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The church in Corinth was a church divided and it seemed to be 

divided along fairly clear lines of social status and power.  

Corinth was one of the major urban centres of the ancient 

Mediterranean. It was prosperous and one of the most 

culturally diverse cities in the Roman empire.  By location, it was 

Greek, so  in Corinth, Greek and Latin / Roman cultures 

coexisted and sometimes clashed. It was a sea port and its 

mercantile character, contributed to the presence of lots of 

foreign religions and much sexual promiscuity.  

Paul had a bit of an 'up and down' relationship with the church 

in Corinth and theologians believe that Paul actually wrote four 

letters to the church there (see summary in intimation sheet), 

all of them, some we have, others are lost, are responding to 

particular circumstances in the life of the church that Paul felt 

he really needed to address.  

If you read 1st Corinthians, there is evidence of some 

theological conflict going on; so nothing changes in the life of 

the church, but the biggest issue, in its broadest sense, is that 

people were just not getting on. For example, when they met 

together to share meals, people brought their own food, but the 

wealthy ate well, the poor went hungry; food was not shared 

and some ended up getting drunk!   

The higher status members of the community were also 

struggling with Paul who summoned them to think of 

themselves as servants and many of those who had little 

education, probably the majority of the church, they struggled 

to free themselves from their former life styles. Paul is therefore 

in a sense battling on two fronts. 

However, in 2nd Corinthians the mood and the tone totally 

changes. Here we have lot more about Paul himself, as he seeks 

to re-establish their trust in him and defend the purity of his 

own motives. Reading 2nd Corinthians gives us an insight into 

the mind of Paul, his struggles and his relationship with the 

Corinthian church. In 2nd Corinthians, it gets personal! 

The Easton Bible Dictionary says, "This epistle, it has been well 

said, shows the individuality of the apostle more than any other. 

"Human weakness, spiritual strength, the deepest tenderness of 

affection, wounded feeling, sternness, irony, rebuke, 

impassioned self-vindication, humility, a just self-respect, zeal 

for the welfare of the weak and suffering, as well as for the 

progress of the church of Christ and for the spiritual 

advancement of its members, are all displayed in turn in the 

course of his appeal." —Lias, Second Corinthians.  

So Paul is addressing the  tensions caused by his opponents in 

the church in Corinth. Identifying the opponents and who they 

were, that is not important The dividing issue here, is again not 

about theology, not about God; it is over different 



understandings of ministry. Pauls came to them as a servant and 

laboured among them. He had stayed in Corinth for about a 

year and a half and he supported himself financially as a tent 

maker. In contrast, his accusers had a high view of themselves, 

more appropriate to upper class ideals of leadership. They were 

going to be servants to no one! The Corinthian church was a 

church divided.  

It must have been bad, not only is he defending himself against 

attack, on two fronts, but at the end of this section, he seems to 

plead  for the Corinthian church to be open hearted with him, as 

he is with them.  There must have been a serious break down in 

relationships.  

So what is his approach? To begin with, his tone is bold. Don't 

waste the grace that God has given you! Listen! Today is the day 

to be saved! He then changes tact and seeks to connect with his 

Greek readers by using three contemporary  tactics of the day. 

He first of all stresses that he does not wish to offend them. 

What is important is the message rather than the person. He is 

trying to get himself out of the way, so they will listen to his 

message.  What is important is what God is doing in their midst.  

He then uses the language of the philosopher, who often listed 

their hardships to show the sincerity of their message. As a 

servant, Paul says, I has been beaten, imprisoned and mobbed; I 

am overworked and have gone without food or sleep.  

Finally, Paul describes his virtues; purity, knowledge, patience, 

kindness, truth and righteousness. These are to show that his 

life is a model for others to follow, that his motives are pure and 

his knowledge is truth.  

One of the great literary techniques of the day was paradox; 

Paul says, we are honoured and disgraced; insulted and praised, 

treated as liars and we speak the truth, we are unknown and 

known by all, dead and alive, saddened but always glad, we 

seem poor but make others rich, and finally, we have nothing 

but posses everything.  

The Christian life is the ultimate paradox. Losing everything, 

including ourselves, to find life in all its fullness. Take up your 

cross, deny the world and follow me, says Jesus. Paul said, the 

gospel is the wisdom of the foolish. It's hard, it goes against the 

grain of everything it means to be human. If Pauls words are a 

defence of who he is, then they can also be also our words to 

describe our life in Christ. In a society that fails to see the 

relevance of God, this paradox of life,  will be our truth and our 

witness, as we seek to follow Jesus. 

That is our reality as Christians. A paradoxical life of faith 

requiring perseverance and running the race of faith to the end. 

So let us not waste the grace that God has given us and may we 

always live seeking first, the Kingdom of God. Amen. 

 


