PAUL’S EPISTLES TO THE CORINTHIANS

As we examined last time, when looking at Paul’s epistle to the church in Rome, one thing that was important to him, and obviously to his ability to speak authoritatively, was being accepted as a legitimate apostle. 

Think about anyone you know, (that might even include me, your pastor, your local government officials, or your national leaders), who claim to have knowledge and an ability to lead and direct you. They/we, have gained a confidence (or at least tried to) in order to be effective.

Since Paul was not one of the originally chosen twelve apostles, and, as we have discussed, actually persecuted the early church to the point of executing some early followers, it stands to reason that he would have a difficult time gaining trust. 

We saw in Romans that he went so far as to call himself a “bondservant”, 1 Paul, a bond-servant of Christ Jesus, called as an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God, Romans 1:1 (NASB77), which would have been a person who, after serving an agreed upon term of service, agreed to remain loyal to his master for life. However, he does not stop at this, reminding the Roman reader of his apostleship.
He repeats this claim of apostleship in 1Corinthians again. 1 Paul, called as an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of God, and Sosthenes our brother, 2 to the church of God which is at Corinth, to those who have been sanctified in Christ Jesus, saints by calling, with all who in every place call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, their Lord and ours: 1 Cor 1:1-2 (NASB77) (Sosthenes is mentioned in Acts 18 as a leader of the synagogue who was taken and beaten).

Corinth, a port city, was also a city of pagan gods. Having been there myself, I recall seeing the ruins and remains of the temples and alters built to these gods. People would take sacrifices of all kinds, sometimes even their own children, and give them up to the false gods they worshiped there. It was the belief of the pagans that when a meat sacrifice was offered that the god would enter into it as a way of accepting it, and to eat it was a way of gaining some of the power of the god to whom it had been sacrificed. 

Considering how much this differed from the sacredness of the meat sacrifices in Jewish faith, Paul had to address this matter in his letter to the church when he was faced with converted pagans as well as Jewish Christians now in the same community. 
We will examine that in a bit.

Both letters to the Corinthians were written close together, in about  56 AD. There purposes, however, are what set them apart, and the first letter was written from Ephesus, while 2Corinthians was likely written from Philippi. The first letter greatly addresses the immorality of the church. Like any new Christian, particularly if there is no other model by which he or she can se a standard, the church will flounder if left unchecked.  2 Corinthians, while touching on this a bit, mostly defends Paul’s apostleship and exposes some deceiptful people within the church, mostly those who would try to discredit him. 
Entire volumes could, and have been written on Paul’s epistles to Corinth, and actually take up space in my library book shelves. However, for the sake of this brief overview, let us say that one of the biggest challenges Paul had was the matter of immorality. 

Imagine this:

You and your spouse have lived in a pagan society for hundreds of years. As far back as you know, your families have sacrificed to idols and engaged in what this new faith is saying is “immoral”. 

Upon hearing this new message, you accept it and receive Christ as your new Lord and Savior, the redeemer who died for your sins, and was resurrected. Hallelujah!

Now comes the problem.

What could the problem be?

I said you and your spouse. Notice I did not say that your spouse also got saved?!?!?!

What does Paul say about this?

Before we look, how are you feeling about this? You may actually already be living in this kind of life. What have you done or felt compelled to do?

 10 But to the married I give instructions, not I, but the Lord, that the wife should not leave her husband 11 (but if she does leave, she must remain unmarried, or else be reconciled to her husband), and that the husband should not divorce his wife. 12 But to the rest I say, not the Lord, that if any brother has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents to live with him, he must not divorce her. 13 And a woman who has an unbelieving husband, and he consents to live with her, she must not send her husband away. 14 For the unbelieving husband is sanctified through his wife, and the unbelieving wife is sanctified through her believing husband; for otherwise your children are unclean, but now they are holy. 15 Yet if the unbelieving one leaves, let him leave; the brother or the sister is not under bondage in such cases, but God has called us to peace. 16 For how do you know, O wife, whether you will save your husband? Or how do you know, O husband, whether you will save your wife? 1 Cor 7:10-16 (NASB)
We see here that it is important that we continue to pray for the unbeliever and live in hope that he or she will come to Christ, without holding them in bondage if they desire to go, but this only concerned marriage between a believer and non-believer where the non-believer wished to leave.

One other matter that was of particular conflict was that of eating meat sacrificed to idols. I mentioned that earlier, and told you I would get back to it.
Think about yourself as a Corinthian Christian. You had lived your entire life with one idea of what it meant to sacrifice meat to an idol. Eating it gave a person special powers. Even though you have now been told that this is not so, because those gods are not real, you are an adult. You were told this by your parents, grandparents, and they were told by theirs. You heard stories about people gaining strength and power from such things. 

Now a Jewish Christian moves in, or someone who decides to get bold and challenge this, grabs a piece of meat off the alter of a “false god”, and cook and eat it to prove his boldness as a Christian. 

How do you think you would feel?

Toward the person?

Toward God?

Toward the person who told you about Jesus?

Does this help you understand why Paul said this?

Can you think of other things in our lives that may fall in this category of things that may offend some people?

I know that there are some people offended by certain ways of dress, ways of wearing hair and make-up, music styles, jewelry, etc. 

I am not saying do not do anything at all if there is any remote chance that someone may be offended, but keep one thing in mind before you decide to do or not do anything. 
23  All things are lawful, but not all things are profitable. All things are lawful, but not all things edify. 24 Let no one seek his own good, but that of his neighbor. 25  Eat anything that is sold in the meat market, without asking questions for conscience' sake; 26  for the earth is the Lord's, and all it contains. 27 If one of the unbelievers invites you, and you wish to go, eat anything that is set before you, without asking questions for conscience' sake. 28 But if anyone should say to you, "This is meat sacrificed to idols," do not eat it, for the sake of the one who informed you, and for conscience' sake; 29 I mean not your own conscience, but the other man's; for why is my freedom judged by another's conscience? 30 If I partake with thankfulness, why am I slandered concerning that for which I give thanks? 31 Whether, then, you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God. 32  Give no offense either to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of God; 33 just as I also please all men in all things, not seeking my own profit, but the profit of the many, that they may be saved. 1 Cor 10:23-33 (NASB77)

(Emphasis placed by me). 
I know that this study goes out to over sixty churches on three continents. Many are in African countries with multiple languages and religions. India, where we have the second largest number, has hundreds of languages and dozens of religions and cultures. With neighboring Pakistan and all the other countries Living Sacrifice Ministries now goes into, I want each of you to think about how the challenges faced by the Corinthians may be faced by you.

Do you live in a community where similar clashes with other religions, or converts from it may cause your church to be confused about what is acceptable behavior? If you have already faced it, what was it? How did you deal with it? Do you think it may have been dealt with differently or better?

Remember the last part of the text above, but I will put it here again.

 31 Whether, then, you eat or drink or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God. 32  Give no offense either to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of God; 33 just as I also please all men in all things, not seeking my own profit, but the profit of the many, that they may be saved. 1 Cor 10:31-33 (NASB77)
As you can see, Paul had a different message for each church to which he wrote, but to each one, it was still the message that we serve a God of grace and mercy which we do not deserve. A saving grace that abounds because of a selfless sacrifice of an eternal God who wants a relationship with each of us. If you have that now, then praise God. If you do not, get with your pastor or study leader and find out how you can have one too. 

We will continue our study of Paul’s epistles in our next lesson. I welcome all of our new members to this study, as we have added about six new churches this week. 
May the Lord of lords and King of kings be with you all.
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