
An Overview Of The Bible
1 Corinthians

I. Introduction
A. This letter is largely practical in emphasis, dealing with spiritual and 

moral problems and questions. In fact, it is a casebook of how one 
handles problems within churches.

B. Paul said in 2 Timothy 3:16-17 that scripture is profitable “for doctrine, 
for reproof, for correction.” We find doctrine in Romans, reproof in Cor-
inthians, and correction in Galatians. Reproof always has to do with 
wrong practice. Correction always has to do with wrong doctrine.

II. The Structure Of 1 Corinthians
A. There are major differences between Romans and 1 Corinthians. In 

Romans, one subject is developed thesis-like from beginning to end, 
whereas in Corinthians there is a variety of topics provoked by the way 
of reproof or reply. In Romans, the doctrinal pronouncements are for-
mal and instructional; in Corinthians they are only incidental to the re-
plies which Paul is writing to requests and reports from Corinth. In 
Romans, truth is stated as doctrine to be learned and received. In Cor-
inthians, it is truth already taught and departed from.

B. The problems which Paul faced in the church at Corinth were complex 
and difficult. The correspondence which resulted is rich and profound 
in scriptural insight. While addressing the problems in Corinth, the 
apostle reaches some of the most sublime heights in all of New Testa-
ment literature.

C. Corinth, like its neighboring city of Athens, symbolized Greek culture in 
its desire for wisdom and power. Paul must have been tempted to write 
to the Greeks as a philosopher (1 Corinthians 2:4). He rejected this 
tendency, however, and relied instead on the irony of the cross, “unto 
the Jews a stumblingblock, and unto the Greeks foolishness” (1 Corin-
thians 1:23). The foolishness of the gospel -- indeed, its offensiveness 
to the Greeks -- was an indication of its power to save. To those who 
respond, “Christ the power of God, and the wisdom of God” (1 Corin-
thians 1:24). According to Paul, the preaching of the cross is not a 
human teaching but a revelation of the Spirit, who makes known the 
mind of Christ (1 Corinthians 2:10-16). The centrality of the cross 
overcomes all divisions within the church.

D. Since many of the problems arising in Corinth concerned behavior and 
morals, Paul focused on ethical advice in his correspondence. The lead-
ing principle he uses is, “All things are lawful unto me, but all things 
are not expedient” (1 Corinthians 6:12; 10:23). Christians ought to 
use their freedom, not for self-advantage, but for the glory of God and 



the good of their neighbors. This principle goes beyond legislating sim-
ple “do’s and don’ts.” Instead, it cultivates a mature and responsible 
faith which provides guidance for every moral problem.

E. First Corinthians is also important because of its teaching on the gifts 
of the Spirit in chapter 12, and the resurrection of the dead in chapter 
15. Paul recognized a variety of gifts (12:4-10), but insisted that the 
same Spirit gives them. The body consists of different parts, but re-
mains one organism. They could be united, even though they pos-
sessed different gifts which helped them know the word of God.

F. First Corinthians 15 is our earliest record of the resurrection in the 
New Testament. Unless Christ has been resurrected, Paul maintained, 
the faith of Christians is empty (15:12-19). As death came through 
Adam, so new life comes through Christ (15:21, 45). The resurrection 
of Jesus is a “firstfruits” of the victory to come (15:20). Because of the 
resurrection the Christian can confess, “O death, where is thy sting?” 
(15:55).

III. The Outline Of 1 Corinthians
A. Introduction (1:1-9).

1. Greeting (1:1-3).
2. Expression of thanks (1:4-9).

B. Divisions in the church (1:10-4:21).
1. The fact of divisions (1:10-17).
2. The causes of divisions (1:18-2:16).
3. The consequences of division (3:1-4:5).
4. The example of Paul (4:6-21).

C. Moral disorders in the church (5:1-6:20).
1. The case of incest (5:1-13).
2. The problem of litigation in heathen courts (6:1-8).

D. The warning against moral laxity (6:9-20).
E. Discussion concerning marriage (7:1-40).

1. Marriage and celibacy (7:1-9).
2. Marriage and divorce (7:10-24).
3. Marriage and service (7:25-38).
4. Marriage and remarriage (7:39-40).

F. Discussion concerning food offered to idols (8:1-11:1).
1. The discussion or whether a Christian can eat food offered to an idol 

(8:1-13).
2. The example of Paul (9:1-27).
3. Exhortations (10:1-11:1).

G. Discussion concerning public worship (11:2-14:40).
1. The veiling of women (11:2-16).
2. The Lord’s supper (11:17-34).



3. The use of spiritual gifts (12:1-14:40).
H. The doctrine of the resurrection (15:1-58).

1. The importance of the resurrection (15:1-11).
2. The consequence of denying the resurrection (15:12-19).
3. The hope of a Christian (15:20-34).
4. The resurrection body (15:35-50).
5. The Christian’s victory through Christ (15:51-58).

I. Practical and personal appeals (16:1-24).
1. The collection for the saints in Jerusalem (16:1-4).
2. The planned visit of Paul (16:5-9).
3. Exhortations, greetings, and benediction (16:10-24).

IV. The Church In Corinth
A. Corinth is located about two miles south of the narrow isthmus which 

forms the land bridge, and controlled access, between the main land 
mass of Greece and the Peloponnesus.
1. The isthmus is less than five miles wide. Small ships were dragged 

across the isthmus on the paved road called the diolkos; larger 
ships unloaded their cargo which was carried across and reloaded. 
This avoided the 200 mile journey around the Peloponnesus. Nero 
abandoned his attempts to dig a canal across the isthmus (A.D. 
67). A canal was finished in 1893.

2. Corinth was situated on a plateau overlooking the isthmus of Cor-
inth about two miles from the Gulf. It lay at the foot of Acrocorinth, 
an acropolis which rises precipitously to 1,886 feet and was easily 
defended in ancient times. The city had two good ports: Lechaion, 
to the west, lay on the Gulf of Corinth and Cenchrea, to the east, 
lay on the Saronic Gulf.

B. The city of Corinth was set in an advantageous situation. Not only did 
the main land route between East and West pass through it, but sev-
eral sea routes converged upon its two harbors. It consequently be-
came very prosperous and was honored by being chosen the capital of 
the province of Achaia and the seat of the Roman proconsul. Wealth 
follows commerce, and Corinth became the richest city and one of the 
most populous cities of the Greek world. Although surpassed in culture 
by Athens, it was nevertheless proud of its political status and intellec-
tual prowess. The old city was destroyed in A.D. 146, but a new colony 
had been founded consisting mainly of freedmen. At its height, Corinth 
had 200,000 free men and 500,000 slaves. The population of the city 
was cosmopolitan, comprising Romans, Orientals, and Jews.

C. As stated earlier, Corinth had never been as famed as Athens for its 
contribution to the arts or philosophy, but it had in its past acquired 
notoriety for vice and licentiousness. Its name had become a byword 



for immorality. In the city was a small temple for the worship of the 
goddess Aphrodite. There were also temples dedicated to Poseidon, 
Apollo, Hermes, Venus-Fortuna, Asklepios (the god of healing), and a 
temple dedicated to all the gods (Pantheon). Because of its location 
and size, it was a strategic center for the preaching of the gospel. In 
spite of its reputation it was probably no more immoral than any other 
maritime port, but it was one of the main ports in the empire at that 
time.

D. The biennial Isthmian Games, second in importance to the Olympics, 
were held in honor of Poseidon at the nearby isthmus of Corinth. Ar-
cheological discoveries include the starting gate for races. In 1 Corin-
thians 9:24-27, Paul referred to athletic contests which could be the 
Isthmian Games.

E. The establishment of the church is recorded in Acts 18. Paul came to 
Corinth on his second preaching trip, after a visit to Athens. He made 
his home with two exiled Jews from Rome, Aquila and Priscilla, and 
began his evangelistic work in the synagogue. After a short time, ow-
ing to the opposition of the Jews, he turned to the Gentiles, making 
use of the house of Justus and this resulted in many believing. There 
were therefore both Jews and Gentiles in the Corinthian church. Paul 
appears to have worked there for a year and a half (Acts 18:11), and 
during this period was brought before the proconsul Gallio, who re-
fused to take action against him. This virtually secured him from fur-
ther attack from the Jews during his stay in the province. On leaving 
Corinth, Paul proceeded via Ephesus to Antioch.

F. The Corinthian church was bound to be troubled with many problems 
arising from the impact of the gospel on its pagan environment. This 
background can in many places be traced in the Corinthian letters. 
None of the apostle’s churches seems to have given him such grave 
cause for concern as this one, for these Christians were setting a poor 
example to their pagan neighbors. They also did not take kindly to the 
apostle’s authority, either because of a false estimate of their own im-
portance or because of the claims of false apostles among them. These 
two letters are invaluable for the light they throw, not only on the 
practical problems of a young congregation, but also on the personality 
of the great apostle.

V. Authorship And Date
A. Few doubt that Paul was the author of this letter. Not only does the let-

ter itself clearly state this (1:1), but evidence from early Christian 
writers universally confirms it. There is no question, therefore, of the 
canonicity of this letter; it was accepted almost immediately as God’s 
word (cf. 14:37).



B. We have several pieces of information which allow us to reconstruct 
Paul’s journeys and correspondence to the Corinthians.
1. Paul visited Corinth for the first time in A.D. 50-52. We know he 

was in Corinth then because he stood before Gallio, who was there 
in 51-52. There he labored with Aquila and Priscilla. Silas and Timo-
thy also joined Paul in Corinth. When Paul left Corinth 18 months 
later, a congregation flourished. The congregation was composed 
primarily of former pagans, most of them apparently from the lower 
classes. Some were slaves. A few wealthier persons and Jews, how-
ever, were among the believers.

2. During his third preaching trip, during his long stay in Ephesus, Paul 
received word about immorality in the young congregation at Cor-
inth. Paul responded by writing 1 Corinthians in A.D. 55, in which 
he referred to various points raised by the Corinthians. In addition, 
he condemned the Corinthians for their divisions (1:10) and their 
gross violation of fellowship (5:1).

3. In the meantime, people from Palestine, the “super apostles” of 2 
Corinthians 10-13, had arrived in Corinth and were undermining 
Paul’s authority. Paul sent Titus to deal with further issues in the 
church.

4. In anxiety over the possible effect of this first letter, and impatient 
over Titus’ delay in returning, Paul traveled north from Ephesus to 
Macedonia. There Titus met him and, to Paul’s relief and joy, re-
ported that the Corinthians had repented (2 Corinthians 2:5-11). 
Paul then wrote 2 Corinthians in A.D. 57, recounting his former 
anxiety and expressing his joy over the reform in Corinth.

VI. Major Themes In 1 Corinthians
A. Loyalties.

1. The Corinthians were rallying around various teachers -- Peter, Paul, 
and Apollos. These loyalties led to intellectual pride and created a 
spirit of division and carnality in the church.

2. Our loyalty to human leaders or human wisdom must never divide 
Christians into camps. We love and care for our fellow Christians, 
not fight with them. Our allegiance must be to Christ.

B.  Immorality.
1. Paul received a report of uncorrected sexual sin in the church at 

Corinth. The people had grown indifferent to immorality. Others had 
misconceptions about marriage. We are to live morally, keeping our 
bodies for God’s service.

2. Christians must never compromise with sinful ideas and practices. 
We should not blend in with people around us. Christians live up to 



God’s standard of morality and not condone immoral behavior, even 
if society accepts it.

C.  Liberty.
1. Paul taught freedom of choice on practices not expressly forbidden 

in scripture. Some Christians felt certain actions -- like eating the 
meat of animals used in pagan rituals -- were corrupt by associa-
tion. Others felt free to participate in such actions without feeling 
that they had sinned.

2. We are free in Christ, yet we must not abuse our freedom by being 
inconsiderate and insensitive to others. We must never encourage 
others to do something they feel is wrong just because we have 
done it. Consideration guides our behavior.

D. Worship.
1. Paul addressed disorder in worship. People were taking the Lord’s 

supper inappropriately. There was also misuse of spiritual gifts and 
confusion over women’s roles in the church.

2. Worship must be carried out properly and in an orderly manner. 
Everything we do to worship God should be done in a manner wor-
thy of His high honor. Make sure that worship is harmonious, useful, 
and edifying to all Christians.

E.  Resurrection.
1. Some people denied that Christ rose from the dead. Others felt that 

people would not physically be resurrected. Christ’s resurrection as-
sures us that we will have new, glorious bodies after we die. The 
hope of the resurrection forms the basis of a Christian’s confidence.

2. Since we will be raised again to life after we die, our life is not in 
vain. We must stay faithful to God in our morality and our service. 
We are to live today knowing we will spend eternity with Christ if 
we have been faithful.

VII.Conclusion
A. First and foremost, 1 Corinthians is a letter directed at the reformation 

of conduct. The wisdom of God provided 1 Corinthians for us as a 
source book of answers to church problems in the past and today.

B. Every part of the letter pulsates with energy, sympathy, concern, and 
relevance for our own days.


