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1, 2 Corinthians; 1, 2 Thessalonians 

The church at Corinth has the 
reputation of being “the problem 
church.” Paul, the founding pastor, 
must have shed many tears and 
offered up a host of prayers to the 
Lord for a church that seemed 
permeated with pride, status issues, 
dissension, sexual immorality, and 
other problems as well. While 
Paul had words of praise for the 
church at Thessalonica, there were 
also problems and theological 
misunderstandings in that church. 
The selection of a theme narrows 
our focus and means that portions of 
these letters such as the rich teaching 
from Paul on ministry in 2 Corinthians 
2—6 could not be included. As a 
student of the Bible, we trust that 
you will notice how contemporary 
Paul’s teaching really is.

Lesson 1 deals with the curse of 
the Corinthian church—the quar-
reling, strife, and party spirit that 
threatened to destroy the body of 
Christ at Corinth. Lesson 2 examines 
a related theme—the danger of 
trying to run the church merely 
like a human organization with 
standards that are based on worldly 
values. Lesson 3 deals with issues of 
sexuality and is as relevant today as it 
was in Paul’s time. Lesson 4 considers 
lawsuits among believers, a theme 
that also needs to be stressed in 
today’s litigious culture.

Lesson 5 confronts the practice 
of eating food offered to idols, but 
the issue-behind-the-issue, relevant 
to Christians in all ages, is the danger 
of a certain spiritual arrogance and 

pride whereby one insists that he 
or she has reliable knowledge from 
God in regard to the situation at 
hand. Lesson 6 provides teaching 
on spiritual gifts with a plea that 
the Corinthians should realize that 
all parts of “the body” are essential. 
In 1 Corinthians 13 (lesson 7) Paul 
offers the spiritual prescription for 
overcoming disunity and strife in 
any church. Lesson 8 deals with the 
gifts of tongues and prophecy with 
counsel that worship should proceed 
“decently and in order.” Finally, 
in lesson 9 Paul provides teaching 
about the resurrection of the body in 
light of the confusion that apparently 
existed in the church at Corinth at 
the time.

The next two studies are based 
on passages from the book of 
2 Corinthians while the last two 
come from the two epistles of Paul to 
the church at Thessalonica. Lesson 10 
gives us biblical principles for giving; 
lesson 11 illustrates the danger of bad 
leadership in the church. In lesson 12 
Paul provides solid teaching in regard 
to the second coming of Christ, and 
in lesson 13 he combats the notion 
that a person might as well quit his 
or her job in anticipation of Christ’s 
imminent coming.

May Paul’s very direct letters 
to the Corinthian church also bring 
opportunity for our own growth in 
Christ-likeness and unity as we listen 
openly for God’s word to us in our 
study.

—Ron Woodward

Chronic Church Problems
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June 5, 2016
Dissension and Strife

1 Corinthians 1:10-15; 3:1-7, 16-17
Dissension and Strife

Study Goals
Consider how factions and 
divisions within a church 
are an offense to the head 
of the church and a serious 
departure from our Lord’s 
design for unity.

• Observe Paul’s pro-
found disappointment 
in a church that he 
had founded.

• Try to understand 
how the factions in 
the church at Corinth 
had developed.

• Discuss the biblical basis 
for unity in the body 
of Christ.

by Kara Wenger

 � Opening Activity
Individuals enter all sorts of contracts, 
agreements, and unions these days. 
Some of those agreements prove to 
be beneficial while others tend to have 
negative consequences. Paul’s appeal 
to the church at Corinth to “be in 
agreement…be united…no divisions” 
is a firm statement on the importance 
of unity. Take a few minutes at the 
beginning of your time together for 
group members to share times they 
entered into agreements (maybe even 
agreements from childhood). What were 
the outcomes of those agreements for  
the individual?



June 5, 2016
Chronic Church Problems ILLUMINATE • Study Guide 1b\

 � Illuminate 1 Corinthians 1:10-15
Paul, the author of 1 Corinthians, had established 
the church in Corinth on his second missionary 
journey. During his third missionary journey, an 
estimated eighteen months later, Paul receives 
word that the church has been quarreling. 
Each believer claims to follow one teacher over 
another. Thus, the city sees a divided church. 
Ultimately, this is a distraction from following the 
gospel of Jesus Christ.

Understanding the city of Corinth and 
the way it operated helps us understand why 
factions developed in the church. Corinth was 
a metropolitan trade city that had cultural and 
religious influence from all over the world. 
Patronage was an essential way to survive and 
thrive in this city. The concept of reciprocity 
played a pivotal role in getting ahead and being 
protected. Who you supported or were connected 
to was very important. Thus, we see the believers 
divided over issues as well as taking sides with 
different teachers with whom they associated in 
the church. A patronage relationship was often 
defined by favors given and gifts received. All had 
strings attached. Paul struggled with the influence 
that the city of Corinth had on the church. In 
his next letter, he emphasized the importance of 
not relying on others (2 Corinthians 11:9; 12:13-
14). Paul’s message is unity in Christ. The context 
in verse 13, “has Christ been divided,” and the 
reference to Christ’s crucifixion is a crucial turning 
point in reorienting the church to a new starting 
point for restoration and change.

 � Interact

1 Corinthians 1:10-15

• Discuss your thoughts 
or reactions to Paul’s 
initial approach to 
dealing with quarreling 
and division in the 
church at Corinth.

• In 2 Corinthians 11:9 
Paul was adamant that 
he wanted to “refrain 
from burdening” 
anyone. How does this 
apply to the church 
and believers?

• In what ways is this 
passage relevant to 
what the church is 
experiencing today? 
What truths can we pull 
from this passage to 
help navigate divisions 
within the church?
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Dissension and Strife

1 Corinthians 3:1-7

• How much influence 
do our personal desires 
have on our own life? 
In what ways can 
we better discipline 
our life to reflect 
God’s nature over 
our human nature?

• In what ways can 
competition be 
healthy and encourage 
growth? How do we 
keep competition from 
leading to jealousy 
and quarreling in our 
faith community?

• Take a moment and 
read Romans 8:23. 
How does this verse 
apply to the cure the 
church at Corinth so 
desperately needs?

 � Illuminate 1 Corinthians 3:1-7
Many of us today want the quick fix, the 
microwave version of life. We don’t always have 
patience to see things grow and blossom in their 
own time. We are uncomfortable with waiting. 
However, mature individuals know that some 
things are worth the wait. Meals can be savory 
and fellowship can be sweet when we take time 
to invest in the process. Paul wanted to hear 
news of growth in his newly planted church, but 
what he heard was quite the opposite. Let’s take 
a look at how the problem developed and what 
needed to be done to address the issue.

The cause of divisions: Paul calls the church 
“people of flesh” who were caught up in the 
Corinthian culture. The word flesh comes from 
the Greek word sarkinos which indicates a 
childish preoccupation with their human selves 
rather than deeper things of the Spirit. In this 
context it has less to do with the carnal nature 
and more closely reflects what comes from 
human nature rather than from God.

The symptoms of divisions: Corinth was a 
competitive city in all regards. Thus, division 
and rivalry developed naturally. The church 
reflected the culture as it allowed “jealousy and 
quarreling” to become ingrained habits.

The cure for divisions: Paul established his 
authority early in this book in order to speak 
truth into the lives of believers. On numerous 
occasions he redirected his authority and put 
himself under the authority of God (1:13; 
3:6-7). Paul states, “I planted…but God gave 
the growth,” a profound statement as Paul 
recognizes his place in God’s plan. Paul sets an 
example for us to place ourselves under God’s 
authority and submit to God in order to find 
unity.
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1 Corinthians 3:16-17

• How do you suppose 
the church at Corinth 
responded to what Paul 
was saying, and the 
approach with which 
he addressed them?

• Discuss implications for 
the church of Paul’s use 
of the Greek term naos 
for temple instead of the 
typical term heiros.

• What relevance or mean-
ing for today do you find 
in the point the author 
makes that believers 
“are that temple”?

 � Living It Out Together
At the end of the session, 
take time to identify 
both local and global 
issues that continue to 
be divisive in the church 
(e.g., persecuted church, 
missions, sanctity of life, 
sanctity of marriage, 
etc.). Take time as a 
group (or break into 
small groups of three or 
four) to pray that these 
areas of division will 
become areas of unity. 
Pray that through unity 
God will be glorified.

 � Illuminate 1 Corinthians 3:16-17
When speaking about the temple building and 
courts, authors typically used the Greek term 
heiros. In this specific passage, the term for 
temple is actually naos. Naos is translated shrine 
or sanctuary, used for the most holy and sacred 
place that only the high priest was allowed 
to enter, making sacrifices for the sins of the 
people, once a year on the Day of Atonement 
(Leviticus 16:1-5, 34). 

Paul’s use of questions both affirms and 
challenges the believer’s identity. The idea that 
the believers don’t know who they are in Christ 
reflects their infantile nature. The church needs 
to realize that they are part of something bigger 
together, because when believers operate as 
individuals, they miss the beauty of what God 
can do when they are fully surrendered to him. 
“Together the believers are the sphere in which 
the Holy Spirit reveals his presence and power” 
(Preben Vang, Teach the Text Commentary Series, 
1 Corinthians [Grand Rapids: Baker Publishing, 
2014] 47). This passage ends with a condition 
that Paul sets before the church. Scripture 
reads, “If anyone destroys God’s temple, God 
will destroy that person” (1 Corinthians 3:17a). 
However, Paul wants them to rise up, take 
ownership of their lives, and be the temple, 
which God has called them to be.


