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1 Corinthians

• Fools rush in ….

• Real people, real concerns, real Word

• Before I speak, let the word speak to you



Questions for groups

• What is the unity of the church, and its source? 

• What are the diversities, and their sources? Their limits?





1 Corinthians
• Corinth – Old city, one of the richest Greek city states

• Due to trade: Map

• Temple of Aphrodite & Cultic prostitutes

• Conquered by Rome 146 BC, men killed, women enslaved, city 
torched

• Re-founded by Julius Caesar in 44 BC. Populated: Freedmen, ex-
soldiers.  Joined: Merchants, slaves …

• Large mixed population from all over the Roman empire

• Temples of Poseidon, Aphrodite, Asclepius, Isis, Athena, Artemis, 
Jupiter, Serapis, Ananke, Fate, 

• Worship of Trade, Sex, Health, Fertility, Life, Wisdom, Power





1 Corinthians - Background

• Paul (2nd miss journey) visits 51-52 AD (18 months) and establishes 
congregation 

• Worked with Priska and Aquilla as tentmakers and ministered with
them

• Preached first in Synagogue, then in houses of first converts, mainly 
among gentiles.

• Used this as main base for Greek (Achaian) mission

• Congregation has many different classes (Jews, cultured Greeks, rich 
city governors, poor slaves from many countries)



1 Corinthians

• Diversity was a reality in the earliest Christian congregations (even in 
Jerusalem)

• Diversity leads to tension

• Paul writes to point towards the unity that precedes and underlies 
the diversity

• What is the fundamental nature and source of the unity, and what
the nature and source of the diversity?



1 Corinthians

• Why did Paul put so much effort into Corinth? Why did he leave 
Athens and spend so much time in Corinth?

• Athens: Long, proud tradition, Cultured, educated people

• Corinth: Newbies, not true Greeks, people who come to make money

• Athens – Stellenbosch, Heidelberg

• Corinth – Richards Bay, Hong Kong

• Paul made a decision for those of low esteem, for the place of 
impermanence and instability, in order to spread the Gospel faster



Diversity in 1 Corinthians

• Diversity is always that which the humans bring into the congregation

• Wisdom, education, rhetorical prowess (1 Cor 1-2)

• Power (1 Cor 1-2)

• Social standing (1 Cor 1-2)

• Wealth (1 Cor 11)

• National origin (1 Cor 12)

• Tradition 

• Sexual and Gender practices (1 Cor 6-7)

• Food Practices (1 Cor 6.8)

• Loyalty to leaders (1 Cor 3)



Unity in 1 Corinthians

• Unity is that by which God brings people into the congregation, and 
on the basis of which the congregation is established

• The call (1 Cor 1:9, 24, 26)

• The gospel (1 Cor 1:17, 15:1)

• Christ (1 Cor 1:4-6,23-24,30, 3:11, 23, 8:6, 10:4)

• The cross (1 Cor 1:17-18, 2:2)

• The spirit (1 Cor 2:10-14, 3:16, 6:17, 12:1-4.7-11)



Unity in 1 Cor 1-4
• Paul and Apollos were co-workers in good relationship

• Why the parties? 

• Greek philosophers developed schools, as did Jewish rabbis

• The adherents argued with each other, trying to show their way as better, 
their teacher more convincing …

• Paul opposes these divisions: Authority does not come from rhetoric 
prowess or miracles, but only from Christ crucified 

• Some Corinthians tried to establish their worth by being part of something 
“better” – nouveau riche

• Paul reminds them of the beginning of the mission in Corinth

• It is in the call of Christ, where we are with him weak and only receive, that 
we become Christians and receive new life (1Cor1:30)

• In this unity, there is great freedom to welcome diversity (1 Cor 3:22f: 
whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or the 
present or the future—all are yours, and you are Christ's, and Christ is 
God's.)



Diversity in Unity: 1 Cor 12

• The body is a unity preceding and encompassing the diversity of its 
parts (v12)

• The unity of the body allows, supports and needs the diversity of its 
parts 

• The parts may neither exclude others, nor withdraw themselves: You 
and I are needed. (v15.21)

• The continuity of the body is greater than any part. 

• For any part, the wholeness of the body is given.  Each part is 
nourished by the body, and serves the body with its gift. (v25) 



Diversity in Unity
• Unity is given by God

• One God creates and rules

• One God loves and redeems

• One God fulfils and completes

• Diversity, too, is created and desired by God: Ecology

• Diversity is brought into the unity by the created, historical nature of 
humans

• Diversity is what we have and are

• The Gospel calls us away from what we have and are, from our traditions, 
identities, powers and statuses

• These are to be buried in baptism into the cross of Christ

• And a new person, formed in Christ, living out of the Gift of God in Christ, 
is raised to serve the human next to us as Christ does

• Unity is a given, before and deeper than all diversity



Diversity in Unity

• The Gospel calls us to turn away from what we have and are, and to 
receive who we truly are from God as a gift.  

• Because there is one gift, 

• therefore there is unity.  

• Unity therefore does not need to be, and cannot be established, by 
bringing together the commonalities of the diversities. 

• Rather, Unity is truly a given, not a made.  

• It is given by the fact that we live, as Christians, not out of our own wisdom 
or power or righteousness, 

• not by our abilities and certitudes, not by our status or knowledge or 
wealth, 

• but out of Christ’s grace, by the gift of God.



Diversity in Unity

• Because that is so, therefore the unity of the Church is a given.  

• Because God, in grace, accepts each person as they are, the unity of 
the body can and must accommodate diversity. Who are we to reject 
those God calls? (Acts 10)

• Diversity is not optional: God desires it.

• But the diversity is purposeful: It is taken into service.  

• Diversity is good, and I am called to serve the church and my 
neighbour with my particular gift. 

• I am also to make room for the one with a different gift to serve as 
well. 

• Where my particularity does not serve, but harms my neighbour, 

• there love becomes more important than the maintenance or 
exercising of the particularity (1Cor 8:13) 



Diversity in Unity
Diversity in unity therefore has to do with the core of Lutheran self-understanding.

Where the gospel of grace as free gift of God is central, there this is the unity that is 
needed.

Where human abilities and traditions are given central place, there they divide the 
unity of the church. 

We need to confess that we, as church, have sinned in this manner. 

Ask yourself in your congregation: Do we use human traditions, cultures, classes, 
abilities to divide? 

Do we allow and use all the diversity humans bring with them in our congregation? 

Therefore, the most important thing is that the most important thing remains the 
most important thing: 

God’s grace freely given in Christ. 

Where we focus on this, we will find our diversities become opportunities for service, 
rather than cause of division. 



CA VII

• Article VII

Of the Church
1 Also they teach that one holy Church is to continue forever. The
Church is the congregation of saints, in which the Gospel is rightly 
taught and the Sacraments are rightly administered. 

• 2 And to the true unity of the Church it is enough to agree concerning 
the doctrine of the Gospel and 3 the administration of the 
Sacraments. Nor is it necessary that human traditions, that is, rites or 
ceremonies, instituted by men, should be everywhere alike. 4 As Paul 
says: One faith, one Baptism, one God and Father of all, etc. Eph. 4, 5. 
6. 


