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

1 CORINTHIANS 1:10-25
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.  

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? 

Session 1
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
1 CORINTHIANS 1:1–4:21
The church is a group of people from many different walks of life, 
backgrounds, and interests that finds its unity in the gospel. 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 mission, and believers are unnecessarily divided. In this 
week’s lesson, Paul addressed divisions in the Corinthian church and 
called the congregation to be united.

Paul began this letter with a greeting and a prayerful thanksgiving 
to God for the church at Corinth. Paul’s terms “grace” and “peace” 
(1:3) are foundational truths that will guide his whole approach to his 
readers in this letter.

Although the church at Corinth had significant problems, Paul was 
thankful that the grace of God was given to them in Christ Jesus (1:4), 
and that God called them into fellowship with His Son (1:9). They had 
been sanctified in Christ and called as saints (1:2), having been enriched 
in Him in every way (1:5). These truths were important for the Corinthian 
believers to remember, especially as Paul’s stern correction was soon to 
follow. Paul didn’t begin his letter by exposing his readers’ laundry list of 
sins, but rather pointed them back to their true identity in Christ.

Paul also mentioned peace. With all of their divisions and problems, 
Paul desired for them the kind of peace and wholeness that the gospel 
provides. Whatever their circumstances or the difficulties between 
them, God had called them to live in peace.

Early in this letter, however, Paul raised the issue of problems in the 
church at Corinth. These problems—mostly moral and relational, but 
some theological—he will address in this letter. He had a fatherly love for 
this church, which drove him to confront the problems present among 
her members (4:14-15). In the first four chapters of 1 Corinthians, Paul 
focused his attention on the disunity that was tearing the church apart.

As you read 1 Corinthians 1:10-25, look for words and phrases that 
identify the importance of unity in the church. 
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EXPLORE THE TEXT 
CALL FOR UNITY (1 COR. 1:10)
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. 

VERSE 10

After his introductory comments, Paul jumped right into the 
serious issue of divisions in the church. He made a point to let the 
Corinthians know that this was a family discussion. After all, he was 
writing to brothers and sisters in the Lord. He urged them by the 
name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Appealing to Jesus was an important 
move here by Paul. There is no higher authority than our Lord, who 
Himself prayed that His followers would live in unity with one 
another (John 17:20-23).

Areas of Potential Division in 1 Corinthians
• Leaders (1:12–4:21)
• Tolerating immorality in the church (5:1-13)
• Going to secular court against fellow believers (6:1-11)
• Marriage (7:1-40)
• Meat offered to idols (chaps. 8–10)
• Conduct of women in the church (11:1-16)
• The Lord’s Supper (11:17-34)
• Spiritual gifts (chaps. 12–14)
• Jesus’ resurrection (chap. 15)

Paul called the church to unity in three specific ways. First, they 
should agree. There is unity through a common confession of the 
gospel. That confession is Jesus Christ and Him crucified (2:2). As 
Paul did in Romans and Ephesians, he laid a doctrinal foundation 
upon which an ethical life might be built. Paul was calling the 
believers to doctrinal and theological unity.

Second, there should be no divisions among them. Paul was calling 
them to relational unity based on their identity in Jesus Christ. 
This is the core of Paul’s message in chapters 1–4. The Corinthian 
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believers were to be united together in Christ, not divided into 
factions that separated them from one another.

Third, they should be in the same mind and the same judgment. 
Paul was calling them to missional unity, reminding them that there is 
no room for disagreement about the nature of the gospel or the mission 
to be ambassadors of God’s reconciling work in Christ (2 Cor. 5:16-21). 
If the Corinthian believers were divided among themselves, the mission 
and the fruitfulness of the church was in perilous danger, indeed.

What factors could potentially threaten unity in a church? What steps 
might be taken to ensure that a local church remains unified? 

CONTEMPT FOR DIVISIONS (1 COR. 1:11-16)
11 For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there 
is quarreling among you, my brothers. 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.” 13 Is Christ divided? Was 
Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul? 
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.)

VERSES 11-12

Someone informed Paul about quarreling that threatened the church. 
It was reported to Paul by Chloe’s people. This report was no idle 
gossip, but rather a sincere recognition of the danger of division 
running rampant among members.

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.
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The nature of the rivalry in the Corinthian church is both sad 
and understandable. It is sad because it was happening at all. But it is 
understandable because of the personalities at the heart of it. Some 
were claiming to follow Paul, some to follow •Apollos, some to follow 
•Cephas, and some (of the more “spiritual” folks!) to follow Christ. 
These men were important leaders connected to the church in Corinth 
in some way. They each played an influential part in the growth of the 
believers in Corinth. 

First, Paul founded the church in Corinth (see Acts 18:8). Second, 
Apollos played an instrumental role in the growth of the church (Acts 
18:24-27). Third, Cephas was important to some in the Corinthian 
church. Cephas, also known as Peter, was one of the Twelve and 
close to Jesus. Cephas, James, and John were “seemed to be pillars” 
in the church in Jerusalem (Gal. 2:9). Peter was known to be an 
apostle to the Jews (Gal. 2:7-8), which is likely the reason some in the 
Corinthian church followed him and claimed to belong to his camp.

Ironically, some also claimed to belong to Christ. The truth is, all 
of the Corinthian believers belonged to Him. It could be that those 
who made this claim did so out of genuine theological accuracy, rising 
above the fray of lesser allegiances and divisions. Or, it could be that 
they wanted to appear super-spiritual to those who chose to align 
with Paul, Apollos, or Peter. “Hey, you belong to Apollos? Oh yeah? 
Well, I belong to Christ. So take that!” 

Where do you see this kind of division in the church today? How does 
rivalry get in the way of God’s work?

VERSES 13-16

Paul’s contempt for this rivalry and division is clear in these verses. 
He asked a series of rhetorical questions to make his point: Is Christ 
divided? No, He is the head, we are His body, and we are one in Him 
(12:12-30). Was Paul crucified for you? No. We preach Christ crucified 
(1:23; 2:2). Or were you baptized in the name of Paul? No, we were 
baptized into Christ in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 
(Matt. 28:19). 
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Paul was thankful he baptized only a handful of people in Corinth. 
He recalled baptizing only •Crispus and •Gaius and the household of 
•Stephanas. Even though he laid a foundation as a skilled builder for the 
Corinthian church (3:10), he was not interested in building his own little 
kingdom. He was an apostle of Jesus, interested in preaching Christ only 
and Christ sufficient—that Christ’s kingdom might grow and flourish. 

Some people today take pride in the fact that they were baptized 
by a well-known pastor, or converted under the ministry of a famous 
evangelist, or follow the teaching of a respected theologian or leader. 
More disturbing is the reality that some leaders boast in numbers of 
people they’ve baptized or ministries they’ve grown. Paul’s verdict? 
He said the Corinthians should think of him and Apollos as servants 
of Christ and managers of the mysteries of God (4:1). Nothing more, 
nothing less. We ought to think of leaders we respect in this way too. 

Paul showed contempt for people claiming to belong to him but later 
urged the church in Corinth to imitate him (4:16). What is the difference? 

THE CROSS THAT DIVIDES (1 COR. 1:17-25)
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. 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.” 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? 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. 22 For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek 
wisdom, 23 but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to 
Jews and folly to Gentiles, 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. 
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VERSE 17

Paul’s contempt for the Corinthian rivalry comes out in the statement, 
Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the •gospel. What 
could Paul possibly mean by this? Surely he was not invalidating the 
necessity of baptism. Let’s hear him within the context of these verses. 
He just made the argument that people weren’t baptized in his name 
and how thankful he was that his Corinthian ministry wasn’t built 
upon that metric. He argued against the factions in the church that 
bore his name and the names of others in favor of unity in Christ. So 
why did he seem to take a pot-shot at baptism here?

Paul would have known Jesus’ Great Commission in Matthew 
28:19, commanding His followers to make disciples and to baptize 
them. Paul obeyed that command. In his other letters, the apostle was 
clear that believers are united with Christ’s death and resurrection 
through baptism. They are baptized into Jesus’ death and raised to 
“walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:3-5). Paul wasn’t here contradicting 
what he said elsewhere about baptism. What he was saying here is 
that his calling and mission were not to gather people to himself and 
his own ministry; instead, Christ had called him to preach the gospel. 
Again, Paul was downplaying himself that Christ might be exalted. 

VERSES 18-23

For Paul, the word of the cross of Christ was a rallying point and 
unifier for the church. There should be no disagreement, disunity, or 
division about that among God’s people. But the cross does divide; 
it divides those who are perishing from those who are being saved. 
The cross divides those who depend on the wisdom of the world from 
those who believe through the folly of what we preach about Christ. 
The same message of the cross that is the unifying call for believers 
is also a divisive message for those who seek human wisdom and 
wonders as the highest end.

In the Corinthian culture and context, Paul was contending with 
two objections to the message of the gospel. First, Jews asked for 
signs. For the Jews, the cross was a bad sign, identified with a curse 
and not a blessing (Deut. 21:23; Gal. 3:13). For this reason, the cross 
is a stumbling block to the Jews; it is a divisive claim on God’s behalf. 
A basic reading of the Old Testament shows that Jews have received 
signs and wonders from God through their entire history as His 
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people. God’s power was manifest in various ways for the Jews, but 
now, Paul said, Christ is the power of God. 

Second, Greeks sought wisdom. Much of Paul’s flow of thought 
in these verses compared human wisdom with the wisdom of God. 
Quoting Isaiah 29:14, Paul noted that God will destroy the wisdom of 
the wise because the world did not know God through wisdom. God’s 
wisdom in putting forth His Son, crucified on a cross as the means of 
salvation, may appear as foolishness to some, but God is pleased … to 
save those who believe through this message. The truth is, Christ is 
the wisdom of God.

So we preach Christ crucified, Paul said. This claim, at its heart, is 
divisive to the world; but to those who are called it is God’s wisdom and 
power. Ironically, Paul concluded, the foolishness of God is wiser than 
men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men. Perhaps Isaiah 
was still in the back of Paul’s mind, recalling how God’s thoughts are not 
our thoughts and His ways higher than ours (Isa. 55:8-9). 

The cross divides because the world seeks its own way, but the only 
way to God is through His crucified Son. Truly, God has chosen what is 
foolish and weak and insignificant in the eyes of the world (1:27-28) to 
glorify Himself through His Son. Why? So that no one may boast in His 
presence (1:29).

How is the cross of Christ divisive in our world today? How is it a 
stumbling block and foolishness for people today? 

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. 
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IN MY CONTEXT 
• Believers are to be unified by their confession of Christ. 
• Basing allegiances on human personalities leads to prideful 

boasting and divisions in the church.  
• The only dividing line believers should recognize is the division 

between those who are saved and those who are not.  

Consider the relationships you have with other believers, noting those 
with different backgrounds. How have those relationships strengthened 
your spiritual life? Thank God for friendships based on a shared Savior.  

As a group, determine practical ways you can hold each other accountable 
to preserve unity and to help each other resist the temptation of forming 
divisive factions around popular leaders or personalities.

What walls have you built between yourself and other people? Which 
of those walls get in the way of your building relationships with other 
believers? What actions do you need to take to begin to remove these walls? 

Prayer Needs
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