:9-11) 
 
“As former pagans they brought to the Christian faith a Hellenistic worldview and 
attitude toward ethical behavior [they were thoroughly of the world]. Although they 
were the Christian church in Corinth, an inordinate amount of Corinth was yet in 
them, emerging in a number of attitudes and behaviors that required radical surgery 
without killing the patient. This is what 1 Corinthians attempts to do” (Fee, p. 4). 

 
C.  Occasion and Purpose 
 

1)  Occasion 
 

Paul’s first letter was misunderstood (5:9), he had received reports from different people 
about problems at Corinth (1:11; 5:1), and had received a letter from the church (7:1) 
and so had to respond. In short, the church had problems, and Paul needed to help 
them. 
 

2)  Purpose 
 

By seeking to correct their problems and address important issues, Paul wrote to 
encourage the Corinthians to live Christian lives in an ungodly culture.  
Specifically… 
 
a.  Paul wanted to correct problems he had heard about in different reports he had 

heard, such as divisions (1:10-4:21), immorality (5:1-13; 6:12-20), litigation in pagan 
courts (6:1-8), and abuse of the Lord’s Supper (11:17-34) 

 
b.  Paul also addressed issues that were raised in a letter (“now concerning…” 7:1, 25; 

8:1; 12:1; 15:1; 16:1).  
 
c.  Correct false teaching concerning the resurrection (chapter 15) 
 
d.  Give instruction concerning the offering for poverty-stricken believers in Jerusalem 

(16:1-4) 
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D.  Characteristics 
 

1)  Its easy to be hard on the Corinthian church for all their problems, but let’s not forget 
something—it is a good thing to turn from idols to serve the living and true God, but 
when all of life revolves around idolatry, it is very challenging to get idolatry out of you, 
keep it out, and live more like Christ. 

 
2)  This letter illustrates that while at the moment of saving faith one is justified (removal of 

all guilt and condemnation and given a right standing before God through Christ), 
sanctification is just beginning.  

 
At conversion “the work of grace begins in him by the Holy Spirit, in distinction 
from the work of grace wrought for him by Christ on the cross, and in the measure in 
which he comes to know the will of God through His Word, and yields himself 
thereto, he becomes more and more conformed to the image of Christ. These 
Corinthians may have been in Christ, but they were walking inconsistently, and the 
purpose of this epistle is to set them right, and to set us right through them” (James 
M. Gray, Christian Worker’s Commentary, pp. 366-367). 
 

E.  Keys 
 

1)  Theme – Christian Conduct 
 
2)  Phrase– “the glory of God” 
 
3)  Verses – 6:20; 10:31 

 
F.  Outline 

 

Here’s a basic outline of 1 Corinthians— 
  

1)  Problems Corrected, 1-6 
2)  Issues Addressed, 7-16 

 
Here’s a more detailed outline of 1 Corinthians— 
 
1)  Problems Corrected, 1:1-6:20 

 
Greeting, 1:1-9 
 
a.  Church divisions, 1:10-4:21 

 
The church was divided because of a misunderstanding the gospel message (1:18-3:4) 
and a misunderstanding the church and the gospel ministry (3:5-4:21). They wrongly 
emphasized people, when it was Jesus Christ who was to be the rallying point. 
 

b.  Immorality, 5:1-13  
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Not only was there incest (5:1), but the church had the wrong response (5:2)! Paul 
corrects the situation by calling for the individual’s “excommunication” or removal 
from church membership (5:3-5), thus removing contaminating sin from the church 
(5:6-8). 
 

c.  Lawsuits, 6:1-11  
 
Some of the Corinthians were taking each other to court rather than settling the 
matter in the church (6:1-6). With such petty disputes, it is better to just take a loss 
rather than divide the body and affect the church’s testimony (6:7-8). 
 

d.  Abuse of Christian liberty (immorality), 6:12-20  
 
Evidently some of the Corinthians believed that since “everything is lawful” (6:12a) 
and “food is meant for the stomach and the stomach is meant for food” (6:13a), they 
could therefore engage in physically intimate relations with whomever they wanted, 
as “that is what the body is for.” 
 
However, this is sin, for such union is reserved only for marriage (6:15-16) and the 
body is sacred (6:17-20). 
 

2)  Issues Addressed, 7:1-16:24 
 
Paul is not simply answering questions (7:1); the Corinthians were probably saying what they felt what 
was right, and Paul rebukes this. 
 
a.  Marriage and related issues, 7:1-40 

 
Some of the Corinthians had a “divorce for any reason” position. However, Paul 
says that believers should not be divorced, but if they do, they cannot remarry (7:10-
11). He also says that if a believer is married to an unbeliever, the believer must stay 
married (7:12-14), but if the unbeliever leaves, the believer has no choice—“let him 
leave” (7:15). Believers must marry only believers (7:39). 
 

b.  Christian liberty (food sacrificed to idols), 8:1-11:1 
 

• The basis of Christian conduct is love, not knowledge, 8:1-13 
 
While you may know that it really doesn’t matter if food sacrificed to idols, other 
Christians might “stumble”—sin—because of your example. Love and concern 
must control your actions, not the fact that “you’re right.” 
 

• Illustration, 9:1-27 
 
While Paul knows he could be paid for his work, he declines it for the greater 
good of the spread of the gospel. Some unbeliever might be offended by his 
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taking money for religious work, so Paul exercised his liberty to refuse such, even 
though it was his “right.” 
 

• Application, 10:1-11:1 
 
Don’t have anything to do with idolatry, remembering Israel’s example (10:1-22), 
so don’t go to the temples to eat. When you do that, you participate in idolatry.  
 
Feel free to eat meat that has been sacrificed to idols that you buy in the market 
or eat in private, but don’t do it if it needlessly offends someone (10:23-30). You 
must be controlled by glorifying God in every aspect of life (10:31-11:1). 
 

c.  Problems of worship, 11:2-34 
 

• Women’s proper head covering, 11:2-16 
 
Women were not wearing their head coverings, a sign in their culture of 
submission and subordination. Paul’s main argument is the subordination of 
women (vv. 3, 10). Head coverings today do not indicate subordination, as they 
did in NT times.  
 

• Proper conduct at the Lord’s Supper, 11:17-34 
 
The Lord’s Supper was observed in conjunction with a regular church meal. 
Evidently the poorer believers were being left out of this (maybe they met in a 
rich person’s home). The Lord’s Supper is to be observed by all the body, not 
just part of it.  
 

d.  Spiritual gifts, 12:1-14:40 
 
Here Paul deals with the Corinthians’ fascination with the gift of tongues. 
 

• The test of the Spirit, 12:1-3 
 

• The diversity of gifts, 12:4-11 – two different kinds… 
 

(1) Supernatural/miraculous (not available today) – prophecy, tongues, healing 
(2) Natural – gifts/talents used by the Holy Spirit for service – administration, 

helps 
 

• The illustration of the body, 12:12-31a 
 

• The superiority of love, 12:31b-13:13 
 

• The superiority of prophecy over tongues, 14:1-25 – it benefits believers and 
unbelievers more than tongues 
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• The regulation of spiritual gifts, 14:26-40 
 
e.  The resurrection, 15:1-58 

 
Some denied physical resurrection, but it is essential to the gospel, fundamental to 
salvation, and motivating for Christian living and service. 
 

f.  Collection for saints, 16:1-4 
 

Closing remarks and greetings, 16:5-24 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


