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An account of Paul’s labors in Corinth is given in Acts 18:1-18. Some time after this Apollos, commended by the brethren at Ephesus, came to Corinth and produced a powerful impression by his eloquent presentation of the gospel (Vv. 27, 28).

Two parties soon began to show themselves; one adhering to Paul and his simple preaching, the other to Apollos; to these was added a third, evidently the outcome of the visit of some Judaizers who claimed the authority of Peter, which a fourth, repudiating the other three, claimed that they only were the true followers of Christ.

‘…Every kingdom divided against itself is brought to desolation; and every city or house divided against itself shall not stand,’ Matthew 12:25 KJV

This was but one of the difficulties the apostle had to deal with in the infant church he had founded. Already he had written to them of the dangers due to their corrupt surroundings in such a city (1 Cor. 5:9). He had moreover received a letter from them, asking advice on certain questions, but making no reference to their divisions.

Of these he was informed by visitors to Ephesus (1:11; 5:1; 11:18; 15:12), who brought word also of the profanation of the Lord’s Supper, of the toleration of the incestuous offender, and of the skepticism as to the resurrection. Paul had thus many matters to deal with.

He begins by referring to their divisions, and vindicates his own ministry, appealing to them as his beloved sons. He then refers to the notorious offender of whom even the Gentiles would be ashamed, and whom he charges them to tolerate no longer, but to cut off from their assembly.

He blames their litigious spirit, and charges them to settle their differences without the scandal of appealing to heathen courts. Next he takes up the question of marriage, which was one of the subjects of their letter, and the eating of food offered to idols, which was another, and again makes a defense of his apostolic authority.
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The rest of the Epistle deals with errors which affected the life of the assembly:

1. The behavior of women and their leaving the head uncovered;
2. The disorder at the Lord’s Supper;
3. The spiritual gifts (especially speaking with tongues);
4. The skepticism as to the resurrection which evoked the noble fifteenth chapter.
In Paul’s day Corinth was the chief city of the Roman province of Achaia. Situated on the Isthmus of the same name, and having a harbor on each side, it was notable for its commerce. And no less was it noted for the wealth and profligacy of its citizens. The great city has now become a mean village.

CORINTHIANS, FIRST EPISTLE TO THE

1 CORINTHIANS First Corinthians is a practical letter. Paul dealt with problems concerning the church as a whole and also with personal problems.

Paul's First Ministry in Corinth a brief survey of Paul's contacts with Corinth will aid in understanding his correspondence with Corinth. In a vision at Troas on his second missionary journey, Paul heard the call; "Come over into Macedonia, and help us" (Acts 16:9). Paul and his party went to Philippi and established work there. 
Following their release from prison, Paul and Silas went to Thessalonica. Although a work was established there, persecution arose due to the jealousy of the Jews. Paul and Silas moved on Berea, where they were well received. However, Jews from Thessalonica came and stirred up the crowds.

The decision was made for Paul to minister alone in Athens. A comparison of Acts 17:13-15 with 1 Thess 3:6 indicates that Timothy returned to Thessalonica. Silas probably remained at Berea. Paul's ministry was brief in Athens. Some converts were made, but a church was not established. Paul left Athens alone and probably discouraged.
Paul went from Athens to Corinth, where later Silas and Timothy joined him (Acts 18:5). Paul ministered in Corinth at least eighteen months (Acts 18:1-18). He began working with Aquila and Priscilla in tent making. Probably, they already were Christians.

Paul left Corinth accompanied by Aquila and Priscilla (Acts 18:18). He left them at Ephesus and promised the Ephesians that he would return. In the meantime, Aquila and Priscilla instructed Apollos; and he left for Corinth, where he preached for some time (Acts 18:24-28). After visiting Jerusalem and Antioch of Syria, Paul returned to Ephesus for a ministry of more than two years (Acts 19:8-10).
Paul's Contacts with Corinth During His Ephesian Ministry During Paul's Ephesian ministry a series of disturbing events took place relative to Corinth: 

1. A party spirit arose in Corinth (1 Cor 1:12-13; 3:3-4); 

2. A series of reports came to Paul, some by those of Chloe (1 Cor 1:11). 

3. These reports included attacks upon Paul (1 Cor 2:1-10) 

4. And problems of immorality (1 Cor 5:1). 

5. Paul wrote a letter warning against fellowship with sexually immoral people (1 Cor 5:9). 
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5. This letter is lost unless a portion of it remains in 2 Cor 6:14-7:1.

6. The Corinthians wrote to Paul (1 Cor 7:1), asking about certain problems concerning marriage, fornication, and disorders in public worship. 

7. A delegation came from Corinth (Stephanas, Fortunatus, and Achaicus) with news from Corinth (1 Cor 16:17).

8. Apollos quit his work in Corinth and returned to Ephesus. Even under Paul's urging, he refused to go back to Corinth (1 Cor 16:12).

9. Paul sent Timothy to Corinth (1 Cor 4:17) in an effort to heal the problems. Timothy probably went by way of Macedonia (Acts 19:22; 1 Cor 16:1).

10. Paul wrote 1 Corinthians from Ephesus (1 Cor 16:8), expecting them to receive the letter before the arrival of Timothy (1 Cor 16:10).

Purpose for Writing First Corinthians Paul wrote 1 Corinthians to give instruction and admonition that would lead to the solving of the many problems in the congregation. Some of these problems may have arisen out of a "super spiritualist" group that had been influenced by incipient Gnostic teachings. All of the problems in chapters 1-14 were grounded in egocentric or self-centered attitudes in contrast to self-denying, Christ-centered attitudes. Chapter 15 concerning the resurrection may reflect sincere misconceptions on the part of the Corinthians.

Theme of 1 Corinthians The egocentric life is contrasted with the Christ centric life, or, the mature Christian is characterized by giving, not getting.

(From Holman Bible Dictionary. (c) Copyright 1991 by Holman Bible Publishers. All rights reserved.)

Outline 

Introduction (1:1-9)

I.
Divisions Revealing Carnality and Immaturity Rather than Growth under the Lordship of Christ (1:10-4:21).
A.
Fragmentized by a party spirit (1:10-17)

B.
Christ crucified: a stumbling block to the world in its wisdom, yet the power and wisdom of God   (1:18-31)

C.
Paul's preaching by the power of God, not by the wisdom of the world (2:1-5)

D.
God's wisdom revealed to those having the mind of Christ (2:6-16)

E.
The inability of the Corinthians to receive the full message of the gospel (3:1-9)

F.
Responsibility and judgment (3:10-23)

G.
The role of the apostles -- "ministers of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God" (4:1-13)

H.
The intent of Paul's rebuke -- not to shame but to admonish (4:14-21)

II.
Problems of Sexual Immorality (5:1-6:20)

A.
A case of incest (5:1-8)

B.
The right attitude and relationship of the church to fornicators (5:9-13 and 6:9-11)

C.
The error of antinomianism in relation to sex (6:12-20)

D.
Litigation in pagan courts (6:1-8)
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III. Marriage and Celibacy. (7:1-40)

A.
The sexual relation in marriage (7:1-7)

B.
Advice to the unmarried in view of the sex drive (7:8-9)

C.
Admonition to Christian partners to remain married (7:10-11)

D.
The Christian's responsibility when the marriage partner is not a Christian (7:12-24)

E.
Circumstances under which Paul advised the unmarried to remain as they were (7:25-35)

F.
The responsibility of a father for his virgin daughter (7:36-38)

G.
Advice to widows (7:39-40)

IV.
Meat Offered to Idols and Christian Liberty (8:1-11:1)

A.
Liberty and responsibility in relation to meat offered to idols (8)

B.
Paul's own surrender of apostolic privileges (9:1-23)

C.
The necessity for self-discipline (9:24-27)

D.
Admonition from Israel's wilderness history. (10:1-13)

E.
The impossibility of partaking both of the table of the Lord and the table of demons (10:14-22)

F.
A summary of guiding principles (10:23-11:1)

V.
Problems in Public Worship (11:2-14:40)

A.
The veiling of women (11:2-16)

B.
Disorders connected with the Lord's Supper (11:17-34)

C.
Spiritual gifts and the supremacy of love (12-14)

VI.
The Resurrection (15:1-58)

A.
The resurrection of Jesus (15:1-29)

B.
The relevance of the hope of the resurrection for the struggles of this life (15:30-34)

C.
The resurrection of the body. (15:35-58)

VII. Practical and Personal Matters (16)

R.E. Glaze
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GNOSTICISM

GNOSTICISM (Gnosti cism) Modern designation for certain religious and philosophical perspectives that existed prior to the establishment of Christianity and for the specific systems of belief, characterized by these ideas, which emerged in the second century and later. The term "gnosticism" is derived from the Greek word gnosis (knowledge) because secret knowledge was so crucial a doctrine in Gnosticism.

Importance of Gnosticism The significance of Gnosticism for students of Christianity has two dimensions: the first is its prominence in the history of the church, and the second is its importance for interpreting certain features of the New Testament. Gnosticism emerged in schools of thought within the church in the early second century and soon established itself as a way of understanding Christianity in all of the church's principal centers. 
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The church was torn by the heated debates over the issues posed by Gnosticism. By the end of the second century many of the Gnostics belonged to separate, alternative churches or belief systems viewed by the church as heretical. Gnosticism was thus a major threat to the early church; and the early church leaders, such as Irenaeus (died about 200), Tertullian (died about 220), and Hippolytus (died about 236), wrote voluminously against it. Many of the features of Gnosticism were incorporated into the sect of the Manichees in the third century, and Manichaeism endured as a heretical threat to the church into the fourth century.

Gnosticism is also important for interpreting certain features of the New Testament. Irenaeus reported that one of the reasons John wrote his Gospel was to refute the views of Cerinthus, an early Gnostic. Over against the Gnostic assertion that the true God would not enter our world, John stressed in his Gospel that Jesus was God's incarnate Son.

Heretical Gnostic Sects The Gnostics who broke away or were expelled from the church claimed to be the true Christians, and the early Christian writers who set themselves to refute their claims are the major source for descriptions of the heretical Gnostic sects. Although wide variations existed among the many Gnostic sects in the details of systems, certain major features were common to most of them:

1. the separation of the god of creation from the god of redemption; 

2. the division of Christians into categories with one group being superior; 

3. the stress on secret teachings which only divine persons could comprehend; 

4. And the exaltation of knowledge over faith. 

The church rejected such teachings as heretical, but many people have continued to find attraction in varieties of these ideas.

Gnostics generally distinguished between an inferior god whom they felt was responsible for the creation and the superior god revealed in Jesus as the Redeemer. This was a logical belief for them because they opposed matter to thought in a radical way. Matter was seen as inferior, sin-causing, and always deteriorating; thought or knowledge distinguished persons from matter and animals and was imperishable, capable of revealing god, and the only channel of redemption. 
The Gnostic Marcion thus rejected the Old Testament, pointing out that the lesser or subordinate god revealed in it dealt with matter, insisted on law rather than grace, and was responsible for our decaying, tragedy-filled world. The god who revealed himself in Jesus and through the additional secret teachings was, on the other hand, the absolute god, and was not incarnate in human flesh because the absolute god would not enter evil matter -- Christ only seemed or appeared to be a person, but He was not.

Gnostics divided Christians into groups, usually the spiritual and the carnal. The spiritual Christians were in a special or higher class than the ordinary Christians because they had received, as the elect of the good deity, a divine spark or spiritual seed in their beings which allowed them to be redeemed. The spiritual Christians were the true Christians who belonged to the heavenly world which was the true one. 
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This belief that the spiritual Christians did not really belong to this world resulted in some Gnostics seeking to withdraw from the world in asceticism. Other Gnostic systems took an opposite turn into antinomianism (belief that moral law is not valid for a person or group). They claimed that the spiritual Christians were not responsible for what they did and could not really sin. Thus they could act in any way they pleased without fear of discipline.

Gnostics placed great stress on secret teachings or traditions. This secret knowledge was not a product of intellectual effort but was given by Jesus, the Redeemer from the true deity, either in a special revelation or through His apostles. The followers of the Gnostic Valentinus claimed, for example, that Theodus, a friend of Paul's, had been the means of transmission of the secret data. 

The secret knowledge was superior to the revelation recorded in the New Testament and was an essential supplement to it because only this secret knowledge could awaken or bring to life the divine spark or seed within the elect. When one received the gnosis or true knowledge, one became aware of one's true identity with a divine inner self, was set free (saved) from the dominion of the inferior creator god, and was enabled to live as a true child of the absolute and superior deity. 

To be able to attain to one's true destiny as the true deity's child, one had to engage in specific secret rituals and in some instances to memorize the secret data which enabled one to pass through the network of powers of the inferior deity who sought to keep persons imprisoned. Salvation was thus seen by the Gnostics in a cosmic rather than a moral context -- to be saved was to be enabled to return to the one true deity beyond this world.

The Gnostics thought faith was inferior to knowledge. The true sons of the absolute deity were saved through knowledge rather than faith. This was the feature of the various systems that gave the movements its designation: they were the Gnostics, the knowers. Yet what this precise knowledge was is quite vague. It was more a perception of one's own existence that solved life's mysteries for the Gnostic than it was a body of doctrine. The knowledge through which salvation came could be enhanced by participation in rituals or through instruction, but ultimately it was a self-discovery each Gnostic had to experience.

Origins of the Gnostic Concepts Gnosticism would not have been a threat to the early church if it had not been quite persuasive in the first centuries of the Christian era, and the question of where such ideas came from and what human needs they met must be addressed.

The classic answer to the question of why Gnosticism arose is that it represents the "radical Hellenizing of Christianity." In this view, Gnosticism resulted from the attempt of early Christian thinkers to make Christianity understandable, acceptable, and respectable in a world almost totally permeated by Greek assumptions about the reality of the World.

This classic view of the heretical Gnostic sects as distortions of Christianity by Hellenistic thought has much strength because it is easily demonstrated how the Gnostics could use New Testament texts, bending them to their purposes. In 1 Cor 3:1-4, for example, Paul chides the Corinthian Christians for being "people of the flesh" (NRSV) or carnal when they should be spiritual. This text could with ease be used as the foundation for supporting the Hellenistic idea of the superiority of certain persons in the Christian community.
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The classic explanation does leave some problems unsolved, however. Little doubt exists that there are ideas, attitudes, and practices incorporated into many of the Gnostic heresies that are found outside of Hellenistic thought and much earlier than the second century of the Christian era. In particular, the ultimate goal of the Gnostics -- to return to the absolute deity beyond matter and to be in some sense absorbed into the deity -- belongs to near eastern pre-Christian mystical thought and not primarily to the Hellenistic world.

Although the radical conclusions of some scholars regarding a highly developed pre-Christian gnosticism have been discounted, it does seem clear that there were many ideas, assumptions, and perceptions about deity, reality, and the relationships of persons to gods and the world that were incorporated into the Gnostic sects from outside Hellenistic sources. Two literary discoveries have both inspired and tended to support this line of research -- the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran in 1946 and the Nag Hammadi library in 1945 with many Gnostic documents.

The value of the study of gnosticism for interpreting the New Testament is greatest from the point of view that there was a pre-Christian gnosticism which was not an organized religion but was more a general attitude among thoughtful persons that although ignorance abounded, one could through knowledge come to understand one's true identity and find union or relationship with the absolute deity. 
This way of conceiving of a pre-Christian Gnosticism supplements the classic view by providing an explanation for the rapid and widespread development of so many diverse Gnostic heretical sects so quickly. This view also offers an explanation of why the New Testament could so easily be exploited by Gnostic sects. The early Christian preachers and writers, seeking to speak and write to be understood, used terms current in the first century world in the vague context of Gnostic religious longings and gave them new meaning in the context of the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Jesus.
Harold S. Songer

(From Holman Bible Dictionary. (c) Copyright 1991 by Holman Bible Publishers. All rights reserved.)
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