
Redeemer OPC, Hawaii

Study/Series: New Testament Overviews

1 Corinthians

I. Introduction.

A. Theme of 1 Corinthians: Solving church problems by biblical principles.

B. Introductory Notes.

1. J. Gresham Machen wrote, “The enthusiasm of the early church could not deliver men from

the petty problems of human life; and in many respects these problems were even far more

perplexing then than they are today.  How ought Christian faith to work out in practice?—that

was a difficult question for the Corinthian Christians to answer....Paul had the remarkable

faculty of viewing even petty problems in the light of eternal principles.  Here is the

remarkable thing about 1 Cor.—every question that is discussed in it is tested by the fire of

evangelical truth.  Hence the permanent value of the Epistle.  How to apply the lofty

principles of the gospel to the routine of daily life is the fundamental problem of Christian

conduct.  That problem cannot be solved for any man in detail, for the details of life are of

endless variety; but the method of solution has been set forth in 1 Cor.”

2. Authority and Reassurance.  Paul established his apostolic authority to write the inspired

Word in answer to the situation in the church and give God’s solutions to problems.  Notice

that Paul did not them of unbelief, or of being non-Christians, etc., just because of problems. 

He still called them saints by calling, sanctified in Christ Jesus, etc.   We don’t accuse just

because a church has problems if it is a true church.  All churches have their problems.  The

first part, 1:10 - 6:20 plus 11:2-34 = problems answered with correction.  The second part,

7:1 - 11:1 and 12:1 - 16:23 = problems answered with instruction (though neither wholly

exclude the other).

II. Problems of Party Spirit and Gospel Principles of Resolution.



A. The Problem: Parties and Divisions in the Church—Party Spirit.  1:10-17.

1. Description.  Groups of church members gathered behind certain church leaders to the point

that loyalties were misused to the exclusion or aloofness from fellow Christians based on the

leader, or preacher(!) they preferred.  The supposed loyalty of these groups was based on their

affinity to whom they considered was the best preacher, “pay[ing] more attention to the form

of preaching than to its content” (Machen).  The Apollos party probably separated itself from

others because of Apollos’s eloquence and oratory style and erudition, being Alexandrian. 

Paul’s was more simple, perhaps like “plain Puritan preaching.”  The Peter-group: who

knows?  The Christ-group: perhaps “I won’t give any credence or submission to any other

leader in the church, just the words of Christ (as interpreted by myself regardless of what any

ordained elder says).”

2. A range of problems to which to apply biblical principles: Intellectual pride, spiritual pride,

cliques, Christian celebrity-ism, non-submission to elders, putting pastors on pedestals,

attachment to the man who fills the office without proper respect for the office no matter who

fills it.

B. Principles of Resolution.

1. The gospel itself.  1:18-25.  The word of the cross is the message to be preached that saves. 

The message takes priority over form.  It is not human wisdom, or eloquence, or oratory. 

Those are mere human wisdom constructs that are foolishness to God, while preaching the

gospel seems foolish to fallen man.  Yet by it, God puts to shame so-called human wisdom.

2. Our boast (1:26-31) is not to be in human strength, or wisdom, or nobility; our boast is to be

in God.

3. The power of preaching.  Chapter 2.  It rests on the Spirit, not on human wisdom; so that faith

rests on the power of God; it is the Holy Spirit, by His power, who must reveal the things of

God.

4. It is God who builds His church.  Chapter 3.  His ministers fulfill different roles, by His



providence, as His instruments.  In and of themselves, they are nothing.  By God’s grace, we

are to be wise builders using His word and ways.  By God’s grace, all who are saved (“all of

y’all,” not “each of y’all”) are the temple; i.e., all saints are members of the church as God

builds it, not just the ministers.  Get rid of any attitude grounded in worldly wisdom—do not

boast in men; all things are yours under God.  

5. Stewards.  Chapter 4.  All of God’s authorized ministers are equally stewards of His

mysteries; therefore, do not present yourselves as superior to other Christians because of your

unbiblical attachment to one minister over another, especially since the ministers themselves

are the dregs and in no position to be objects of Christians’ arrogance.  As though Paul said,

“I’ve sent Timothy to remind you, and I will come and deal with the arrogant by God-given

authority.”  (Isn’t it ironic in the first place that many in the church were sinfully dividing

themselves off and distancing themselves from Paul by attaching to others, when Paul was

the apostle who planted the church, and through whose preaching many of them had

believed?)

III. Problem: Immorality in the Church.  Chapters 5-6.

A. Immorality and Church Discipline.  Chapter 5.

1. The specific case.  Sexual immorality of the worst kind: a male member of the church in

sexual sin with his step-mother.  There is not much else for detail, but that is likely because

Paul knew “it is disgraceful even to speak of the things done by them in secret” (Eph. 5:12),

and because he wanted to emphasize the principle of church discipline for its use in all kinds

of situations of immorality in the church.  Immorality is not just sexual immorality, but any

breach of the moral law of God.  The problem was severe, shocking immorality, but generally

could be applied to persistent immorality.  That was the biggest issue with this man:

unrepentance from sin that testifies clearly against his Christian profession.  However,

another big issue is that the church, with its elders, did nothing about this sin in the midst of

Christ’s body.  They considered themselves to be magnanimously kind or tolerant.  But they



allowed the kind of sin for which Corinth was infamous to invade, flourish in, and pollute

Christ’s body.  To be applied to any immorality serious enough to warrant a response by the

body of Christ to put a stop to it, bring about repentance, or put it out of the church.  To be

applied to any sin serious enough and persisted in impenitently in such a way as to belie a

profession of faith in Christ and show that person may not be a Christian after all.

2. Principle to Resolve the Problem: Church Discipline.

a. In this case, the answer was the ultimate in church discipline, excommunication.

b. Note the purposes of church discipline.  Restoration of the offender (vs. 5); the purity

of the church as Christ’s body (vss. 6-8); the honor of Christ (implied in vs. 8).

c. Discipline is an act done by the authority of Christ as He exercises power through the

offices (vss. 3-5).  Paul was an officer (apostle and elder, 1 Pet. 5:1) acting, and

calling on the church to act and do its part in discipline (Matt. 16:19).

d. The church’s discipline is specifically for Christians as members of the church (vs.

12).

e. The authorization for a step in church discipline less than excommunication is given

in vs. 11, suspension from the Lord’s Supper.

f. Discipline is an act of God’s judgment: chastisement for the believer; temporal

judgment for the unbeliever (Matt. 16:19).

B. Sin in the Church: Disputes and Church Resolution.  Chapter 6:1-11.  The Problem: Christians

submitting disputes among their own number to worldly arbitrators/authorities.  The Principle:

seeking resolution within the church.

1. Christian disputes.

a. This refers to all kinds of disputes, not only torts, or lawsuits having to do with

property, money, business.  Many translations use words that slant the meaning that

direction, but the original language does not warrant it.

b. Corinth was apparently a litigious society, and many Christians brought the habit with



them as cultural baggage.  They looked to the courts of the unbelieving world to settle

their differences and disputes of all kinds.

2. Resolution: wisdom and reconciliation in the church; i.e., seeking arbitration by the

leadership of the church, the elders.

a. Unbelievers do not have the wisdom of the Scriptures to know the right answers and

right way to deal with disputes: confront for sin, seek and give forgiveness, make

restitution, make amends, etc.

b. Wise people in the church, especially elders (vs. 5), do have the wisdom of Scripture,

and regenerate hearts and minds, to know God’s ways.

c. If worse comes to worse, it is better to be defrauded than to defraud.  (Try telling that

to most Christians today, and you may have a rebellion on your hands.)

d. Unbelievers are not of the kingdom of God.  Such were some of you—of the worst

of them—but no longer, on account of salvation by Christ and calling by the Spirit. 

The implication is, don’t act like them any longer, and don’t go to them with your

disputes.  In fact, don’t be immoral or join yourselves to them, especially by sexual

immorality under the guise of Christian liberty.  (For a more detailed analysis of this

passage, see Rev. Douglas L. Watson, Christian Lawsuits, or Christian Disputes?:

A n  E x e g e t i c a l  S t u d y  o f  1  C o r i n t h i a n s  6 : 1 - 1 1

(www.redeemerhawaii.org/bible-studies/papers, 2007).  

3. So, part of the problem that made it worse in Chapter 5 was the church’s failure to discipline. 

By the same token, in the first part of Chapter 6, part of the problem was the church’s failure

to step in, and Christians’ failure to call upon the church, to resolve disputes.  In both cases,

the church, with the regenerate hearts of its members and the Word of God, is fully equipped

to “judge” righteously.  In both cases, though the specific problems differ, the issue of sin

within the church is the root problem, and two principles are given to deal with that problem. 

One is church discipline; the other is counsel from within the church.  Paul used two different

http://www.redeemerhawaii.org/bible-studies/papers,


occasions to set forth the two principles, while at the same time giving some specific

instruction about how to deal with each kind of problem.  So, the whole matter remains

contextually connected and leads into the nest section, 1 Cor. 6:12-20, which still deals with

sin in the church.

C. Sin in the Church: Sin against Self That Yet Affects the Church.  The Problem: Sexual sin as a sin

against self as self is joined to Christ.  The Principle: Keep your body pure, that the body of Christ

may be kept pure; or, Flee Immorality!

1. In this, we have a summary of the preceding problems and principles as they are generally

connected by the theme of sin in the church (the body of Christ).

2. We also, at the same time, have a further solution to the problem of Chapter 5 that is to be

carried out by the individual Christian, from his side (sexual purity), instead of by the church

as a whole.  It still is for the protection of the purity, peace, and unity of the body of Christ. 

This principle is given by way of strong exhortation, so we do well to give heed.

IV. Instruction on Marriage.  Chapter 7.  “Now concerning...”

A. Marriage Is the Answer to Temptation to Sexual Immorality.

1. Let each have his/her own spouse.

a. Marriage is allowable and is not sin.

b. Marriage is between one man and one woman, and is intended to be a permanent

relationship.

2. Sex within marriage.  Vss. 3-4.  Sex in marriage between husband and wife is good.  It is not

only allowable, it is required, as long as it is possible and not hindered by illness or

incapacity.  One of the Puritans (possibly Baxter or Watson) wrote, “A man’s wife is a safe

port in the storm of temptation.”  With reference to the marital sex life, it is not up to each

to decide when he or she will allow the spouse to have sexual privilege.  Each spouse has

authority over the body of the other spouse.  It is one’s duty to fulfill the needs of the other

and submit to that authority.  Hopefully, both will see it as a privilege, joy, act of love, matter



of mutual happiness and enjoyment, too.  The spouse with authority has no right to abuse that

authority and must not abuse it.  The spouse must not use sexual favors or the withholding

of them to manipulate the other.  Notice that this duty is to the other, so it all fits with the

change in one’s focus that salvation brings and that marks Christian character and life.  So,

the application of the Christian graces and plain consideration of the other still applies to

marital sexual life.  Be considerate! even if you do have rights and authority.  Be considerate

in fulfillment of your duty.

3. In connection with the preceding, stop depriving one another over the idea that you are

somehow being more holy by refraining from marital sex.  It is a false ascetic conception, still

propagated by the Roman Catholic church, that sex in marriage is a necessary evil that

involves sinful lusts and gratification.  The only circumstance for temporary depriving is to

have a season of undistracted prayer, by mutual agreement; then, after the temporary hiatus,

come back together again.

4. Vs. 7 - all of this is because few Christians have the gift of singleness.

B. Marriage to an Unbeliever and Matters of Divorce.  The question in Corinth was to the effect, “The

Lord saved me while I was married, but did not save my spouse; now I’m married to an unbeliever;

shall I divorce my unbelieving spouse?”

1. This situation is not the same as one who is already a Christian and contemplates marrying

an unbeliever, as they were reading about in the OT.

2. In this situation, the believer must not, in general, divorce an unbelieving spouse as long as

the unbelieving spouse desires to remain in the marriage covenant in peace and faithfulness.

3. If the unbeliever wishes to depart the marriage covenant and desert the marriage, the

believing spouse must let him/her depart.  If you don’t, there will not be peace; but the

believer is called to peace (vs. 15).  This is the second legitimate Biblical ground for divorce,

abandonment by the unbelieving spouse.

4. Vs. 11.  Some believe, I among them, that this verse provides a safety valve in certain



circumstances.  E.g., spousal abuse, especially physical abuse, requires intervention by the

church to address the sin, and by the civil authorities to address the crime, for the protection

of the abused.  Yet, for the safety of the victim, removal from the situation may be the only

answer until the disciplinary process of the church is completed.  In such a case, the abused

may divorce, but cannot remarry someone else, but must reconcile with the spouse.  If the

disciplinary process of the church finally declares the abuser to be an unbeliever, or if he/she

remarries or dies, the abused spouse is released and may remarry.

C. Remain in the Condition in Which God Called You.  This is a call to contentment, while one is single

or married, employed or free to serve God, etc.   If the situation changes, be content with that as well.

1. It is no sin to marry.  Because of persecution, one should consider well whether to marry, yet

in light of the preceding principles, one may marry.

2. A father should also consider his headship in the matter of marriage for his daughter in light

of current troubles.  Do not refuse her marriage if refusal would expose her to seduction.

3. If you marry, the absolutely binding principle/requirement is that a Christian marry only a

Christian.

V. Instruction on Things Offered to Idols.  Chapters 8-10.  The broader issues are matters of conscience and

Christian liberty (See WCF 20).

A. Consideration for the Weaker Brother.

1. Foods offered to idols, and in fact idols themselves, are nothing.

2. Knowledge puffs up; love edifies.  Let loving consideration of the weaker brother control.

3. Do not abuse your Christian liberty and cause your brother to stumble into sin.

B. Even a Minister Has Christian Liberty to Use What the Lord Allows.

1. His liberty extends to getting his living from his ministry of the Word.

2. His use of liberty must still be subservient to and can serve his ministry to others, considering

their previous circumstances with regard to their consciences: as to whether they are bound

by conscience to the ceremonial law, or weaknesses of conscience, etc.



3. His liberty must not be an excuse to throw off self control in matters of obedience to the

Lord, or matters of conscience with the weaker brother.

C. Therefore, Do Not Fall into Idolatry.  Chapter 10.  Like Israel did.  Do not partake of rituals and

meals that signify communion with idols.

1. It is one thing to eat meat offered to an idol after it makes its way out of the idol ritual and

into the market.  It is another thing altogether, a wicked thing, to engage in the ritual of

worship in which the animal is offered and dined on.

2. You cannot have communion with Christ and an idol, i.e., the devil, at the same time.

3. Protect others’ consciences.

4. In the exercise of Christian liberty, do all to the glory of God.

VI. Instruction on Spiritual Gifts.  Chapters 12-14.

VII. Instruction on the Resurrection.  Chapter 15.

A. Christ’s Resurrection.

1. It is essential to the gospel.  15:1-4.

2. It is an incontrovertible fact.  15:5-10.  It is proven by numerous witnesses who saw the risen

Christ, including His apostles whose task and authority was to inscripturate the historical

record and their witness under the inspiration of the Spirit.  In fact, He even appeared to the

least apostle, Paul, the one writing the letter to the Corinthians.

3. The Corinthians believed it.  15:11.  When Paul preached it as part of his gospel; it is part of

their God-given faith.  The implication is that someone has been trying to convince them

otherwise.  But they ought not believe that there is no bodily resurrection.

4. It is an incontrovertible fact.  15:12-19.  It is proven by the logic linking Christ’s resurrection

and our bodily resurrection from the dead.  If Christ is raised as preached, then we will be,

too.  If Christ is not raised bodily from the dead, then no one is saved.

5. Christ has been raised.  15:20-28.  Those who are in Christ will be, too, because He has

defeated death.  It will be put under His footstool as the last enemy.



B. The Believer’s Resurrection.

1. The transition is smooth because of the close link between Christ’s resurrection and ours, and

the close link in Paul’s argument.

2. The next link in the argument.  15:29-34.  If we are not raised bodily, and Christ is not raised,

then why should we live as though we shall be raised by standing firm in faith against the

attacks of enemies, and by moral living?  This brings home to us the admonition to stop

sinning and live lives that obey and honor God, glorifying Him in our bodies.

3. What will the resurrection body be like?  15:35-49.  It is illustrated by the seed v. the plant;

differing flesh of differing beings; differing degrees of glory of heavenly bodies.  Thus, the

contrast of the body that dies v. the body raised: it is the same body, but it is perishable v.

imperishable; inglorious (dishonor) v. glorious; weakness v. power; natural v. spiritual; earthy

v. heavenly; molded after Adam v. molded after Christ.

4. We shall be changed.  15:50-58.  In the twinkling of an eye.  Therefore, remain faithful and

fruitful in serving the Lord.

VIII. Instructions on Giving and Reception of Ministers.  Chapter 16.

A. Instructions on Giving.  16:1-9.

1. This is one of the passages that indicates that the Christian Sabbath is the first day of the

week.

2. This passage instructs us to include giving as a matter of Lord’s Day corporate worship.

3. It reminds us to be generous in caring for the needs of poor and needy saints outside our own

congregation.  Thus, as a church we have given out of the abundance of tithes and offerings

to disaster relief and other causes, for example.

B. Instructions on the Reception of Ministers and Their Ministries.

1. For the sake of love toward the timid.

2. For the sake of love toward those who have given their lives to it.

C. Greetings and Benediction.  16:19-24.


