
in two ways. First, he received a visit from some folks he refers to as “Chloe’s 
people” (1:11)—possibly servants or family members of a woman who was 
a member of the church. Second, he received a letter from the church asking 
him questions about a number of matters (see 7:1, 25; 8:1, 4; 12:1; 16:1, 12). 
This letter appears to have been hand-delivered by three church members—
Stephanas, Fortunatus, and Achaicus (16:15–18)—who no doubt supplied some 
information orally as well. In response to these reports, Paul wrote the letter 
that we know as 1 Corinthians (though it was actually his second letter to the 
church). He was in Ephesus at the time (16:8), and our best guess places the 
year of composition somewhere between 53 and 57. The letter is cowritten with 
Sosthenes (1:1), who, according to the book of Acts, had been beaten publicly 
by an angry mob when the proconsul Gallio had refused to rule against Paul 
on his initial visit to the city (Acts 18:12–17).

Major Themes in 1 Corinthians

Church Unity

Paul is concerned that there are divisions in the church (1:10–11; 11:18–19). 
Members identify themselves in terms of allegiance to one or another promi-
nent leader. Some identify themselves as disciples of Paul, though he has not 
authorized them to do so (1:12; 3:4); others follow Apollos (1:12; 3:4–6, 22; 4:6; 
16:12; cf. Acts 18:24–19:1; Titus 3:13) or Peter, here called “Cephas” (1:12; 3:22; 
9:5; 15:5; cf. Gal. 2:7–9, 11–14). Paul does not side with “the Paul party” but 
rather condemns all factions for placing too much attention on mere human 
beings (3:5–7, 21–23), which inevitably leads to “jealousy and quarreling” (3:3). 
In contrast to this image of a divided church, Paul offers two images of his 

Box 14.2

Say What? Some Puzzles in 1 Corinthians
Some matters discussed in 1 Corinthians are baffling to scholars and casual Bible readers 

alike.

• Paul says that women should wear head coverings in church as “a symbol of authority 

. . . because of the angels” (11:10). What do the angels have to do with it? Is Paul afraid 

that the angels might lust after the earth women (cf. Gen. 6:4)? Are these good angels 

or bad angels (demons)? Or are human messengers being referred to as angels? Many 

theories have been advanced, but no one knows for sure what this means.

• Paul refers to people “who receive baptism on behalf of the dead” (15:29). What was 

this ritual, and what was it meant to accomplish? Was it a vicarious baptism for people 

who had already died? Was Paul for it or against it? A “baptism for the dead” is prac-

ticed today among Mormons but not by any other group that views 1 Corinthians as 

Scripture. One reason: no one knows for sure what Paul is talking about.

Cephas: an Aramaic 
word meaning “Rock,” 
the Greek form of 
which is “Peter”; a 
nickname given by 
Jesus to Simon, one 
of his disciples.
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