
Session 1
United in Christ
All believers share the same salvation and thus should be unified through that confession.

1 Corinthians 1:10-25

FIRST THOUGHTS

A clear purpose keeps some organizations and clubs viable. The organization’s purpose unifies people with different backgrounds and opinions. But purpose alone will not keep an organization together; the purpose must be worthy and compelling. A purpose that is bigger than the individual or the needs of the group will more likely unify and sustain a group than a purpose that is reactionary or self-focused.  

(In PSG, p. 10) Have you been part of a club or organization that was driven by its purpose? How did that purpose help them deal with differences within the group? 

The church is a group of people from different walks of life, backgrounds, and interests that finds its unity in the gospel. But at times, divisions occur in the church over many different things—some significant and some trite. Sometimes we let our preferences get in the way of our love and mission. In this week’s lesson, Paul addressed divisions in the Corinthian church and called the congregation to be united.

UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

1 Corinthians 1:1–4:21

When Paul wrote 1 Corinthians, he was already a veteran missionary, establishing churches in Roman provinces such as Galatia, Macedonia, and Achaia (of which Corinth was the capital). He had also become adept at writing letters to these churches, addressing issues they were facing. Bible students believe that Paul had already written Galatians and the two letters to the Thessalonians before he wrote to the Corinthians.  

The introduction on pages 10-11 provides details about Paul’s ministry in Corinth and notes the circumstances that led him to write. His first order of business was to address the problem of church division. He devoted the bulk of chapters 1–4 to this matter. In order to get a sense of the context, consider the following overview of the first four chapters.

Greeting (1:1-3). Paul followed the accepted first-century letter layout, his standard format.

Thanksgiving (1:4-9). The apostle thanked God for his first readers immediately after the greeting, his pattern for most of his letters.

Divisions at Corinth (1:10-17). The quarreling factions at Corinth are identified and condemned.

Christ the power and wisdom of God (1:18-25). Christ alone meets the Jews’ yearning for spiritual power and the Greeks’ longing for true wisdom.

Boasting only in the Lord (1:26-31). Only because of Christ does anyone have a ground for true boasting. 

Paul’s proclamation (2:1-5). The apostle’s preaching in Corinth had always focused on Jesus and His crucifixion.

Spiritual wisdom (2:6-16). The indwelling Spirit provides believers spiritual wisdom far beyond merely human wisdom.

The problem of immaturity (3:1-4). Divisions in the congregation demonstrated that the Corinthian believers were immature or fleshly.

The role of God’s servants (3:5-17). Paul compared his ministry with that of Apollos, noting that they were both serving the same Lord.

The folly of human wisdom (3:18-23). In contrast to Spirit-inspired wisdom, human wisdom is foolishness in the eyes of God.

The faithful manager (4:1-5). Paul affirmed that he had faithfully fulfilled the ministry the Lord assigned him.

The apostles’ example of humility (4:6-13). Paul and Apollos had been slandered and persecuted, but the Corinthian believers were full of unwarranted superiority.

Paul’s fatherly care (4:14-21). Paul appealed to the believers to remember that he was their spiritual father and still cared for them as his children.

Explore THE TEXT

CALL FOR UNITY (1 Cor. 1:10)

Paul challenged the Corinthian Christians to be united, based on their central conviction of Christ crucified. His appeal was based on unity in central doctrinal convictions. He was not arguing for uniformity of opinion about everything.

VERSE 10

10 I appeal to you, brothers, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree, and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united tin the same mind and the same judgment. 

The verb translated appeal indicates Paul’s intense concern for the issue of unity. The use of brothers was the apostle’s reminder that believers belong to the same spiritual family. Paul’s use of Jesus’ full name—our Lord Jesus Christ—reminds us of the seriousness of his appeal. The names of Paul, Apollos, and Cephas pale into insignificance when compared with the name and authority of Christ. 

Paul organized his appeal into three parts. First, he asked that the Christians agree in what they say. Their speech was to reflect not a party spirit. Second, he wanted them to behave in a way that moved beyond the divisions threatening their fellowship. Third, moving beyond words and deeds, was the matter of their hearts: united in the same mind and the same judgment. The term mind relates to the thought processes, while judgment has to do with settled opinion or intention. Paul noted elsewhere that there is room in a congregation for diverse opinions on secondary issues (Rom. 14:1-14). 
What is the link between words, deeds, and conviction as you share life in your church? How can you live so that your words and deeds proceed from your convictions? Is there an issue that you and another Christian need to talk and pray through so that you come to a common conviction?

CONTEMPT FOR DIVISIONS (1 Cor. 1:11-16)

VERSE 11

11 For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there is quarreling among you, my brothers. 

Paul had received an oral report about the quarreling going on among God’s people in Corinth. The apostle appealed to them as my brothersbrothers. He considered himself part of their spiritual family; after all, he had established the church there.

We are at a loss to understand the identity of either Chloe or the members of her household. Was she a wealthy Corinthian Christian woman who had sent some of her employees to Ephesus on business? If so, had they sought out Paul at her request to give him an update on the church? Could these perhaps have been her children? The original language is vague, literally “the ones of Chloe.” In any case, the Corinthians knew the context and it is not necessary that we know more details about Chloe. 

VERSE 12

12 What I mean is that each one of you says, “I follow Paul,” or “I follow Apollos,” or “I follow Cephas,” or “I follow Christ.” 
The apostle named the personalities who had become figureheads for four rival segments in the church. This had happened without the authorization of any of these leaders. 

Paul was the preacher who had first preached the gospel to Corinth. Naturally, some of the Christians in Corinth, especially those who had become believers during Paul’s long ministry there, were loyal to him. 

Apollos had succeeded Paul as the spiritual leader of the Corinthian congregation (Acts 18:24–19:1). Some of the Corinthians thought Apollos was a better teacher or preacher than Paul, so they had become enthusiastic followers of “the new guy.”

Cephas was Simon Peter. There is no record Peter ever visited Corinth, but some Corinthians became fans of his perhaps because he had followed Jesus from the beginning and Jesus had given him a special blessing (Matt. 16:19).

Those who claimed to follow Christ may have felt superior to the other three parties and had become their own high-and-mighty group. Boasting in Christ is a good thing; boasting about oneself for following Christ is sinful.
VERSE 13

13  Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?

Paul asked three rhetorical, sarcastic questions. A “no” answer is required to each question. These negative answers reveal the Corinthians’ plight and begin pointing toward the solution.

Is Christ divided? Of course not! The one Lord Jesus Christ is sovereign over His entire church. He had not been dismembered.

Was Paul crucified for you? Of course not! The one Lord Jesus Christ is the Savior of His church through His sacrificial death.

Were you baptized in the name of Paul? Of course not! They were baptized in the name of the Father, Son, and Spirit (Matt. 28:19). Never in the New Testament was anyone baptized in the name of (or “identified with”) an apostle or other spiritual leader. 

VERSES 14-16

14 I thank God that I baptized none of you except Crispus and Gaius, 15 so that no one may say that you were baptized in my name.16 (I did baptize also the household of Stephanas. Beyond that, I do not know whether I baptized anyone else.)

At the beginning of the congregation’s life, Paul had by necessity been the baptizer. He noted two Corinthian men, Crispus and Gaius, whom he had baptized. (See Acts 18:8 for a reference to the conversion of Crispus and his household; see Rom. 16:23 for a reference to Gaius as Paul’s host at a later time.) Paul also had baptized the household of Stephanus. (See Paul’s praise of this family for their faithful service in 1 Cor. 16:15.) Stephanus and two others visited Paul in Ephesus (1 Cor. 16:17).

Who took over the baptizing responsibilities after Paul had baptized the first converts? He did not say. The Corinthians would have remembered. In any case, Paul was pleased that his decision demonstrated he had no intention for anybody to claim that they had been baptized in his name. It’s not the baptizer who really matters, Paul was saying. He obviously hadn’t kept any personal baptismal records, and his memory for these details was foggy. From the very beginning, Paul had done everything possible to prevent a “Paul party” from developing, to no avail.

When does appreciation of a spiritual leader cross the line into allegiance that may prove to be divisive? What are some signs that a division may be occurring in a church?

THE CROSS THAT DIVIDES (1 Cor. 1:17-25)

VERSE 17

17  For Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the gospel, and not with words of eloquent wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power. 

Paul’s commission, which he had received from Christ at the time of his conversion (Acts 26:16-18), was to preach the gospel. He was persuaded that eloquence or elaborate rhetoric or anything that smacked of manipulation was to be avoided. It is the cross of Christ, simply presented, that must be central. (See also 1 Cor. 2:1-5.) Clever words (style) detract from the substance of the message preached. 

VERSES 18-19

18 For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. 19 For it is written, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.” 

Corinth was capital of the Roman province of Achaia, but the best-known city in Achaia was Athens, long famous for its philosophers. The term “philosophy” means “love of wisdom,” and learned men and women typically take pride in their intellectual achievements. Paul had made his case for Christ to some philosophers in Athens (Acts 17:16-34). He knew that the simple message of the cross is often rejected as folly by those who depend on human cleverness to discern truth. Those who reject the cross are already perishing, on their way to eternal separation from God. Yet those who receive the good news—convicted of its truth by the Spirit of God—are being saved. They have begun the spiritual transformation that happens by God’s power rather than by human wisdom.

The apostle appealed to Scripture to make his case, as he often did. This time he quoted Isaiah 29:14. Depending on human wisdom had not originated with the Greeks. As God’s spokesman, the prophet Isaiah had rebuked the people of Israel for depending on the wisdom of the wise and the understanding of the experts in his day. God promised to destroy and set aside such things. Instead of working through mere words, God would do “wonder after wonder.” 

VERSE 20

20 Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? 

Paul asked three rhetorical questions to show how insubstantial the supposedly great thinkers are. The wise and the scribe and the debater are near synonyms for those who have been deemed important. Yet one philosophy supplants another. They all are destined to fade away. The answer to Paul’s first three questions is, They are gone! The fourth question expects a yes for an answer. Those whose eyes have been opened to the truth and power of the gospel realize how feeble and foolish the world’s wisdom really is. The way that seems so wise to most people is a dead-end. It is the way of the fool.

VERSE 21

21 For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe. 

The apostle contrasted two kinds of wisdom. On one hand is the wisdom that originates with God. On the other hand is the wisdom that finds its source in the world:

God in His wisdom has determined that persons cannot know Him through wisdom, that is, through the wisdom of the world.

God in His wisdom has determined that through something seemingly foolish—the message preached—those who believe will be saved.

VERSES 22-23

22 For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, 23 but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, 

Some of the Corinthian Christians were Jewish rather than Gentile. Paul surmised that they might be thinking, “Well, we Jews never did depend on human wisdom or the philosophies of the Greeks.” Paul reminded them that Jewish people often sought miraculous signs to demonstrate the truth of a teacher or prophet. (See, for example, the demand of the Pharisees and Sadducees in the time of Jesus; Matt. 16:1. Jesus refused to comply.) 

The search for God via signs is as unfruitful as the search for God via worldly wisdom. The way to God and ultimate truth is only in the gospel, proclaiming Christ crucified. The difficulty of preaching a crucified messiah to Jews is that it appears as a stumbling block. They could not come to terms with the notion of their messiah dying under God’s curse (Gal. 3:13). As Paul had already written, the problem of gospel proclamation to Greeks is that it appears to be folly.
VERSES 24-25

24 but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. 25 For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men. 

So, the human search for God is ultimately futile, but things are not hopeless. God has taken the initiative in salvation. He sent Christ as the Savior. He  sent gospel preachers, such as Paul. Through His Spirit’s work, He has called persons to respond. Those who respond to the gospel call turn from their sins—including the sins of looking for powerful signs and worldly wisdom—and believe in Jesus. Then both Jews and Greeks experience that the Messiah is indeed the power of God (rather than miraculous signs) and that He is the wisdom of God (rather than human philosophy). We can know God and receive salvation only through Christ and Him crucified.

Paul returned to the contrast between two kinds of wisdom—God’s and the world’s—that he had made in verse 21. God’s wisdom appears to be foolishness to those who count on human wisdom. Yet such folly turns out to be wiser than anything the Greeks ever devised for reaching God. the foolishness of God results in salvation; human wisdom results in death.

Trusting in a crucified Messiah would appear to be weakness. (Was there ever anyone seeming to be more pitiably weak than the Savior as He hung suspended by nails between heaven and earth?) Yet such “weakness” turned out to be stronger than anything the Jews ever looked to as a show of human strength. The weakness of God results in salvation; human strength results in death. 

All of us who believe the gospel have come to enjoy God’s wisdom and God’s power. Therefore, we are to exalt nothing above the Lord Jesus Christ and His saving death.  What “power” or “wisdom” do nonbelievers today rely on to answer questions of eternal significance?
Key Doctrine

The Church

A New Testament church of the Lord Jesus Christ is an autonomous local congregation of baptized believers, associated by covenant in the faith and fellowship of the gospel.

bible skill
Memorize a verse and apply it to a real life situation. 

Memorize 1 Corinthians 1:23 in your preferred Bible translation. Then write the verse in your own words. Finally, write a couple of sentences stating how the verse can help you to remember that every person you meet in the coming days needs the gospel. 

biblical illustrator
For additional context, read “Paul and the Corinthian Church” and “InSites: Corinth: Its History and Contribution” in the Spring 2018 issue of Biblical Illustrator. Available at LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator.
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