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First Corinthians
Resources & Background Information

Welcome to our study of First Corinthians. Over tiext few weeks we will work our way
through these Holy Spirit inspired writings. ltagook with helpful and life-changing
information for people like us who find ourselvesai culture like ours. Our study through
Corinthians promises to be an insightful and rewaydise of our weekends at River of Life.
Please make every effort to use the notes and emgpital reading — they will be helpful.

Introduction to the life and times of the New Testanent

In order to have a proper understanding of theeBiblgeneral and the Epistles in particular
we must, have a proper understanding of contexthBywe mean that we must understand
that the writers of scripture did not write withanvacuum. And Jesus did not speak in a
vacuum. The context makes a difference regardiagrt@aning of words, the interpretation of
the text and, ultimately, the application of thett® our lives. To that end we must
understand that the New Testament is written terg specific audience at a particular time
in history and to specific peoples living in speclbcales. As a result, when we look at the
biblical text we must be aware of the historicahtext, the geographical context, the social
context, and the religious context. Then, we agnzant of that; we must also look at the
literary context of what is written.

A Brief look at social and geographical contexts

Most people think about the ancient world as aglabere primitive people wander either as
nomad or agriculturalists trying to scrape out mistence while building families and herds.
And while this would be true in some instances,ltbk of the New Testament world reveals
a culture of sophistication and means. Many pedple€t realize that by the time the New
Testament the Romans had done a pretty good jbhrgfing peace to the region and had
established some rather substantial accomplishmenifastructure building. There were
paved roads between major cities in the Roman Engne could buy tourist maps for
travel. One of the best ways of traveling in thedilerranean region was by ship and some
Alexandrian ships were about 200 ft long. Bargesawoften used on rivers to carry cargo.

The lifestyle was not “backwards” either. The afyAlexandria had a well-developed
school system. The library there had 500,000 vekinSome cities had street lights (not
electric, of course) and underground sewage di$pygstems. The city of Antioch had 2.5
miles of streets paved in marble. In matters afrsoe, the library at Alexandria calculated
that the earth was round of a circumference of R40bes. The actual amount is about 24800
mi. He also calculated the distance of earth toag192,000,000 miles. The actual amount is
93,000,000 miles. Thus we see that this societyatr@addy made some achievements by this
time. They were anything but “primitive.”

With reference to morality, nearly every kind oksal sin was allowed. Sexual
intercourse with “temple virgins” at pagan religgoiestivals was common. Prostitution was
also very common as accepted, as was homosexuityrce was easily obtained.



The religious setting of the New Testament

When we talk about the New Testament world we egaired to think in two ways regarding
the spiritual/religious setting. We must think b&tmilieu as a two-part system of thought.
One must separate the Jewish religious environinemt the overall Greek environment.
You may be wondering why | point to a “Greek” emviment rather than a “Roman” one.
Even though the Roman Empire was dominated by tmdRs politically and militarily, the
predominant culture forms were shaped by the Hegli¢lon of the region under Alexander
the Great and his followers. The first century Man this region is Greek in thought
structures and social conventions more than Roma@his is due in part because the Romans
allowed the cultural forms to stay intact while weqg political and military allegiance to
Rome. So, the worldview in the First Century wesdpminantly, Greek.

Of course, the peculiar position of the Jew netates separate treatment of that
group. While the Jewish culture existed within @Greek world, the two did not easily blend.
Jewish enclaves within the Greek world existeddbrgvithout interference. Trade
necessitate a certain amount of contact betweetwthgroups, but social customs among
both groups seldom allowed any deep interaction.

But let’s take up the prevailing Greek view of Gothis is extremely important in
order to understand the way the Gospel and NT tegé¢tad impact on the™century world
and beyond.

There are two words which well describe the préavaiview of God among the
Greeks. The first work is “transcendent” and teeamnd is “impassible.” The idea of God
being transcendent meant that God was totally umected to this world. He was “totally
other.” As the spiritual being who was totally goand with unbounded power God was in a
category by himself. The spiritual realm was ustiayd as being the realm of ultimate
goodness, totally lacking any evil. The matergdlm, on the other hand, was seen to be evil.
Thus, anything that has any link with the matenalld would be tainted, evil having
encroached upon that entity. Any interaction ifith evil, material world would cause the
evil to come upon that thing. Thus, God must bgessity be totally outside the realm of the
material or be infected with that evil. Of coureamanity, by virtue of being material, is
evil. The goal, then, of the material personpishied the physical, material focus in order to
connect with the good, spiritual realm.

The idea of God’s “impassability” has to do withdZ®essence. God is totally
unaffected by anything from the outside. As Gaalisthe unmoved mover. He is pure
energy. He is only the one who acts. He is ndweone who is acted upon. Nothing can
touch God. One may seek to understand who Gduiiyne should not expect that the
human being in any way can affect God.

The City of Corinth

Corinth was one of the most powerful and infludntia
cities in Greece. Its location on a four-mile wide
strip of land that split the southern and northern
sections of ancient Greece put it at what must have
felt like the crossroads of the world. To travenfr

the north to the south of Greece, you had to go
through Corinth. To travel on the sea, you could



either traverse the treacherous waters on a 25datbur around the southern most part of
Greece, or you could drag your boats across thieweeh isthmus through Corinth.

In the Roman days of Paul’s church planting efattie city of Corinth felt more like
Las Vegas than San Antonio. The traveling merchadtswelling downtown crowds had
attracted a sordid epidemic of brazen immoralitgf earruption. Though one could find
synagogues and a remnant of god-fearing peopl@iimtB, the city was largely known as
“sin city.” The ancients even coined the word ‘fothianize” to refer to the engagement in
the debauchery that one could so easily fine inrGlor

Church Planting in Corinth

Paul first traveled to Corinth in A.D.

50 on his second church planting trip
from Antioch. Paul’s heart for the big
cities of his day no doubt drew him to
this bustling place. As was Paul’s
practice he sought to preach the gospel
in this strategic city so that the good
news would find its way to the
surrounding areas.

On the surface Paul’s first
encounter didn’'t seem to go so well.

And yet through his stay in this important city, mpavere won to Christ and the core of this
church was established.

As you can imagine, living the Christian life img growing church was exciting yet
challenging. The culture in which these young §tians were called to live out their faith
made it extraordinarily difficult. By the time FHaurote 1 Corinthians a number of problems
had arisen. The church met in the shadow of a®-18 mountain that housed the infamous
temple of Aphrodite. This religious fortress ofnmarality, along with the general disregard
for anything righteous in this town made matterssedor the fledging church.

Paul’s Letter to Corinth

Paul had been informed of some of the needs aridgns that existed in the church at
Corinth (1 Cor. 1:11). First Corinthians is a r@sge to those issues. The topics addressed in
this ancient letter are as relevant today as tleegtxer been. Here we find Christians
wrestling with the application of their faith inpagan society.

Paul was prompted to give God’s inspired couneaksues like marriage, singleness,
“charismatic” outbursts in church meetings, thediee unity, sexual purity, church
discipline, gender roles in church leadership,itgortance of the resurrection, communion
services, pride, how to interface the Christiathfarith the secular marketplace and the list
goes on. What a wealth of God’s insight on isgshasaffect so many areas of daily life!

Paul most likely wrote this important letter t@ tBorinthians during his extended
three- year stay at Ephesus (1 Cor. 16:8) duriaghiid church planting trip (Acts 19:1-41).
The date he wrote the letter was A.D. 54 or 55.



