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This study guide provides an educational overview of 1 Corinthians Chapter 1 using a
verse-by-verse structure, theological context, and application-oriented insights grounded
in Scripture.

Introduction

1 Corinthians Chapter 1 serves as the foundational opening to Paul’s first letter to the
Corinthian church. It sets the tone for the entire epistle by addressing issues of division
and spiritual maturity among believers. This chapter introduces key themes such as unity
in Christ, the wisdom of God versus worldly wisdom, and the call to live by the power of
the Spirit. Readers should watch for how Paul confronts factionalism and reorients the
community toward the gospel’s transformative power, which is central to the letter’s flow.

Context

The immediate literary context of 1 Corinthians 1 is Paul’s response to reports of division
and moral issues within the church at Corinth, a cosmopolitan city known for its diversity
and challenges to Christian unity. Historically, this letter is written during Paul’s third
missionary journey, around AD 53–54, addressing a young church struggling to live out the
gospel amid cultural pressures. Paul is the apostle and primary author, writing from
Ephesus, and his authority and pastoral concern frame the letter. The covenantal backdrop
is the new covenant inaugurated by Christ, calling believers into a distinct community
marked by unity and holiness.

Outline

The chapter begins with Paul’s greeting and thanksgiving, establishing his apostolic
authority and connection to the Corinthian believers. It then moves into a direct address of
the divisions plaguing the church, highlighting the problem of allegiance to human leaders
rather than Christ. Paul contrasts worldly wisdom with the wisdom of God, emphasizing
that God’s power is made perfect in weakness. The chapter closes by affirming the calling
of believers, not by worldly standards but through the foolishness of the gospel, which
reveals God’s true wisdom.
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Verse-by-Verse Study

Verses 1–3: Paul opens with a formal greeting, identifying himself as an apostle called by
God and extending grace and peace to the church at Corinth. This sets the tone of
authority combined with pastoral care.

Verses 4–9: Paul expresses gratitude for the grace given to the Corinthians, highlighting
their spiritual gifts and the assurance of God’s faithfulness. This thanksgiving underscores
the foundation of their unity and calling.

Verses 10–17: Paul addresses the divisions directly, urging the believers to be united in
mind and judgment. He condemns factionalism based on allegiance to human leaders like
Paul, Apollos, or Cephas, emphasizing Christ as the true foundation.

Verses 18–25: Paul contrasts the message of the cross with worldly wisdom. The cross is
“foolishness” to those perishing but the power of God to those being saved. He explains
that God’s wisdom surpasses human wisdom, revealing a divine paradox where weakness
triumphs over strength.

Verses 26–31: Paul reminds the Corinthians of their humble origins and God’s purpose in
choosing the weak and foolish to shame the strong and wise. He concludes by affirming
that all glory belongs to God through Christ Jesus, who has become for believers wisdom,
righteousness, sanctification, and redemption.

Key Themes

Unity in the Body of Christ is a dominant theme, as Paul confronts divisions and calls for a
shared allegiance to Christ alone. The contrast between worldly wisdom and divine
wisdom reveals God’s upside-down kingdom values, where what appears weak or foolish is
actually powerful and wise. The chapter also emphasizes the sufficiency of God’s grace
and the Spirit’s work in believers, highlighting their calling and ongoing sanctification.
Finally, the theme of God’s sovereign choice to use the lowly to confound the proud
underscores the gospel’s radical nature.

Cross-References

The themes in 1 Corinthians 1 are illuminated by several key passages. James 2:1–9 warns
against favoritism, reinforcing the call to unity beyond social divisions. Romans 12:3–8
complements Paul’s teaching on spiritual gifts and humility. Jesus’ teaching in Matthew
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5:3–12 about the poor in spirit and meek inheriting the kingdom echoes the paradox of
God choosing the weak. Additionally, 2 Corinthians 12:9, where Paul speaks of God’s
power being perfected in weakness, deepens understanding of the cross’s significance.
Finally, Ephesians 2:8–10 highlights grace as the source of calling and unity, aligning with
Paul’s thanksgiving in this chapter.

Application

Modern disciples can apply 1 Corinthians 1 by examining areas of division within their own
communities and committing to unity centered on Christ rather than personalities or
preferences. The chapter challenges believers to reject worldly standards of wisdom and
power, embracing instead the humility and dependence on God’s Spirit. Recognizing that
God often works through weakness encourages believers to trust in God’s strength rather
than their own abilities. This passage also invites reflection on how grace and spiritual gifts
are given for the common good, calling for mutual encouragement and service. Ultimately,
it calls Christians to live out their identity as those called and sustained by God’s
faithfulness.

Summary

1 Corinthians Chapter 1 introduces Paul’s pastoral concern for a divided church and sets
forth the gospel as the foundation for true unity. By contrasting human wisdom with the
wisdom revealed in the cross, Paul calls believers to embrace God’s power made perfect in
weakness. The chapter affirms the calling and grace given to the Corinthians, urging them
to live in harmony and depend on Christ alone. This opening chapter frames the entire
letter’s focus on spiritual maturity, unity, and the transformative power of the gospel.
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