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1

I N T RODUC T ION

Paul— as a man, as a person— stands on our side in history. But Paul— as an 
apostle— stands over against us as a witness to God’s glorious revelation and 
salvation that have come to us in Jesus Christ. His witness, the result of his en-
counter with the resurrected Lord who confronted him on the road to Damascus, 
is inscribed in his letters in the canon of Holy Scripture. This witness stands not 
only before us in time but also apart from us and above us, for this witness is the 
product of Christ’s own call and commission— which makes Paul an apostle for 
the church not only of his age but of every ensuing one.

None of this should be taken to mean that because Paul is a divinely appointed 
apostle, his humanity is of no consequence. All that made Paul who he was still 
remained— especially his Jewish inheritance, but also the innumerable cultural 
ingredients that shaped and constituted his thought and person. But all these 
things— the divine promises, the law, the prophets, his understanding of Abra-
ham, of Moses, and of David, as well as their respective covenants, not to men-
tion all of his cultural knowledge as a person of his time— are now recast and 
reenvisioned in the light of Jesus’s appearance. Nothing of this radical revolution 
is understood to threaten the faithfulness of God, but everything is rethought 
because of how this faithfulness is displayed, defined, and enacted in the cross of 
Christ. The message of this cross was not only foolishness to Romans and Greeks 
and their lot, but also a scandal, a stumbling block, to many of Paul’s fellow 
Jews, for whom the curse of the tree and the blessing of the Messiah could not 
be thought together under any prior category. God revealed the curse to fall on, 
and the blessing to proceed from, the same person— Jesus of Nazareth, Jesus the 
Christ. On Christ both the blessings and the curses of Deuteronomy have fallen, 
and both for our salvation. The scandal of this message remains a scandal still for 
those who are confronted by it, for those who ponder its meaning.

_Bender_ICorinthians_ES_jck.indd   21_Bender_ICorinthians_ES_jck.indd   21 7/11/22   8:46 AM7/11/22   8:46 AM

Kimlyn J. Bender, 1 Corinthians 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission. 



1   C O R I N T H I A N S
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Introduction

The scandal of the cross entailed for Paul that the continuity of God’s story is 
riven with a discontinuity so great that all of scripture preceding must be reinter-
preted in gospel light for continuity to survive. The pieces of the Old Testament 
puzzle are not thrown in the bin, but they are all drastically rearranged. Imagine 
a mosaic of pictures of great proportion on a wall, with a keyhole at the center. 
A key is inserted and turned— and suddenly all the pieces begin to move and 
rearrange themselves until the entire mosaic, with all its constituent pieces and 
assembled pictures, is reconstituted and reframed. The pictures are still recogniz-
able but also radically transformed. Previously figures and episodes of the Old 
Testament existing with their own meaning and integrity, they are now types and 
witnesses who prefigure Jesus Christ, who has suddenly appeared at the center 
of the mosaic. Now the pictures of Isaac on the altar, the Passover, the lawgiver 
Moses, the temple with its priests and sacrifices, David the king, the prophet 
Elijah who gives life to the dead— all are now rearranged, all now newly seen 
and indeed transformed, in light of this sacrificed Son, this Lamb of God, this 
new Moses on Matthew’s mountains, this one greater than the temple, this final 
Prophet and Priest and King, this one who is raised from the dead and who will 
one day call out to raise all others. His appearance has fulfilled the requirements 
of the law and has brought an end to the power of sin, and his final appearance 
will slay death with a final deadly stroke. He is the capstone of all that has come 
before, but he is the cornerstone on which all that was and is and will be is laid.

Paul stands as one for whom the mosaic has entirely shifted. We continue to 
listen to Paul because of a call claiming his life that entails an imposition on the 
church and therefore on our lives as members of it. He is an apostle. There is no 
prior category for this— here, comparative studies betray their radical limitations. 
The Old Testament prophets like Isaiah who spoke the Word of the Lord still 
looked for things far off. But Paul witnessed the fulfillment of the promise, and 
instead of going to his rest, like Simeon, he was commissioned by Christ the incar-
nate Word to proclaim the gospel to Jew and Gentile alike. That he was so called, 
so commissioned, is at the heart of 1 Corinthians. The ongoing appointment 
and use of his witness by the Holy Spirit lifts this letter from the delimitations 
and contingencies of its time into the realm of enduring scripture for every age.

The whole history of the church is a struggle to understand the old in the 
new, the new in the old, in the light of Christ. It is a struggle to understand the 
continuity of God’s faithfulness and the discontinuity, the disruption, of the cross 
and the resurrection. In another way, it is a struggle to understand the church’s 
relation to Israel and to the world, and to render its own faithful witness. That 
the church wrestles in this labor with so much difficulty and frailty is a part of 
the challenges of the present age, which stands between the old and the new. Yet 
God’s glorious grace has called and preserved the church, as it called and protected 
Paul as an apostle of Jesus Christ. His first letter to the Corinthians stands in the 
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Introduction

canon because its attestation to the gospel continues through the power of the 
Holy Spirit to call the church today to faith and obedience and to enliven and 
guide the church during its terrestrial journey. As the church makes this sojourn, 
it trusts in God’s faithfulness to keep his promises and stands in humility before 
God’s ever- surprising freedom to do new things and disrupt our lives.

This commentary is an attempt to understand what Paul has written in 1 Co-
rinthians, how his letter witnesses to the gospel of God in Jesus Christ revealed 
through the Spirit, and how it fits within the canon as an acknowledged and 
collected witness that governs and is interpreted by the church. The purpose of 
this commentary is to assist the churches and all interested persons in hearing 
and proclaiming the message of this letter of Paul. The intention that this com-
mentary serve a broad readership has guided a number of decisions regarding its 
structure and composition.

First, the commentary follows the standard translation of the NRSV (all words 
and phrases in bold are from this translation). While it frequently highlights 
things in the original Greek text, no knowledge of Greek is necessary to make 
use of this commentary, and all Greek words and phrases are also transliterated. 
While following the NRSV for the sake of consistency, the commentary makes 
reference and comparison to other translations, and should the reader have a 
preference for a translation other than the NRSV, that in no way hinders the 
usefulness of the commentary, which always has the Greek text in the background. 
All unspecified textual references (e.g., 1:1) refer to 1 Corinthians.

Second, the commentary attempts to highlight the gospel vision of cross and 
resurrection that frames the entire letter, as well as other theological themes and 
convictions of significant importance, drawing attention to their presence in 
Paul’s letter and their trajectories in the early (and later) church. While matters 
of historical, social, and cultural analysis will be present, they are secondary, and 
some matters of interpretive debate are passed over in light of the central aim— to 
set forth the content of what Paul wrote and to point to its meaning, truth, and 
significance.1 Moreover, the strictly circumscribed length of the commentary 

1. For those interested in the history of interpretation of 1 Corinthians in the modern period and 
these different forms of investigation, brief general introductions are provided by Dunn 2004 and 
Horrell and Adams 2004 (see bibliography at the end of this commentary), as well as by the other 
essays in the volume in which those two essays are found; see also the essays on historical, literary, 
form, feminist, rhetorical, and social- scientific criticism in BCNT. In this commentary, matters of 
formal analysis (rhetorical analysis, comparisons of Paul’s letter- writing practices to those common 
in his day, etc.) take a back seat to the theological content of what he has written. It is, in fact, not the 
similarities but the differences between Paul’s letters and those characteristic of his time that are of 
most interest and significance. For Paul, form always follows function— or, better, content. He made 
use of what was at hand to attest that which was, ultimately, beyond human description: the grace 
and mercy of God that had been shown the world— and him!— in the appearance of Jesus Christ, 
along with the transforming power of the Spirit that had called the church into existence. Everything 
Paul says about mundane matters, from lawsuits to prostitution (see ch. 6), takes place in view of this 
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Introduction

entails that many trails have had to be left unexplored and much left unsaid. So the 
emphasis here is especially on the early church and a few select figures of church 
history. In order to make the sources as accessible to the general reader as pos-
sible, almost all the references to patristic sources are from the ANF and NPNF 
series (see abbreviations list), and their English rather than Greek or Latin titles 
are used in the references. These English translations of the sources can easily be 
found in many public libraries and at no cost online for those with an interest 
to explore them further. As will become clear, such later traditions of the church 
illumine Paul, but he pushes back against them as well.2 This illumination together 
with Pauline resistance is also true for other medieval, Reformation, and modern 
sources referred to throughout the commentary.

Third, I have not provided a detailed outline of 1 Corinthians with headings 
and subheadings (these can be found in all the critical commentaries, and these 
outlines of course differ). I have instead straightforwardly followed the divisions 
of the standard chapters (and verses) in the Bible. Where Paul’s argument has 
been less well served by such traditional chapter (or verse) divisions, this is noted. 
Yet it remains the case that most instruction in the churches and personal read-
ing of the Bible continues to follow these divisions, and so I have structured the 
commentary accordingly.

Finally, matters generally taken up in an introductory section (such as the 
topics of Paul as a person and apostle, the city of Corinth and its culture, and the 
history and makeup of the church there) are addressed in the commentary itself. 
The emphasis in the commentary is on the text rather than the background condi-
tions of its composition. The focus always remains on the gospel of God- in- Christ 
that Paul attests and the concrete questions and situations in the church that he 
tackles in its light.3 Moreover, the gospel is always greater than the problems he 

gospel and is determined by it. For general contemporary introductions to the theological themes of 
the letter, see Furnish 1999: esp. xiv, 11–12, 18–27, 122–44; Schnelle 2005: 192–234; and the essays 
in Hay 1993, esp. those by Gordon Fee and Victor P. Furnish.

2. Ernst Käsemann (in)famously asserted, “The history of Pauline interpretation is the history of 
the apostle’s ecclesiastical domestication” (Käsemann 1971: 46–47). That is too dismissive of the later 
church, but there is more than a grain of truth to it. To recognize that Paul’s letter is both interpreted 
by the church and stands above it in guidance and correction is to understand what it means to say that 
1 Corinthians belongs to the canon, or rule, of faith.

3. “The one norm by which Paul judges almost every problem in the Corinthian church is its relation-
ship to Christ Jesus, who is for him not only the content of the gospel that he preaches or the motivation 
of his exhortations, but also the norm of conduct for all individual Christians and of the activity of the 
community as a whole” (Fitzmyer: 75). Paul’s letter not only is for the church in Corinth but remains 
the testimony to Christ by which God through the Spirit continues to address the church throughout 
time, for as Fitzmyer later adds: “His words have become part of the written Word of God, and what he 
will seek to persuade the Christians of Roman Corinth about in the rest of the letter, he addresses also 
to all Christians of the twenty- first century” (Fitzmyer: 122). The differences between the Corinthians 
and ourselves should not be overemphasized such that we seek to escape Paul’s word of conviction and 
instruction to us, an escape often attempted through the use of increasingly sophisticated hermeneutical 
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Introduction

addresses, so that the letter must be understood as a theological exercise of witness 
and not merely in light of its problems, however trenchant and serious they may be.

For instance, even though divisions in the church may account for the majority 
of the other pressing issues to which Paul attends, his letter cannot be said to be 
explained by characterizing it as an exercise in “deliberative rhetoric” in favor of 
church unity against factionalism (see Mitchell 1991: 197–98, 296). This may be 
a valid observation as far as it goes, but it does not exhaust the meaning of “what 
the letter is about.” To claim as much would be akin to stating that what J. S. Bach’s 
masses are “about” is the pressing need to write music for Sunday church services 
and doing so in counterpoint composition. The lesson here is quite simple: one 
must not look only at the problems and occasion of the letter but also move 
to that which underlies Paul’s response— hence to Christ’s cross, suffering, and 
resurrection, to the Spirit that brings new life in Christ, and to the God whose 
grace stands behind it all. None of this should be taken to deny the observation 
that Paul’s letter is, like any letter, an occasional composition illumined by its 
context. But the gospel that Paul attests is not reducible to, even as it does not 
hang above, the contingent circumstances in Corinth that he addresses. It is the 
gospel of Christ that has called the church into existence and is to determine its 
common life and witness.

In this light, 1 Corinthians is best understood as an exercise, in epistolary form, 
in taking every thought captive to Christ and an exhortation to the Christians in 
Corinth to do the same in the concrete obedience of their ecclesial and social as 
well as personal and individual existence. The means for such discernment is to 
grasp and grow into the truth of the wisdom of the cross and to attain the mind 
of Christ, which perceives such wisdom through the Spirit’s illumination. Its end 
is to live and display the cruciform love that embodies such wisdom. Correspond-
ingly, it is to live in view of the resurrection of Christ and his promised return, 
which cast their revelatory and transforming light on all things.

There is a burden that comes with the biblical warning that teachers will be 
held to high account ( Jas. 3:1). Anyone who treats biblical exposition as yet one 
more task of applying the tools of classical or modern scholarship to yet one 
more ancient text does not understand the Subject that Paul’s letter is address-
ing. Yet with advancing age comes the greater appreciation of the fact that there 
is forgiveness even for the exegete, as there is for the “vilest offender who truly 
believes,”4 and that the Spirit is able (and this should not in any way be taken as 
a cheap exoneration) to overcome not only the sins of the self- described chief of 
sinners (1 Tim. 1:15) but even the sins of his audacious interpreters. I pray that 
it might be so even now.

strategies that allow us to ignore scripture’s plain sense, one made plain through a reading that is marked 
by receptivity and repentance (see BW 1:53–62, 87–90).

4. Fanny Crosby, “To God Be the Glory,” hymn, 1875. 
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1   C OR I N T H I A NS   1

1:1–3

1:1: In his salutation to the Corinthians, Paul sends greetings to a church with 
words that not only convey the deepest truths of the gospel but also telegraph 
the themes that will dominate the letter. His relation to the church is entirely 
determined by the prior relation of Christ to him as an apostle.

The content of the letter is framed by the opening salutation. The first eight 
Greek words of the greeting provide the explicit and implicit content that bears 
on all that follows in the letter. Paul (Παῦλος, Paulos) is the author of the letter. 
A onetime persecutor of the church, also known as Saul (e.g., Acts 7:58), his 
dramatic confrontation with the raised and exalted Jesus Christ is recounted 
three times in the book of Acts (Acts 9:3–8; 22:6–11; 26:12–18), though not 
by Paul himself in his letters.1 This confrontation with the Lord Jesus Christ 
constituted for Paul a conversion from his former life to a radically new one in 
which his entire existence was reoriented. It also entailed a commission to serve 
as an evangelist to the Gentiles.

Paul has been called (κλητός, klētos), and the use of this word immediately 
after his name signifies already in the second word of the letter that not only 
Christ but also God is implicitly present in Paul’s self- description (cf. 2 Cor. 1:1; 
Eph. 1:1; Col. 1:1; 2 Tim. 1:1). God’s identity is first presented in the letter not 
with a noun or even a name but with an action— God is the one who has called 
Paul, the one who stands behind his confrontation with the risen Christ, the one 
who stands in a singular relation with Christ himself. God’s identity is given not 
in the static description of a divine timeless substance but in the verbs of divine 
action— the God who declared, “I am who I am” (Exod. 3:14), the God who 
delivered the Israelites from Egypt, even as this same God delivered Jesus Christ 

1. For a succinct history of Paul and his background, see DPL 679–92.
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8

from the dead.2 Paul’s call is unique, and yet it echoes God’s call to others like 
Jeremiah in Israel’s past (cf. Jer. 1:5 [4–10] and Gal. 1:15 [13–17]; see also Isa. 
6:8–9; Amos 7:14–15). The God who has called Paul is the God who sent the 
Son into the world (Gal. 4:4; cf. John 3:16), who put him forward as a sacrifice 
of atonement in his death (Rom. 3:25; cf. Acts 2:23), and who raised him from 
the dead, exalting him and giving him a name above all names (Rom. 1:4; Gal. 
1:1; Phil. 2:9). That Paul identifies himself as one called is the acknowledgment 
that he is first of all a passive recipient of a prevenient action of an active and 
gracious God. That he was called away from and in spite of his persecution of the 
church is something that was not lost on him, a fact he ever looked upon with 
astonishment, humility, and thanksgiving (1 Cor. 15:8–10; cf. Gal. 1:15–16). 
Chrysostom, in his homily on this passage, captures all of this concisely:

See how immediately, from the very beginning he [Paul] casts down their [the 
Corinthians’] pride, and dashes to the ground all their fond imagination, in that 
he speaks of himself as “called.” For what I have learnt, saith he, I discovered not 
myself, nor acquired by my own wisdom, but while I was persecuting and laying 
waste the Church I was called. Now here of Him that calleth is everything; of him 
that is called, nothing, (so to speak,) but only to obey. (Hom. 1.1 in NPNF1 12:3)

Paul’s identity is found not in a change of self- reference from using his name 
Saul to using exclusively that of Paul in his letters but in the title that follows. 
Paul is an apostle (ἀπόστολος, apostolos). He is so, not because he had been in 
Jesus’s company during his earthly ministry (see Acts 1:21–22), but because he 
had been confronted by the risen Lord and had been commissioned and sent to 
be a witness to Christ and to be God’s messenger of the gospel to the Gentiles 
(Gal. 1:1; Rom. 1:1; 2 Cor. 1:1; cf. 1 Tim. 1:1; 2 Tim. 1:1; Titus 1:1). His entire 
identity is defined by this divine call to be an apostle, and for this reason the term 
merits further attention.

To say that Paul is an apostle is not the same as saying that he was a creative 
religious thinker. Apostolicity is foundational to thinking through the meaning 
of scripture, for it stands as the foundation of Paul’s authority and thus behind 
the inclusion of his books within the biblical canon. His writings serve as sacred 
scripture in, over, and for the church not because of his native intelligence, rhe-
torical power, or imaginative genius. Søren Kierkegaard was particularly astute 
when he considered the difference between a religious genius and an apostle 
(Kierkegaard 1998: 173–88). He observed that while many laud Paul’s personal 
and literary output, what is in fact important is not his “brilliance, profundity,” 
or “brilliant metaphors,” which, in Kierkegaard’s estimation, do not exceed or 

2. So Robert Jenson’s succinct sentence: “God is whoever raised Jesus from the dead, having before 
raised Israel from Egypt” ( Jenson 1997: 63).
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even equal those of Plato or Shakespeare (174).3 Paul is best not thought of in the 
category of an intellectual or artistic genius like them or judged by his own feats 
of imaginative virtuosity. The accomplishments of a genius appear in history but 
are then assimilated into its flow and can, in time, be superseded— the authority 
of a genius is transitory (180). It is the result of a human, immanent achievement.

In contrast, the apostle does not produce something out of a free imagina-
tive construal. The apostle is not to be thought of as a creative genius but as the 
recipient of a message that he (i.e., Paul) has not created. It is a message that 
appears in history but transcends it, for it is the result not of human discovery 
or imagination but of divine revelation. It cannot be assimilated into the flow of 
history and left behind but confronts each and every generation with its witness 
and call to decision, just as Jesus’s question to his disciples in the Gospel of Mark 
not only confronts his immediate followers but rings through the ages, calling 
forth a decision from all who are confronted by it: “Who do you say that I am?” 
(Mark 8:29). As Kierkegaard summarizes this point: “The genius is what he is 
by himself, that is, by what he is in himself; an apostle is what he is by his divine 
authority” (Kierkegaard 1998: 175).

The authority of the apostle therefore does not rest on his own creative bril-
liance or attainments. It does not reside within himself at all but relies on God, 
and God alone can uphold, demonstrate, and defend it (Kierkegaard 1998: 186). 
The apostle can only witness to the message— its authority rests wholly on the 
call of the apostle, the content of the message itself, and, ultimately, the God who 
acts to uphold and vivify the apostle’s witness toward divine ends. In this saluta-
tion, that Paul writes as an apostle signifies that he is writing not as an individual 
personality but as one in and under this apostolic commission so that the letter 
functions as a substitute not only for his personal presence but also for his pres-
ence precisely as an apostle (Collins: 43).

To understand Paul, then, is to look away from his own creative talents to what 
he has first received and to what he attests. This is not to say that his ministry 
does not make use of and tax his human abilities and energies— there is indeed 
a place for all of his formidable intellectual and creative gifts, as well as for his 
prior study of Israel’s scriptures.4 Yet his authority does not lie in his person but 
flows from the God who has called him, through the message of the crucified 

3. Chrysostom would, in fact, agree; see Hom. 3.8 in NPNF1 12:14.
4. Beker 1980: 11–12. Beker recognizes the powerful insight of Kierkegaard’s essay but criticizes his 

statement that Paul does not receive a task to ponder over and has nothing to do with the contents of 
the divine message but only to deliver it. There is of course truth to Beker’s criticism. Apostolicity does 
not turn Paul into a passive messenger such that he functions as no more than the carrier of a letter as 
Kierkegaard implies. The divine invitation Paul received was to a ministry that would include an ever- 
deepening reflection upon the significance of the gospel and would in turn provide him with the freedom, 
under the mysterious guidance of the Spirit, to express it in his particular way, utilizing all his gifts of 
intelligence and imagination. Yet here too he is responsive in all of his work to a prior revelation— he 
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and risen Christ he proclaims, and by its attestation by the power of the Holy 
Spirit. To say that Paul is an apostle is to say in effect that he is sent by God the 
Father to proclaim the gospel of Christ as he is inspired, illumined, equipped, 
and strengthened to do so by the Holy Spirit. Apostolicity presupposes the triune 
character of the God the apostle serves, the content of the gospel with which the 
apostle is entrusted, and the call and commission of the apostle sent to proclaim 
it. It is the content of his message and his commission and not his inherent en-
dowments or personality that make Paul of singular importance as a witness to 
Christ and to the church in Corinth. As Kierkegaard captures this: “An apostle 
is not born; an apostle is a man who is called and appointed by God and sent 
by him on a mission” (Kierkegaard 1998: 176). Such rightly captures Paul’s self- 
understanding as an apostle. It rests not on a conferred static office or title but on 
a call to a dynamic ministry. As Karl Barth puts this point: “The biblical person 
stands and falls with his task, his work” (Barth 2011: 85).

Paul is an apostle of Christ Jesus (Χριστοῦ Ἰησοῦ, Christou Iēsou). The risen 
Christ is the person who confronted Paul on the way to Damascus and the one 
to whom he belongs and from whom he has been sent.5 Confrontation thus re-
sulted in call and commission. Paul’s apostleship is not related so much to a static 
office but is here defined by his activity and function.6 He has been sent to be a 
witness to God’s salvation in Christ, a message proclaimed through the power of 
the Holy Spirit. “Jesus Christ” refers not only to Jesus as the person of Nazareth 
whose earthly ministry is recounted in the canonical Gospels but also to the raised 
and exalted Lord who shares in the divine name and in the creative and salvific 
actions of God— even in the divine identity (Phil. 2:9–11; 1 Cor. 8:6; see also 
John 1:1–5; Heb. 1:2–3; Col. 1:15–17; Eph. 1:3–14). To speak of “Christ,” for 
Paul, is not merely to speak of an appended name to that of Jesus but to speak of 
Israel’s Messiah and the world’s Lord. Whatever authority Paul may have is not a 
possession of his office but flows through him from the Lord to whom he belongs. 
His self- description as an apostle is not a power play to shore up authority over 
the Corinthians but an annunciation that such appeals to personal power are in 
the end futile, for the authority of the apostle belongs not to his person but to his 
vocation as a witness to the risen Lord, to whom all authority belongs (cf. Matt. 
28:18–20). If anything, the call to be an apostle is a call to live a life of suffering 
witness and weakness in correspondence to the singularly unique suffering of 
Christ’s atoning death (4:9–13; cf. 2 Cor. 11:21–33; Col. 1:24). The ultimate 

is not the initiator of his apostolic gospel but lives in obedience to it. All of his work is best thought of 
first as responsive rather than creative, though creative it is.

5. There is no compelling reason to choose between a genitive of source (Paul as an apostle of [i.e., 
sent out from] Jesus Christ) or a genitive of possession (Paul as an apostle of [i.e., belonging to] Jesus 
Christ). See HGT 1:2. Both are true.

6. “In Paul the functional and positional usages nearly coalesce” (Fee: 26; cf. Thiselton: 55).
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mystery of the apostle is that grace is found in and not in spite of suffering as a 
slave of Christ (Phil. 3:8–10; Col. 1:24). While all Christians may be called to 
suffer, it is the coordination of the unique call and appointed ministry of Paul 
by Christ to proclaim the gospel with Paul’s suffering service in this ministry as 
a slave of Christ that makes him an apostle (see Thiselton: 66–67).

Paul is an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of God (διὰ θελήματος θεοῦ, dia 
thelēmatos theou). Here again, what was implicit in the title of being an apostle is 
now made explicit, though not redundant, for Paul grounds the event of his call, 
through Christ’s appearance to him on the road to Damascus, in God’s prior will 
in eternity (Fee: 25). He is an apostle not by his own decision or even by the deci-
sion of the other apostles (see Gal. 2:1–9 [1:11–2:10]). He is, rather, an apostle 
because of the decision of God made effective in a revelation of Jesus Christ to 
him (Gal. 1:11–12). Everything about his apostolic ministry begins not with 
his initiative but with the prior initiative of God, such that his life is a response 
to this prior divine will and act. He is not, however, alone in this service as an 
apostle— he identifies Sosthenes as the mutual brother of the Corinthians and of 
himself, one who is accompanying him and by whom he sends the letter to them. 
Whether this is or is not the Sosthenes mentioned in Acts (Acts 18:15–17), the 
larger point is that Paul’s unique call as an apostle addressed and sent by Christ 
does not exclude his work with co- laborers in gospel ministry.

That Paul introduces familial language already in this salutation foreshadows 
his appeal to unity in the church as they are brothers and sisters united in Christ 
(see Collins: 45). Christians are, moreover, brothers and sisters in light of God 
being their Father, in accordance with the manner in which Jesus taught his dis-
ciples to pray, saying, “Our Father which art in heaven . . .” (Matt. 6:9 KJV; also 
Luke 11:2), and with the fact that, having received the Spirit, they cry, “Abba, 
Father!” (Rom. 8:15).7 While such familial references may be tied to the fact 
that churches met in homes, the references are grounded theologically in the 
identity of God as the Father of Christians, rather than merely in a social practice.

1:2: The primary recipient of the letter is the church of God that is in Corinth. 
The gospel comes to concrete people in a concrete place and time. The “church” 
(ἐκκλησία, ekklēsia) is identified as the community established by and belonging 
solely to God. Paul’s emphasis may be on the second meaning (i.e., the church 
as God’s possession) in opposing those in Corinth who would claim the church 
as their own such that they can act as they wish within it. They justified this be-
lief and practice by appealing to their superior wisdom, spiritual gifts, material 
wealth, noble social standing, and patronage (and all these problems seem to be 
evident in Corinth as the letter progresses). Yet there is no exclusion of the first 
meaning as well (i.e., the church as established by God). Indeed, these senses are 

7. While the Greek text refers to “brothers” to designate fellow believers in the church, this term is 
inclusive of both men and women, hence the NRSV translation “brothers and sisters.”
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integrally related— it is because God has created and sustains the church that it 
belongs solely to him.8

While the word “church” does not originate with Christian practice (it is used 
already in Greek society to designate an “assembly” that was often a political one, 
and it has roots as well in its Septuagint use to refer to God’s assembled people), 
it nevertheless becomes the predominant term for Paul (and the New Testament 
in general) to refer to the Christian community. Chrysostom contends that this 
reference to the church as belonging to God already takes aim at the disunity of 
Corinth, for the fact that the church is of God implies that the church is one, not 
only in Corinth, but in the whole world, even as the church’s name, which prop-
erly denotes an assembly, “is not a name of separation, but of unity and concord” 
(Hom. 1.1 in NPNF1 12:3). The church comprises the new people whom God 
has called together in view of the proclamation of the salvation that has come in 
Jesus Christ and who have been gathered and equipped by the Holy Spirit for 
service to God, one another, and the world. The particular church that Paul is 
addressing is that in Corinth, which, even if composed of more than one house 
church, is treated as a single community, again emphasizing its unity.

This church is in Corinth. The city of Corinth had a colorful history.9 It was 
destroyed by the Romans in 146 BC but reestablished by Caesar as a Roman 
colony for military veterans in 44 BC. The capital of the province of Achaia, it 
was characterized by many cultures and ethnicities, though it was distinctively 
marked by a Hellenistic and Roman ethos and their respective institutions, for 
old Corinth was a Greek city and that of Paul’s day was a markedly Roman one. 
A port city renowned for its wealth as a commercial and trading center, Corinth 
was also known (if tradition holds) for its religious plurality and immorality, 
though the latter was at times exaggerated with a view to its Greek past, which 
was different from its later Roman reality. The home of a great temple dedicated 
to Asclepius as well as many lesser shrines and altars to other gods, it was also the 
home to the Isthmian Games, second only to the Olympic Games in renown in 
the ancient world. Raymond Brown succinctly depicts the city that Paul would 
have encountered: “Whatever may have been true of Greek Corinth, we should 
think of Roman Corinth simply as having all the problems of a rough, relatively 
new boomtown adjacent to two seaports” (Brown 1997: 513).

Corinth came with all the challenges of such a city, but it offered Paul oppor-
tunities to support himself as a tentmaker, as well as advantages for the gospel 

8. Here too there is no reason to choose exclusively between a genitive of source (the church of [i.e., 
which has come to be by and depends on the agency of ] God) and a genitive of possession (the church of 
[i.e., which belongs to] God). Both meanings are evident in Paul’s letters and implied here. See HGT 1:4.

9. For the following description of Corinth as a city and Paul’s relation to it, see Brown 1997: 511–15; 
Schnelle 2005: 193–94; and the extensive work of Murphy- O’Connor 2002: esp. 151–218. Additional 
discussion can be found in the commentaries by Collins, Fee, Fitzmyer, Garland, and Thiselton.

_Bender_ICorinthians_ES_jck.indd   32_Bender_ICorinthians_ES_jck.indd   32 7/11/22   8:46 AM7/11/22   8:46 AM

Kimlyn J. Bender, 1 Corinthians 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission. 



1   C O R I N T H I A N S 1:2

13

and its transmission, for those who embraced it might well take it far from the 
port of Corinth to the far reaches of the empire. The problems of the church in 
Corinth were influenced by the realities of the city even as the city provided Paul 
with imagery for addressing them.

Paul came alone to Corinth in AD 50 and founded a church (Acts 18:5). 
Joined by Silvanus and Timothy, he remained there for approximately a year and 
a half (Acts 18:11). Most of the members of the church were pagan (i.e., Gentile) 
converts, and the church displayed the “cultural, religious, and social pluralism 
of the city” (Schnelle 2005: 194). This explains the various and serious problems 
that Paul faced in this church and that he addressed in this first letter, problems 
including arguments over leadership, lawsuits among believers, social and eco-
nomic class divisions, sexual immorality, and overarching theological and ethical 
confusion. The Corinthian believers were divided into various house assemblies, 
which may have contributed to the formation of factions within the church.

Paul’s letter is to the church, but this is followed by a second designation: to 
those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints. That Paul speaks 
of the church as both a single reality and as a composite of individual members 
displays that for him there can be no division between upholding the unity of 
the church as a single corporate body and insisting on the responsibility of the 
individual Christians who compose it (Thiselton: 76–77). He identifies the mem-
bers of the church as those who have been and are being sanctified (the verb has 
unquestionable perfect though also ongoing aspects). They are set apart as holy, 
as those who have been “called to be saints” (or better: “holy people” or simply 
“holy”— κλητοῖς ἁγίοις, klētois hagiois).

Such allusions to sanctification and holiness have deep Old Testament roots, 
as God commands the Israelites, “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God 
am holy” (Lev. 19:2; cf. Exod. 19:5–6). Holiness entails for the Corinthians 
being set apart as God’s people not only from their surrounding culture in their 
identity, allegiance, and worship, but also in their form of life. While holiness has 
reference to Old Testament religious (cultic) practice of someone or something 
set apart for God’s service, such religious separation had moral implications, 
true not only in the Old Testament and for the people of Israel, but also for Paul 
as expressed in his letter to the Corinthians. Holiness is in fact wholistic— it 
entails a new theological, liturgical, political, social, and moral identity. All of 
these must be held together, for it is because the church belongs to God that it 
does not belong to Caesar (who is not Lord— Christ is) and also that it is not to 
follow the standard idolatrous religious practices of the age, not to shape its life 
according to the hierarchical and class conventions of surrounding society, and 
not to participate in the common immorality of the culture.

It is striking that here Paul addresses the Corinthians as those who have been 
sanctified “in Christ Jesus” and as holy, for such will not appear to be the case as 
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the letter progresses if the word “holy” is taken to convey its common meaning 
of exemplary piety and morality. Paul will in fact relentlessly criticize the Corin-
thians’ practices of corporate worship and their communal life, as well as their 
collective and individual moral failings. He makes no compromises by choosing 
between opposing the powers of the state if such is necessary and opposing the 
immoral practices of the culture. These are not mutually exclusive but equally 
necessary for Paul as he sets forth the implications of the gospel. This witness has 
at times been compromised in history when a choice is made between an emphasis 
on public or private (i.e., social or personal) morality, something foreign to Paul 
and the early church.

It is important to register that here too we meet the same construction of being 
“called” earlier noted, and with similar theological convictions. If Paul is “called 
to be an apostle” (1:1), the Corinthians to whom he is writing are those who are 
“called to be saints” (1:2). In turn, just as Paul is an apostle not because of his own 
inherent giftedness or authority but because of a divine claim and commission, 
so also are the Corinthian Christians “saints” or holy persons not because of their 
intrinsic holiness or exemplary lives but because of a divine declaration (relatedly, 
Paul never uses “saint” as an appellation for an individual, nor does the word 
“virtue” appear anywhere in his letter). The Corinthian believers are holy because 
God has called them and declared them to be so. In theological terms, this is the 
distinction between positional and conditional sanctification: the members of the 
church are saints because of God’s declaration (i.e., positional sanctification), and 
in light of their positional status they are entreated by Paul throughout his letter 
to live into their identity and thereby to reflect in their lives the holiness that they 
have received by God’s grace and declaration (i.e., conditional sanctification). As 
is often noted, Paul’s approach in the letter is to exhort the Corinthians to “be-
come what you are”— or roughly stated, “You are saints— now live like it!” This 
should not overshadow the fact that God is already at work to bring this about 
such that they might also “become what you have been given to become” (BW 
1:12). But there is nevertheless a stress by Paul here on the perfect and complete 
declaration of sanctification, which does not exclude the current work of God 
that calls forth a correspondent obedience from the Corinthians as well as a 
hoped- for culmination of salvation with Christ’s appearance (1:7–8). In truth, 
there is a past declarative, a present conditional, and a future anticipated element 
of sanctification. The church (and the Christian) is sanctified in Christ Jesus by 
God’s past pronouncement, is both divinely enabled and exhorted to live a life 
of holiness in the present, and awaits a future glorification beyond this life at the 
end of history on “the day of our Lord Jesus Christ,” when sanctification will be 
perfected and completed (f1:8).

Paul names the recipients of his letter to be the local community in Corinth 
but extends this in a secondary sense to include all those who in every place 
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call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. The emphasis here is not that this 
letter is addressed to all Christians in the world, but that the Corinthian church 
is joined to all such Christians and belongs together with them to one family of 
faith. Paul is here setting forth a picture of the unity of the whole church that he 
will later contrast to the divisive and schismatic nature of the church in Corinth. 
He speaks both of “the church of God” (1 Cor. 1:2; 10:32; 11:22; 15:9; cf. 2 Cor. 
1:1; Gal. 1:13) and of “the churches of God” (1 Cor. 11:16; 1 Thess. 2:14; cf. 
2 Thess. 1:4). For him, each local congregation possesses the full integrity and 
completeness of the church as a whole, even as every local congregation is con-
joined with all other Christian communities comprising all those everywhere 
who confess a common Lord. Conceptions of either a transcendent and invisible 
universal church or a hyper- congregationalism of distinct churches cut off from 
others are both foreign to his thought. He certainly did not think that the idio-
syncratic liturgical and immoral sexual practices of the Corinthians could simply 
be left to the discretion of local congregational self- determination, as will become 
clear in what follows. Corinth did not exist for itself, for it was joined to other 
churches near and far and to Christians everywhere who are called to be God’s 
holy people. Such unity did not override true and valid diversity both within 
and between the local churches, but it did delimit the extent of such diversity in 
light of a common Lord, mutual apostles, a universal gospel, and shared gospel 
entailments in worship and ethical life.

The identification of Christians turns from the theme of sanctification to con-
fession, from describing Christians as those who have been sanctified to those who 
call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. To call on the name of the Lord Jesus 
Christ is parallel to the profession and invocation of the Lord in worship and the 
call for deliverance in the Old Testament (see esp. Joel 2:32; cf. Acts 2:21).10 Paul 
transfers this phrase pertaining to God in the Old Testament directly to Christ in 
the New Testament both here and in Rom. 10:13. Here it has the connotation of 
the confession of and trust in Jesus Christ as Lord.11 Paul’s reference to “the name 
of our Lord” is an appeal to the Lord’s authority, for already in the Old Testament 
the name of the Lord is so closely aligned with God that to know and call on 
God’s name is to know and call on God. For Paul, this reference now pertains to 
Christ, and to invoke the name of the Lord Jesus Christ is to invoke Christ’s own 
authority, as he will do later in the letter (1:10; 5:4; 6:11).

To reference “the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” introduces the element of 
authority because the term “Christ” brings to the fore the element of anointing, 
and so the imagery of the kingship in Israel and the figure of the Anointed One, 

10. See also Gen. 4:26; 12:8; 26:25; 1 Chr. 16:8; Pss. 79:6; 99:6; 105:1; 116:4, 13, 17; Isa. 12:4; 64:7; 
Jer. 10:25; Lam. 3:55; Zeph. 3:9; Acts 15:17.

11. “To invoke the name of the Lord Jesus Christ is to confess Jesus as Lord. Those who invoke the 
name of the Lord Jesus Christ are Christians” (Collins: 47).
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or Messiah, which is the meaning of the term “Christ” in its most literal usage. 
It introduces this notion of authority also because the term “Lord” has political 
connotations, such that Jesus, not Caesar, is Lord. The invocation of the authority 
of the Lord Jesus Christ is introduced supremely because in the Septuagint the 
term “Lord” is commonly used for the name YHWH, so that “to call upon Christ 
as Lord intimately connects him to God as a divine figure” (Garland: 29). This 
question of the relation of God and Christ is also present in the following verse.

Finally, as earlier mentioned, Paul’s picture of the church provided here is of a 
community at once local and specific and joined to other communities that also 
confess the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. It is a gathered community even as it 
is a collection of individual Christians. Paul holds in tension both the corporate 
and the individual aspects of Christian existence, slighting neither the first nor 
the second.

1:3: Paul’s salutation here is a common one to him and evidenced elsewhere 
in the New Testament (Rom. 1:7; 2 Cor. 1:2; Gal. 1:3; Phil. 1:2; 1 Thess. 1:1; 
2 Thess. 1:2; Phlm. 3; cf. Eph. 1:2; Col. 1:2; see also Rev. 1:4). Grace (χάρις, 
charis) and peace (εἰρήνη, eirēnē) are his greeting and wish for the Corinthians 
and come from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Both the elements of the greeting and their ultimate attributed source illumi-
nate Paul’s theological convictions as well as his epistolary practice. He follows 
general rules for letters in his time (i.e., identifying the sender, then the recipients, 
then offering a brief greeting), but he “Christianizes” this practice, seen here in 
his salutation with its reference to grace and peace, as well as to the God and Lord 
who give them. If there is a relative precedent for such a salutation, the closest may 
be the Aaronic blessing pronounced on the people of Israel such that God might 
“be gracious to you” and “give you peace” (Num. 6:24–26; see Fitzmyer: 128). 
Yet Paul’s salutation is all his own and serves not only as an epistolary greeting 
but also as a prayer on account of the introduction of the Father and the Lord 
Jesus Christ through whom grace and peace come.

Grace and peace might be taken as casual and perfunctory but in reality point 
to deep truths at the heart of Paul’s gospel. Grace holds rich connotations. It is a 
distinctively Pauline and Christian greeting. It does not reflect a generic wish of 
well- being but points to God’s faithfulness and mercy, his covenantal love for his 
people, and the particular gift of salvation that has come from God through the 
giving of his Son in reconciling the world and through the giving of his Spirit for 
redemption and renewal. Grace points, once again, to a God not of warm feel-
ings or vague dispositions but of concrete action who sent Christ “for us and for 
our salvation” (as the Nicene Creed states). In the salutation, it also invokes the 
ongoing blessing and kindness of God to be shown to the recipients of the letter. 
Finally, its inclusion here portends the arguments that Paul will make against the 
pretensions of dissension within the church. The self- supposed superior spiritual 
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gifts and social standing of some of the church’s members will cause them to forget 
that they have no reason to boast before God and every reason to demonstrate 
love for others in light of the fact that all they have is the result of the grace and 
love they have received from God in Christ.

Peace is rooted in the Old Testament notion of shalom, composed of God’s rich 
blessings for his people, including the establishment of harmony, righteousness, 
and wholeness (Num. 6:22–26). Here it also has specific Christian connotations. 
For Paul, peace is a gift of God before it is something for which we are to strive. 
Peace in its most decisive sense is divinely established through the cross of Christ, as 
God has reconciled us to himself: “Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we have 
peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1; cf. Rom. 5:10; 2 Cor. 
5:18; Eph. 2:14–17). Such peace surpasses human understanding and guards the 
hearts and minds of Christians in Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:7). Christians are called in 
light of this divine gift to “live peaceably with all” (Rom. 12:18; cf. 1 Thess. 5:13).

The hubris of many in Corinth, along with the conflict among believers, makes 
these blessings of grace and peace especially pertinent. Given the unity and peace 
with God that the Corinthians share on the vertical plane, they are to be united 
and at peace with one another on the horizontal, human one, “for God is a God 
not of disorder but of peace” (14:33). In this sense, peace is at one and the same 
time a reality divinely established, a hope expressed in prayer, and a goal for which 
the Corinthians are to strive in their common life with one another. In this salu-
tation, peace evokes a declaration of a divinely gifted reality, an invocation, and 
an implicit exhortation.

Lastly, both grace and peace are said by Paul to come from God our Father 
and the Lord Jesus Christ. The deep mystery of the relation of God and Christ 
runs like a thread throughout this letter and the New Testament in its entirety. 
Paul frequently conjoins God and Christ this way (e.g., 8:6; cf. Rom. 6:4; 15:6; 
Gal. 1:3–4; 4:6; Phil. 2:11; 4:19; 1 Thess. 3:11, 13). The remarkable juxtaposi-
tion of these names should not be missed and its significance cannot be overem-
phasized. No human person could share God’s identity, dignity, glory, power, 
or holiness in the Old Testament, and consequently there was no apposition of 
God with a human person in Jewish scripture or speech as if God and a human 
figure stood on the same or even a similar plane. God and human persons were 
not presented as coequal subjects or agents of any action. That Paul can and does 
conjoin God and the Lord Jesus Christ in such constructions of apposition (most 
striking in 8:6, examined below) is without parallel in the Old Testament or in 
the contemporary Jewish practice of Paul’s day. It points to Christ’s singular and 
unique identity that catches up but transcends that of Old Testament prophetic, 
priestly, and royal figures.

The questions of the relation of God the Father and Jesus as the Son that 
would occupy the later church councils, and specifically that of Nicea in 325, 
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are already implicitly present here in Paul’s salutation and throughout the New 
Testament. The questions of the most significant ecumenical councils— Nicea 
(325), Constantinople (381), Ephesus (431), and Chalcedon (451)— are not 
foreign or imposed on the New Testament but the outworking of its deep-
est mysteries.12 The answer to the question of the relation of the Father and 
the Son, of God and Christ, would be debated in the early centuries until 
today, but the broad consensus of both the Western (Roman Catholic and 
Protestant) and the Eastern (Eastern Orthodox) churches was and remains 
that God the Father and Jesus the Son are both one and distinct in a shared 
divine identity and life (hence the language of a triune God as “one God in 
three persons”). Remarking on this passage in Paul, Hans Conzelmann states, 
“Christ and God are differentiated as persons. But their working is a perfect 
unity” (Conzelmann: 20). This is but to scratch the surface of a much deeper 
issue, for the divine activities of creation and salvation were seen in the Juda-
ism of Jesus and Paul’s day to be unique to God alone. That Christ is now 
not only the object of divine action but also the subject of it entails that the 
church of the past was correct in asserting that the Son is of the same nature 
and existence as the Father.

This intimate union of God the Father and Jesus the Son mitigates, if it does 
not eliminate, the questions that arise in the current day with regard to God as 
Father. Unquestionably, this was for Paul the definitive way of referring to God, 
and it was the revealed name for God used by Jesus (e.g., “Our Father which art 
in heaven”). Objections to such reference can make serious traction only when 
the character of God in scripture is ignored. For Paul, the character of God as 
Father is not only portrayed as sovereign but also revealed through the scandal 
of the cross.13 While some may take “Father” to be but a metaphor of an ancient 
society that can now be traded for other metaphors, Paul (as Jesus) takes it to be 
a divinely revealed name, a practice that the Gospel writers and the early church 
followed (Matt. 28:18–20). As a name, it does not denote sexual identity but 
transcends it, even as God is attributed both paternal and maternal qualities in 
scripture and as both women and men are equally made in the divine image (Gen. 

12. Richard Bauckham explicitly rejects the idea that the divinity of Christ is only an implicit, embry-
onic idea in the New Testament; rather, the New Testament already gives evidence of a high Christology 
of divine identity that, though different from later patristic “substantialist” ones, is nonetheless a “fully 
divine Christology” (Bauckham 1999: 78; cf. 77–79). He adds, “In the context of the Arian controversies, 
Nicene theology was essentially an attempt to resist the implications of Greek philosophical understand-
ings of divinity and to re- appropriate in a new conceptual context the New Testament’s inclusion of 
Jesus in the unique divine identity” (78).

13. “Paul asserts simultaneously the unconditioned ‘Almightiness’ of God and the Christlikeness
of God as known and revealed through the self- chosen ‘weakness’ of the cross. In this profound con-
text the cross is no mere ‘instrument’ of salvation, but a revelation of the cruciform identity of God” 
(Thiselton: 83).
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1:26–28). God is the pattern for what human parents are to be; it is not human 
fathers (or mothers) that define God’s identity.14

Much attention has been given to these opening verses. The primary warrant 
for this is the fact that Paul already in the salutation is setting forth the manner 
in which he will address the specific matters of dispute and contention in the rest 
of the letter. All of them will deal with very specific issues of liturgical and moral 
failure, but all of them will nevertheless be framed theologically and shaped by 
these convictions of God, Christ, the Christian community, and the grace and 
peace that the Corinthians have received and are to embrace and reflect in their 
corporate life and individual lives.

1:4–9

1:4: Having provided his opening salutation and greeting, Paul turns to thanks-
giving. I give thanks (Εὐχαριστῶ, Eucharistō) to my God always for you are the 
first words that Paul expresses as he begins his letter to a troubled church. His life 
comprises prayer to God above and pastoral concern for the churches to which 
he ministers, and these are never divided in his existence. Thiselton notes that 
“in the Pauline writings as a whole, prayer is addressed to God as Father through 
Christ prompted by the Holy Spirit” (Thiselton: 89). Prayer, for Paul, begins with 
a recognition of the providential and salvific work of the triune God in and over 
history through which the church of God is called into existence and for which 
the proper response is gratitude. In light of this grace shown to the churches and 
to himself, he boldly speaks of this God as “my God,” even as the God he speaks 
of is of course their God as well.

This opening thanksgiving bears on all that follows: however much Paul may 
criticize the Corinthians for their failures to live a life corresponding to the gospel, 
his first and final word is one of continuous thanksgiving to God for them. This 
thanksgiving is based on the grace of God that has been given you in Christ 
Jesus. Grace here stands for all of God’s salvific and regenerative benefits that 
they have received through and on account of God’s mercy shown to them in 
Christ Jesus. The phrase “in Christ” displays one of the deepest mysteries of the 
New Testament.15 Here it implies at the very least that Christ is both the locus 
and the content of the grace that has been given, although it also signifies that 

14. “It is therefore not that there is first of all human fatherhood and then a so- called divine Father-
hood, but just the reverse: true and proper fatherhood resides in God, and from this Fatherhood of God 
what we know as fatherhood among men is derived” (Barth 1959: 43). It is entirely appropriate to say 
that this pertains to parenthood and thus to both fathers and mothers who reflect and display in their 
lives the parental provision and the loving care of God for their children.

15. For an examination of this phrase in the New Testament, see Campbell 2012; also HGT 1:8. Some 
of the greatest mysteries of the New Testament reside in its prepositions (e.g., “in Christ,” “with Christ”).
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Christ is the means by which God has given this grace. In this sense, the giver 
and the gift, as well as its benefits, are one and the same.

1:5: Paul now takes up themes that will have prominent roles to play in the let-
ter. He names the specific benefits of the grace that they have received in Christ— 
namely, that they have been enriched in him, in speech and knowledge of every 
kind. One of the themes that he will address is the social divisions between the 
rich and the poor, and he brings to the fore that the true riches they possess are 
not material ones but the speech and knowledge they have received in Christ. 
Gifts of speech, and particularly ecstatic gifts of tongues, are a later problem that 
he addresses (chs. 12–14), as is the superiority some claim for their knowledge 
(e.g., 8:1–2).

Speech (λόγος, logos) and knowledge (γνῶσις, gnōsis) are two prominent 
themes that will be examined in more detail below. The second specifically is one 
found more in the Corinthian correspondence than in all of the rest of the New 
Testament combined.16 Reference to “speech” here may point to the spiritual gift 
of tongues addressed in chapter 14, but it may also allude to the Corinthian admi-
ration for rhetorical giftedness that Paul dismisses (2:1–4).17 While it is mistaken 
to think that the Corinthians’ emphasis on knowledge should be classified as a 
kind of early gnosticism (which arises later in history, with Irenaeus frequently 
quoting 1 Corinthians against gnostics in his Against Heresies), the emphasis on 
knowledge is a readily evident Corinthian preoccupation.

Paul does not here disparage these things, though he will later address their 
distortion and misuse and subject them to that which is superior to both— that 
is, to love (see 13:1–2, 8). He reminds the Corinthians that two things are true: 
first, their enrichment of speech and enrichment of knowledge are gifts of God 
conveyed through Christ, such that the Corinthians are not the active origina-
tors of such gifts but their passive recipients; and second, the gifts of speech and 
knowledge belong not first and foremost to individuals or even factions within 
the church but to the church in its entirety.

1:6–7: Paul notes that they have been enriched in such things just as the tes-
timony of Christ has been strengthened among you (1:6). This testimony 
(or witness— μαρτύριον, martyrion) of Christ may be taken to mean different 
things— whether Christ is the content or the agent of this testimony is not clear. 
Insofar as Paul has been addressing matters of speech and knowledge, it is likely 
the former. Another warrant for thinking of this in terms of the first is that Paul 
most frequently portrays the gospel as the message of Christ proclaimed by the 
apostles, which is confirmed by the Holy Spirit in the lives of believers, calling 
them to faith and obedience. The language of being “strengthened” can also be 
translated as being “confirmed” (so the RSV as well as the NIV and NASB)— that 

16. See 1:5; 8:1, 7, 10, 11; 12:8; 13:2; 14:6; cf. 2 Cor. 2:14; 4:6; 6:6; 8:7; 10:5; 11:6.
17. Hence Conzelmann translates this word as “eloquence” (Conzelmann: 27).

_Bender_ICorinthians_ES_jck.indd   40_Bender_ICorinthians_ES_jck.indd   40 7/11/22   8:46 AM7/11/22   8:46 AM

Kimlyn J. Bender, 1 Corinthians 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission. 



1   C O R I N T H I A N S 1:6–7

21

is, the testimony of Christ has been confirmed in the Corinthians. In this sense, 
confirmation points to the realm of the fulfillment of a promise, something wit-
nessed elsewhere in Paul’s thought in reference to the term here used (cf. Rom. 
15:8). The language of testimony and of confirmation have forensic and judicial 
overtones, such that the proclamation of the gospel has been verified in the Co-
rinthians’ lives even as their gifts confirm its truth, evidence of Paul’s testimony 
of Christ (see Collins: 62–63; Fee: 38).

In writing to a church infatuated with the acquisition of spiritual gifts, particu-
larly those of ecstatic character and demonstrative power as evident later in the 
letter, Paul reminds them that you are not lacking in any spiritual gift (1:7). All 
that the church needs is divinely given; nothing that is lacking is required. While 
some may read this to be an ironic aside by Paul in light of his later addressing 
of the abuse of such gifts, there is no reason to take this as less than sincere in 
light of his reference to the divine enrichment of the Corinthians in speech and 
knowledge. Moreover, while the reference to a gift foreshadows much of Paul’s 
later discussion of spiritual gifts, the word here pertains to a single gift (χάρισμα, 
charisma) and the word “spiritual” is added by the translators. While this word 
may well be intended to prefigure the future discussion on spiritual or charismatic 
gifts in chapters 12–14, Paul is speaking here more broadly of all God’s gifts of 
grace, as well as grace itself. Indeed, that he is speaking of a gift (and not a talent 
or virtue) emphasizes that such things are not self- generated but received; it also 
implies a divine Giver.

Paul emphasizes that God’s enrichment of the Corinthians in speech, in knowl-
edge, and in every spiritual gift comes as you wait for the revealing of our Lord 
Jesus Christ (1:7). In addition to the themes of theology (God and God’s iden-
tity), Christology (Christ in his relation to God, with his distinct person and 
work), ecclesiology (the church as a gathered, local, and universal community), 
and soteriology (salvation as resting on the grace of God as its origin even as 
peace with God and one another is its goal), Paul now introduces another cen-
tral theme of the letter— eschatology (the inbreaking of God in the present with 
the appearance of Christ and the giving of the Spirit, as well as the future hope 
of believers in the culmination of God’s final consummation of all things with 
Christ’s public return in glory).

Paul’s statement about the revelation (ἀποκάλυπσις, apokalypsis) of the Lord 
Jesus refers not to a private illumination of mysticism but to a sudden public and 
cosmic appearance of Christ at the end of time (cf. 2 Thess. 1:7). As Christ was 
revealed in his first appearance, so he will be gloriously revealed at his second 
coming. Paul’s entire theology of church and ministry is framed by the book-
ends of Christ’s first appearance in history and his future return in glory. Paul’s 
answers to problems besetting Corinth are framed in light of this eschatological 
reality, in which the church lives in this time between the times. As will be seen, 
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his apocalyptic theology defined by Christ’s first and second advents does not 
destroy God’s creative and covenantal intentions for humanity and the world, 
but it does radically transfigure them.

1:8: Paul turns from speaking of a prior strengthening in the testimony of 
Christ resulting in a perfection of gifts to speaking of the present and future 
strengthening that God will provide. The pronoun “he” that begins this sen-
tence— He will also strengthen you to the end— is best thought of as having 
God as its antecedent and agent (rather than Christ), for God has been the agent 
of all the passive verbs thus far.18 Here is the final goal of God’s sanctification and 
strengthening of the church, namely, that the Corinthian church and its mem-
bers may be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. To be blameless 
(ἀνέγκλητος, anenklētos) signifies that they are to be found without reproach and 
free from condemnation; with the use of this term, Paul is continuing the judicial 
imagery of testimony and confirmation in 1:7 (Collins: 65). Such language con-
notes the meaning of receiving a pronouncement of a divine verdict rather than 
recognizing an achieved virtuous character.

Here again the ultimate vindication and righteousness of the Corinthians is 
set forth not as an achievement but as a gift received through a divine verdict of 
innocence (cf. Rom. 8:33). This blamelessness is not, however, a present reality 
with regard to their actual behavior (for Paul will certainly hold them blamewor-
thy for numerous things in the present).19 It points, rather, to an eschatological 
declaration of pardon that will be joined with an actual realization of a full and 
final sanctification that overshadows and overcomes all present failure. Though 
more implicit than in Galatians or Romans, here too Paul’s emphasis is on a 
justification that comes by grace, culminating in a final divine verdict of blame-
lessness (Thiselton: 102).

This declarative judgment of being blameless, or “guiltless” (RSV), is explicitly 
associated with Christ’s apocalyptic appearance at the end of time. The concept 
of the day of the Lord is readily witnessed in the prophetic literature of the Old 
Testament, often pointing to a coming day of divine judgment and wrath.20 This 
day was understood to be one of a dreadful verdict on the wicked, but it was 
also one of vindication for those who suffered from persecution and injustice, 
such that the day of the Lord was not only one of fear and foreboding but one 
of hope for final divine deliverance and the restoration of peace and harmony. 

18. Thiselton sees this question of the antecedent as an open one but concludes that this ambiguity 
of antecedent “need not trouble us since Paul’s language here concerns the promises of God- in- Christ” 
(Thiselton: 101).

19. Fee notes that Paul’s confidence in this good end is warranted solely because of God’s action. 
As he dryly comments: “If Paul’s confidence lay in the Corinthians themselves, then he is in trouble” 
(Fee: 42).

20. For the “day of the Lord” in the Old Testament, see Isa. 13:6, 9; Jer. 46:10; Ezek. 30:3; Joel 1:15; 
2:1, 11, 31; 3:14; Amos 5:18, 20; Obad. 15; Zeph. 1:7, 14; Mal. 4:1, 5.
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For Paul, this Old Testament idea has taken on a christological meaning: the day 
of the Lord is now the day of our Lord Jesus Christ, a final day of reckoning 
and rejoicing when Christ shall return to judge both Christians and the world, 
vindicating the former and establishing his peace (1 Cor. 5:5; Phil. 1:10; 1 Thess. 
3:13; 5:2, 23; cf. 2 Cor. 1:14; 5:10; 2 Pet. 3:10).

1:9: God is faithful. There can be no more succinct statement of God’s char-
acter than these three opening words, for God is the faithful God who is true 
to his promises in covenantal love (Deut. 7:9; cf. 1 Thess. 5:24).21 Paul in his 
(Greek) text puts “faithful” (πιστός, pistos) first in the sentence, giving it a place 
of prominence and emphasis. All that God has done in the past— from his very 
first call of Abraham, through his redemption of his people from Egypt, to his 
preservation of a remnant through the captivity in Babylon— is a mark of his 
faithfulness, and this faithfulness is fulfilled in the giving of his Son: “For in him 
[i.e., in Christ] every one of God’s promises is a ‘Yes’” (2 Cor. 1:20).

God’s faithfulness takes concrete expression in the fellowship (κοινωνία, 
koinōnia) of Christ into which the Corinthians have been called. While “fellow-
ship” as a word has now become diluted to mean merely a shared social expe-
rience of goodwill, it has much deeper theological connotations here. Paul is 
speaking of a participation of the church, and therefore also of the Christian, in 
the life of Christ and in his death and resurrection. Reference here to fellowship 
with Christ is not so much prefiguring the church’s sharing in the body and blood 
of Christ (1 Cor. 10:16) as emphasizing “the union of Christians with Christ in 
the church as a result of their call by God to be a holy people associated with his 
Son through faith and baptism” (Fitzmyer: 134).

In light of fuzzy understandings of participation and fellowship, it is important 
to note that fellowship implies neither a superficial and casual relation based 
on a voluntary association of persons nor an unmediated participation in the 
divine life. Fellowship is in Christ and points to a deep intimacy, though it is 
not a mysticism in which the separate identities of the partners in relation are 
lost, such that the distinction between Christ and the Christian dissolves. For 
Paul, fellowship implies a relation in which Christ remains the unique Lord and 
Savior, even as Christians, joined to him, share in his life. In union with him, 
they do not, however, lose their identity or the integrity of their individual lives, 
and nothing in Paul points to a dissolution of the self into the divine.22 They do 

21. To speak of God as faithful is to speak of God’s “steadfastness” and “constant uniformity of 
character . . . , so that whatever God begins He carries through to completion.” It is to say that God is 
“unwavering in His purpose” (Calvin: 23).

22. Commenting on this verse, Barth states, “In the language of the New Testament, κοινωνία 

[koinōnia, i.e., fellowship] or communicatio [communion, participation] is a relationship between two 
persons in which these are brought into perfect mutual co- ordination within the framework of a definite 
order, yet with no destruction of their two- sided identity and particularity, but rather in its confirmation 
and expression. We have such a relationship, such fellowship and therefore mutual co- ordination, in 

_Bender_ICorinthians_ES_jck.indd   43_Bender_ICorinthians_ES_jck.indd   43 7/11/22   8:46 AM7/11/22   8:46 AM

Kimlyn J. Bender, 1 Corinthians 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission. 



1   C O R I N T H I A N S1:9

24

not become less like themselves; rather, in becoming like Christ, they become 
more like themselves than they have ever been. A similar thing must be said not 
only of the relation of the Christian with Christ but of the church itself; as will 
be seen in due course, the church is one body, but it is composed of a diversity 
of members. The unity of the church does not entail the loss of the distinctive-
ness of each member; rather, the diversity of members and gifts within the body 
makes the body what it is. Fellowship is a union in Christ with others in which 
Christians are joined to Christ, await full conformity to Christ on the last day, 
and accordingly will become who they were meant to be.

Here again Paul highlights the language of calling, such that the fellowship in 
which the Corinthians share is not one of their own choosing but one into which 
they have been placed. While he previously mentioned “Christ,” “Christ Jesus,” 
or “our Lord Jesus Christ,” highlighting Jesus’s authority and salvific agency (and 
God’s agency through him), now Paul ends by speaking of the fellowship of his 
[God’s] Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. This is Paul’s first reference to Jesus as God’s 
Son, language he uses to speak of the intimate union of the Father with Jesus, 
though there is only one other reference to Jesus as the Son in the letter (15:28).23

In bringing this examination of the opening of the letter to a close, it is helpful 
to register the predominant themes that Paul brings immediately to the fore: the 
prevenient action and faithfulness of God that precedes all human action and 
faith, evident in the language of call and gift; the church as the result of God’s 
saving and sanctifying work, such that Christians are both God’s holy people and 
exhorted to live into and embrace that holiness, joined as they are to churches 
and Christians throughout the world called together into fellowship with Christ; 
and the eschatological nature of Christian existence, such that the church lives in 
the light of the first appearance of Christ that has brought salvation and in the 
hope of the final appearance of Christ on the last day. Added to this is Paul’s con-
viction, evident in his practice, that the right and proper response to such gracious 
divine mercy, a mercy demonstrated in both the salvation and the vocation of Paul 
and his Corinthian charges, is thanksgiving. This thanksgiving is expressed by Paul 
to the Corinthians but simultaneously and ultimately offered in prayer to God.

Throughout Paul’s opening verses, God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ 
are set forth together, with God the Father as the one whose will stands behind 
the salvation and call of Paul and his recipients, and the Lord Jesus Christ as the 
one through whom they are saved, called, and enriched. Paul’s focus on Christ is 
especially notable. That Christ predominates his thought is unquestionable— 
there are ten references to Christ in the first ten verses. Such a fixation on the 

unique perfection in the relationship of man to Jesus Christ in which he is set when his vocation takes 
place” (CD IV/3.2, 535).

23. “Demonstrably, Paul varies his designations for Jesus in accordance with that aspect of Jesus’ 
identity that he wishes to highlight” (HGT 1:12; cf. Collins: 64–65).
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Lord Jesus Christ holds true for his thought here and elsewhere. Pauline theology 
is marked by Christ and the gospel; it is christological in content and evangelical 
in tone, for the good news of God in Christ shapes all that Paul will say in this 
letter, even as Christ has predominated the opening verses.24 For Paul, all of God’s 
grace and gifts are found “in Christ”— Christ is the fullness of God’s grace because 
he is the fulfillment of God’s promises to us. In a world continually marked by 
broken promises and broken relationships, God is shown to be faithful amid 
the tragedies of the world, fulfilling all that he has promised and restoring us to 
fellowship through his Son and with one another in him.

1:10–17

1:10–12: Paul now turns from salutation to exhortation in light of the problems in 
Corinth that he will address. As in the last section where he began with thanks-
giving to God (“I give thanks,” Εὐχαριστῶ, Eucharistō; 1:4), so now he begins with a 
petition to the Corinthians (“I appeal,” Παρακαλῶ, parakalō; 1:10). His appeal (or 
request; see Thiselton: 112) is made not with reference to his authority as an apostle 
(much less by means of a formal rhetorical argument) but by the name of our Lord 
Jesus Christ (1:10), designating Christ’s own authority and presence in the church 
and again recalling the unity shared by all who call on that name (f1:2). The heart 
of the appeal is that the Corinthians might be in agreement (lit., “that you may 
all speak the same thing”) without divisions (σχίσματα, schismata; cf. 11:18–19) 
and that they be united in one mind (νοῦς, nous) and with one purpose (γνώμη, 
gnōmē; 1:10). Paul exhorts the Corinthians to trade their internal dissension for 
unity in a shared attitude and outlook, which is nothing less than an appeal that 
they share the mind of Christ (2:16; cf. Rom. 12:2). Paul’s picture in this passage of 
what the church is to be was captured by the church father Cyprian in his treatise 
On the Unity of the Church: “In the house of God, in the Church of Christ, men 
dwell with one mind, and continue in concord and simplicity” (8 in ANF 5:424).

We are here introduced to one of the persistent and overarching issues that 
plagued the Corinthian church— namely, the problem of divisions and dissen-
sion.25 This problem of disunity is of course founded on much deeper issues, for 

24. Chrysostom observed long ago, “Seest thou the constant repetition of the Name of Christ? From 
whence it is plain even to the most unobservant, that not by chance nor unwittingly he [Paul] does 
this” (Chrysostom, Hom. 2.7 in NPNF1 12:7). The christological concentration of theologians such 
as Luther and Barth and Bonhoeffer (as examples) in church history is not an aberration; rather, these 
figures are simply exemplars of this Pauline and indeed New Testament perspective. Any theology that 
marginalizes Christ and does not embrace the scandal of the gospel simply has no claim to a Pauline, or 
New Testament, pedigree. In Paul’s thought, God and Christ are indivisible, for “knowing God involves 
belonging to Christ” (Furnish 1999: 28–29).

25. News of this division had come to Paul by a report from “Chloe’s people” (1:11), of whom we 
really know nothing, though they were possibly persons who for commercial reasons traveled to Corinth 
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a lack of unity and the presence of divisions point to things over which people 
might divide, and that is indeed the case in Corinth. Numerous issues result-
ing in strife are addressed by Paul throughout the letter and will be examined 
in turn. The first matter of division is one of personal partisanship, a form of 
tribalism in which the Corinthians, instead of recognizing their unity in Christ 
and the gospel, have, for whatever reason, divided and lined up in allegiance be-
hind different leaders. The quarrels (1:11) that are dividing the church are over 
disagreements that came to be tied to adherence to different persons. As Paul 
recounts this, some say they follow Paul, while others say they follow Apollos (a 
significant minister in Corinth; Acts 18:24–19:1), Cephas (another name used 
by Paul for the apostle Peter), or Christ himself. If such cohorts following the 
apostles actually existed as cohesive groups (and this is disputed— see below), 
they were in any case started not by Paul, Apollos, or Peter (much less Christ!) 
but by persons claiming their authority.

It is in truth extraordinarily difficult to ascertain the exact nature of these divi-
sions, and there has been much speculation about them (see Fee: 57; Garland: 
46–47; Fitzmyer: 139). What can be ruled out is that they were fixed parties 
defined by doctrine or factions that were started by Paul, Apollos, or Peter them-
selves, for Paul portrays his relation to Apollos in a positive and complementary, 
rather than competitive, light (3:4–9; 4:6). If there were factions that were related 
to the actual leaders of Paul, Apollos, and Cephas, they were not headed by these 
leaders themselves.

What might reasonably be maintained are positions such as the following ones. 
The first is to see these divisions as referring in some manner to some Corinthians 
claiming allegiance and superiority for Paul or Apollos over against the other (see 
again 3:4–9 and 4:6), with the same holding for some claiming Cephas (though 
he receives less later attention; see 3:22). It is questionable, however, whether there 
was a distinct “Christ” group, but Paul may mention this one last as an ironic 
judgment on the first three, although another explanation is that there may have 
been persons in Corinth who wanted to transcend these appeals to Paul, Apollos, 
or Peter (or other leaders) with a direct appeal to Christ.

A second more likely interpretation is that Paul is using these famous leaders 
representatively for divisions that did not pertain to Paul or Apollos or Peter at 
all but rather to other prominent persons in the church in Corinth that he does 
not want explicitly to name. This position is already found in Chrysostom, who 
states that Paul was in fact not speaking about factions behind himself, Apollos, 
or Peter (or Christ) but mentioned these only in order to shame the Corinthians 
by contending that if one is not to claim exclusive allegiance to such prominent 

in service to a wealthy businesswoman and, being believers who took an opportunity to visit the Corin-
thian community, brought back a report to Paul.
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apostles and leaders, then one certainly should not divide over lesser persons.26 
In this case, there were such quasi- factions, but they were lined up not behind 
Paul, Apollos, Peter, or Christ but behind other local leaders or prominent church 
members.

What should not be lost in this complexity of the discord in Corinth is the 
larger matter that, regardless of the exact nature of the divisions and strife, di-
vision of any kind is, for Paul, a betrayal of the unity of the church and of the 
gospel. It is of inestimable importance that he never addresses any factions within 
the church but addresses the church as a whole as an apostle for the whole (see 
Fitzmyer: 138). In this, he never stoops to recognize these divisions as of ultimate 
significance, though they are of utmost seriousness in betraying the unity of the 
church in Christ. Moreover, while the divisions and quarrels of which he speaks 
mirror the language of political rather than theological conflict, his appeal is not 
to political posturing but to “Christology and theology for their cure” (Thiselton: 
118; cf. Collins: 77, 79).

1:13–16: Paul addresses such divisions with rhetorical questions that serve as 
pronouncements: Has Christ been divided? (1:13). This first question, in view 
of the divisions in Corinth, may point to an affirmative answer, but in light of 
the following two expecting a negative answer, it is most likely also expecting a 
negative one, though it may possibly point to a radical dismembership of Christ’s 
body that church disunity threatened as its result (so Calvin: 28; BW 1:21–22). 
Was Paul crucified for you? (1:13). The rhetorical nature of this question is obvi-
ous: whatever the Corinthians may be claiming for the superiority of any human 
leader, Paul points to the singularity and supremacy of Christ and his sacrifice 
as relativizing any other claims, for Christ’s salvific death is one that no person, 
including Paul himself, could undergo or effect for their benefit (HGT 1:19). 
This question points to Paul’s exposition of the cross soon to come. Or were you 
baptized in the name of Paul? (1:13). This is another ridiculous thought, for the 
Corinthians were baptized not in the name of their baptizer (or any other human 
person) but in the name of Christ (see Acts 2:38; 8:16; 10:48; for baptism in the 
triune name, see Matt. 28:19). This question again hints at a misunderstanding of 
the disparity between Christ and any human minister. As John Wesley summed 
up this point, “The glory of Christ then is not to be divided between him and 
his servants.”27

Having set forth these three questions, Paul moves to address the topic of the 
last in more detail. In light of the Corinthian divisions and confusions expressed 

26. Hom. 3.4 in NPNF1 12:11. Paul, Chrysostom concludes, “makes his argument less severe, not 
mentioning by name the rude dividers of the Church, but concealing them, as behind a sort of masks, 
with the names of the Apostles.”

27. John Wesley, Explanatory Notes upon the New Testament, 16th ed. (New York: Phillips & Hunt; 
Cincinnati: Cranston & Stowe, n.d.), 409.
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in following individual teachers, one element playing into such divisions may 
have been the issue of who baptized the church members in Corinth, such that 
individuals saw themselves as mystically or morally bound to the person who 
baptized them (Fee: 63). Paul expresses his thankfulness to God that he baptized 
so few lest they align behind his name in contrast to others. He mentions two 
people he baptized by name— Crispus and Gaius— and then adds, as if by an im-
mediate remembrance (or reminder by a present Sosthenes or even Stephanas), 
that he also baptized the household of Stephanas (Crispus, Gaius, and Stephanas 
are persons mentioned in Acts 18:8, Rom. 16:23, and 1 Cor. 16:15–17, respec-
tively). Beyond these named persons, Paul does not remember any others whom 
he may have baptized.

1:17: Paul’s culminating response to this latter question of baptism is to em-
phasize and return to the theme of his apostolicity. To be an apostle (apostolos) 
is to be one who is sent (apostellō, “I send”), and Paul states that Christ did not 
send me to baptize but to proclaim the gospel. The apostolic task mirrors that 
of the Old Testament prophets like Isaiah who were called and sent (Isa. 6:1–6). 
Here Paul is focused not on the initiative and call of Christ (according to the will 
of God) as before (1:1) but on the final purpose of his apostolic vocation, not so 
much the ground as the goal of being an apostle.

In doing so, Paul subordinates baptism to proclamation in his apostolic vo-
cation and highlights that the church is founded on the pronouncement of the 
gospel, followed by the baptism of persons who receive it. That he takes what can 
appear to be a cavalier attitude toward baptism in relation to the proclamation 
of the gospel is misunderstood if thought to dismiss the importance of the first 
(see Furnish 1999: 91–94). Even if he appears to be uninterested in his baptismal 
record in Corinth, he nonetheless takes baptism for granted as an inalienable 
practice for the churches. He straightforwardly presupposes that all members of 
the church have been baptized, as appears to be the case here, but he does the same 
even for a church that he has not previously visited— for example, the church in 
Rome (see Rom. 6:1–4)— and describes baptism in rich theological terms. He 
himself was baptized upon his conversion, as Luke recounts (Acts 9:18).

Paul’s purpose here is not to dismiss baptism as unimportant but to assert that 
the agent of baptism is of no consequence in comparison to Christ, in whose name 
the person is baptized.28 The one who baptizes certainly should not be esteemed to 
be the founder of a faction in competition with other factions (a matter that the 
church would have to reexamine with the Donatist controversy during the time 
of Augustine).29 Division of this kind betrays the unity of the church, for what 

28. “For Baptism truly is a great thing: but its greatness is not the work of the person baptizing, but 
of Him who is invoked in the Baptism” (Chrysostom, Hom. 3.6 in NPNF1 12:12).

29. In his responses to Petilian, Augustine directly compares the disharmony in Corinth to the 
schismatic baptismal practice of the Donatists: “For they use their utmost endeavors to prove that the 
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is important is not the person by whom one is baptized but that every member 
of the church has been baptized in the same name.

Nevertheless, Paul’s argument does imply that baptism is secondary to the 
true vocation of his apostolic office: the proclamation of the gospel. He does not 
dismiss baptism but rightly orders it as following upon and accompanying the 
proclamation and reception of the gospel. As Tertullian would later comment, 
proclamation does not exclude baptism, but it does precede it: “For preaching is 
the prior thing, baptizing the posterior” (On Baptism 14 in ANF 3:676). In the 
New Testament baptism follows gospel proclamation, and in the early church 
baptism ensued from the instruction of the catechumenate.30 This order was 
certainly true for Paul, though for him baptism and the Lord’s Supper are also 
forms of embodying the gospel and proclaiming it (11:24–27; Rom. 6:3–11).

To proclaim the gospel (εὐαγγελίζω, euangelizō) is to proclaim the good news 
(εὐαγγέλιον, euangelion). As Paul will soon pronounce, the content of that message 
is a scandal to both Jews and Gentiles, a message opposing the world’s normal and 
natural ways of thinking and living. Nevertheless, here he highlights its proclama-
tion as the heart of the apostolic task and the foundation of the church. There is no 
faith and salvation apart from the preaching of Christ (15:1–2; Rom. 10:14–15).

In turn, Paul emphasizes that this proclamation was done by him not with 
eloquent wisdom, so that the cross of Christ might not be emptied of its 
power. Here he introduces another theme that arises from the Corinthians’ own 
preoccupations. As he earlier referred to speech and knowledge, now he refer-
ences wisdom (σοφία, sophia). Unlike his positive earlier references to speech 
and knowledge, however, this one to “eloquent wisdom” (sophia logou) is un-
questionably negative.31 He did not proclaim the gospel with the wisdom of the 
world or rhetorical eloquence, and the reason he gives for this refusal on his part 
is not that such might display a lack of personal humility but that the power of 
the cross of Christ and the content of its message might not be “emptied of its 
power” (or “be made void” [NASB]).

While this reference to wisdom is enigmatic, it does point to a theme that will 
be prominent in the letter. Paul will soon renounce both aspects here alluded 
to with this phrase— both the content of human wisdom in contrast to the wis-
dom of the cross and the form of wisdom as eloquent speech in contrast to the 

origin, root, and head of the baptized person is none other than the individual by whom he is baptized” 
(1.4 in NPNF1 4:521; cf. 624).

30. Kavanagh 1978: 20–23; Johnson 2007: 36–37. The New Testament pattern of baptism follow-
ing gospel proclamation and its reception in faith and the later patristic practice in both the churches 
of the Greek East and the Latin West of baptism as the culmination of a period of preparation (i.e., the 
catechumenate) provide the explanation for why debates between and within ecclesial traditions about 
the propriety of infant baptism have been perennial ones and have found no universal resolution.

31. Paul’s reference to “eloquent wisdom” (sophia logou) may allude to both philosophy and rhetoric 
and casts a judgment on both; see HGT 1:23–24.
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Spirit- empowered proclamation of the gospel. The word of the cross confronts 
and rejects this “wisdom of a word,” or “eloquent wisdom.” The danger lies not 
only in emptying the cross of power through the form of eloquence but also with 
a substitution of its content altogether wherein human wisdom replaces the di-
vine message of the cross. Leo the Great would later highlight the danger that in 
matters of speech it is often the case that “what is maintained with the greatest 
eloquence is reckoned the truest.” But as he concludes, “Christ’s Gospel needs not 
this art; for in it the true teaching stands revealed by its own light: nor is there 
any seeking for that which shall please the ear, when to know Who is the Teacher 
is sufficient for true faith.”32

Two things follow in turn. The first is that Paul coordinates and joins the his-
torical crucifixion of Jesus with his own present preaching of the gospel. This will 
become clearer in what immediately follows. He speaks interchangeably of the 
gospel he proclaims and the message of the cross, for the proclamation of the gospel 
is nothing other than the proclamation of the crucifixion of Christ and its meaning 
and significance. In brief, the “word of the cross and the gospel are for Paul identical” 
(Schrage 1:170). The second is that Paul sees the danger to rightful and effective 
proclamation in a substitution of eloquence for substance, as well as in voiding the 
power of the proclamation of the gospel with a turn to human wisdom that could 
nullify it through the subtle or not so subtle substitution of its content. He would 
avoid this at all costs and turns next to an examination of the cross of Christ.

Before turning to that examination, we should note how Paul’s appeal for 
unity, against what is either an ill- defined brew of various disagreements or a true 
factionalism lined up behind various named leaders, is one of ever- recurrent and 
especially contemporary importance. Tribalism is one of the hallmarks of the 
fallen world of sin, and the fact that it had infiltrated the church in Corinth was 
something that betrayed the gospel of Christ, who is the source of the unity that 
all churches and Christians share who call on his name (1:1). For Paul, to be a 
follower of Christ entails that there can be no dissension and division based on 
a personality cult of apostolic or other leaders. No ecclesial, political, or social 
allegiance can overrule or overshadow the single allegiance to Christ that gives 
unity to all in the church, who are called to be in agreement and of one mind 
regarding this most central confession.

1:18–25

1:18: Having addressed the question of unity, Paul turns to an elaboration of the 
gospel that unites the Corinthians with God, each other, and all Christians. This 
gospel puts to shame such Corinthian posturing.

32. Leo the Great, Letters 164.2 in NPNF2 12:106. Calvin would later state, “For all the wisdom of 
believers is concentrated in the Cross of Christ” (Calvin: 32).
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