
reasons, but since Paul says that they should “wait for one another” (11:33), 
many interpreters think that the problem arose from people arriving at dif-
ferent times and eating in shifts. The wealthier members of the church came 
early and shared with one another whatever they had brought. Members of the 
lower classes, who labored until dark, came later, bringing whatever meager 
contributions they could afford. They arrived to find that the elite had already 
enjoyed a nice banquet and were sated with expensive food and sometimes 
drunk on fine spirits (11:21). There might be some leftovers, but the second-
shift meal for latecomers (probably the great majority of the congregation) 
was a decidedly lower-class affair. This may have seemed appropriate to those 
familiar with Greco-Roman banquets, at which servants always ate separately 
and considered it a privilege to receive scraps from the feast as a supplement 
to what they would have had otherwise. Paul, however, thinks that replicating 
such inequities at this meal shows “contempt for the church of God” (11:22). 
He is appalled that a meal meant to be eaten in remembrance of Jesus (11:24) 
has become an occasion for humiliating the poor (11:22). The meal is intended 
to mark the institution of a new covenant (11:25), and the sharing (Greek, 
koinōnia) of the bread and wine is to be done in a way that conveys unity, not 
division (10:16–17).

Excommunication

In 1 Corinthians 5 Paul instructs the church regarding one of their members, 
a man who is living in a sinful relationship: “Drive out the wicked person from 
among you!” (5:13). They should not associate with him anymore; they should 
not even eat with him (5:11). Paul indicates that excluding this man from Chris-
tian fellowship will be 
tantamount to hand-
ing him over to Satan 
“for the destruction 
of the flesh” (5:5), by 
which he may mean 
that the person will no 
longer be under God’s 
protection, and so his 
flesh will be more sus-
ceptible to the ravages 
of  disease and death 
(cf. 11:30). Paul hopes 
that this drastic action 
will bring about the 

Box 14.3

Better to Marry Than to Burn
In 1 Corinthians 7:9 Paul counsels young people 

to marry if they are not able to practice self-

control. It is “better to marry than to burn” (KJV; 

or, in the NRSV translation, “to be aflame with 

passion”).

Chaucer uses the line to somewhat humor-

ous effect in his famous Canterbury Tales (3.49–

52). The sassy and oft-widowed Wife of Bath 

justifies her need for a sixth marriage:

“. . . th’ apostle seith that I am free

To wedde, a Goddes half, where it liketh me.

He seith that to be wedded is no synne;

Bet is to be wedded than to brynne.”
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