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“Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one. Love the LORD your God with all your heart and 

with all your soul and with all your strength.” (Deut 6:4-5) 
These words of the Shema Yisra’el are integral to Jewish faith. God is ‘one’. Yet, in Gen 1:26 (NRSV), 
God said "Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness …”. We were created with the 
divine intent that we reflect the image of the Godhead, in relating to each other, in perfect unity. 
 
As a trade centre, Corinth attracted people from across the Roman empire and the church was ethnically 
diverse. The three men named in 1 Cor 1:12 reflect this diversity: Paul was a Jew and Roman citizen from 
Asia Minor (Turkey). Apollos was a Jew from Alexandria (Egypt). Cephas (also known as Peter) was from 
Galilee. The challenge for this church was to embrace diversity and celebrate their unity in Christ. 
 
At the outset of today’s readings, Paul declared his desire “that all of you agree with one another so that 
there may be no divisions among you and that you may be perfectly united in mind and thought.” (1 Cor 
1:10) Paul did not deny that there was ethnic, gender and socio-economic diversity in Corinth. As Leon 
Morris puts it, the message is that “Christ is one, and the church, which is his body, must be one.”1 

  
ICEBREAKER: What is the thing that you find hardest for you to overcome in our church community, to 
maintain healthy relationships? Is it theological differences? Strong political opinions? Ethnic differences? 
Socio-economic contrasts (eg extreme poverty or wealth)? Physical and/or mental health issues? Other? 
 
READ 1 Cor 1:10-18, 3:1-5.  

• In 1 Cor 1:13, what three things should unite us (that were here used as tools of division)? What is 
the common link between these three things?  
 
 

• In 1 Cor 1:17-18, what was Paul’s ministry priority? Why did he see it as so important? Why would 
he have wanted the Corinthian church to make that their priority? 
 
 

• In 1 Cor 1:2 & 9, what other things do believers (everywhere) have in common? 
 
 

• In 1 Cor 1-2, Paul reminded the Corinthians they’d been given the Holy Spirit and spiritual gifts that 
went with that. Last week, we quickly looked at 2 Pet 1:3-8 and that the Spirit empowers us to live 
Godly lives. What was Paul implying when he said he could not address them as ‘spiritual’ people, 
but rather he was treating them as ‘worldly/ fleshly’ and ‘mere men’? (1 Cor 3:1-3) 
 
What was Paul implying, when he likens the Corinthian congregation to breastfeeding babies? How 
did their “jealousy and quarrelling” prove this? (1 Cor 3:1-3) 

 
 
READ: 1 Cor 3:4-23.  
Just as people followed different Greek philosophers, people in the Corinthian church formed allegiances 
to Christian leaders, including Peter, Paul and Apollos. In chapters 3 and 4, Paul dealt with a couple of 
issues about the attitude of the Corinthians. Paul didn’t see himself in competition with these other leaders. 
By contrast, he regarded them as colleagues who were also servants of God. He saw that they were all 
involved in God’s work and that each provided a unique contribution to that work. In answer to an attack 
on his character, credibility and competence, he defended the quality of his workmanship. In answer to an 
attack on his calling as an apostle of Jesus Christ, he argued that God – ultimately – was his judge, so he 
was willing to deal with all forms of suffering and hardship, to be faithful to that calling.  
 

• What are the two pictures provided in 1 Cor 3:9 & 16 to describe the Corinthian church?  

                                                             
1 Morris, L. (1985). 1 Corinthians: an introduction and commentary (Vol. 7). Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press. p47. 
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• Why did the roles of Paul and Apollos differ? (1 Cor 3:5) 
 

• How was different about Paul and Apollos’ roles? (1 Cor 3:6-10)  
 

• What role did God have in their work and ministry? (1 Cor 3:7,9,11) Would it have been possible 
for their ministry to be effective if God was not ‘in’ it? 

 
In this passage, Paul alludes to some Old Testament pictures. The tabernacle and Solomon’s temple were 
skilfully constructed and elaborately decorated. This temple was destroyed after the Babylonian assault 
on Jerusalem in 587BC. It was rebuilt in the century after the exiles started to return in 539BC and was 
still standing when Paul wrote this letter. It symbolised the presence of God with his people. When Paul 
declared that “you yourselves are God’s temple and … God’s Spirit dwells in your midst” (1 Cor 3:16), he 
recast the idea of ‘temple’ from being bricks and mortar, to comprising the people of God. In a similar way, 
Paul picked up the picture of the church being God’s field or vineyard. In Isaiah 5, where we read: “The 
vineyard of the LORD Almighty is the house of Israel, and the men of Judah are the garden of his delight.” 
In Isaiah 5, the prophet also spoke of the carefully tended vineyard being judged and destroyed.   
  

• How do you think the Jewish readers would have responded, at the thought of them effectively 
destroying God’s temple? In what ways were boasting and divisions destructive to the church?  

 

• How do unjust criticism and slander of others, tear apart a church? 
 
READ 1 Cor 4.  

By using “the language of “examining/judging” … (Paul acknowledges) the Corinthians were in fact passing 
judgment on the apostle himself. … (including): his preaching not being with the wisdom of logos (ie word) 
(1:17); the tension over his presence with them in weakness (2:3); the nature of his former preaching as being 
“milk” for “infants” (3:2); his insistence that he had been among them as a “wise” master-builder (3:10). The 
Corinthians have almost certainly been passing judgment on him regarding these very things, thereby 
reflecting their new understanding of Spirituality and disdaining his own theology of the cross.2 

 

• In 1 Cor 1:1, what two things did Paul point to, as evidence that he was “an apostle of Christ”? 
 

• What other things did Paul point to, as evidence that he was a real apostle?  
o 1 Cor 4:1-2 
o 1 Cor 4:12-13 
o 1 Cor 3:10-11 

 
In 1 Cor 3:10-23 and 4:1-5, Paul took a (very) long-term perspective, in responding to their criticism. In 
3:20, he quoted Ps 94:11 that "The Lord knows the thoughts of the wise, that they are futile." Ironically, 
this Psalm also appeals to the “judge of the earth (to) give to the proud (also, those who boast, are wicked 
and arrogant) what they deserve!” The Psalmist asserted that God ultimately brings justice to the righteous. 
Paul saw the Corinthian comments as unfair; Paul was confident God would judge him justly and fairly. 
 

• What hardships and sufferings did Paul (and other apostles) endure: physically, emotionally, 
relationally and mentally? 
 

• What do you think motivated Paul and helped him persevere through these ordeals?  
What verses point to the reign and rule of God, the example of Christ’s suffering and the prospect 
of martyrdom were in his mind? 

 
APPLICATION 

“Paul’s goal in 1 Corinthians is unity, not uniformity, as his use of body imagery shows (12:14ff.). For him, 
equality is based on all being created in God’s image and thus all being of equal and sacred worth, not all 
having the same roles and functions. 1 Corinthians suggests that roles and functions should be determined by 
what God has gifted and called people to do, not by race, gender, or ethnic extraction.”3 

• What things do you appreciate about people in your group and the various leaders in our church? 
Take time this week to encourage those around you, in their various ministries for the Lord.  

                                                             
2 Fee, G. D. (2014). The First Epistle to the Corinthians. (N. B. Stonehouse, F. F. Bruce, G. D. Fee, & J. B. Green, Eds.) (Revised Edition). 
Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, p171. 
3 Witherington, B., III. (1995). Conflict and Community in Corinth: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on 1 and 2 Corinthians. Grand Rapids, MI: 

Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co, p149. 
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