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1. Did Paul write it?
2. Is it all one letter or a compilation?
3. When what it written
4. To whom?
5. In what circumstances?
6. Does the letter reflect the culture of the time 

(religion, literature, popular philosophy).

Historical and Social Questions
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Document Date Place Contents

P 46 ca 200 Dublin / Vienna Parts of 1, 9, 14, 15 and 16

P 14 V Sinai Part of 1, 2 and 3. 

Sinaiticus a IV London *

Alexandrinus A V London *

Vaticanus B IV Rome *

Ephraemi Rescriptus C V Paris Parts of 1, 7 and 13

Claromontanus D* 
(Bezae)

V Paris *, 14:13-22 added

1. Did Paul write it?
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2. Is it all one letter or a compilation?
There used to be theories of division into the various 
sections, but now no one really doubts that the letter is a 
unity. 

3. When what it written
After evangelisation, which seems to have been 
successful. It seems to have been written from Ephesus 
(16:8) and the mention of the collection (16:1) means it 
precedes Romans. 

4. To whom?
To those who had become Christian in Corinth – Gentiles 
mostly and apparently not of the highest class in society. 
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5. In what circumstances?
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(C)They highly valued spiritual gifts, and those who could display extraordinary 
ones, particularly the gift of ecstatic utterance (speaking in tongues), thereby 
advanced their religious standing within the congregation (chapters 12-14).

Chapters 12-14 passim

(D)At least some in the congregation, perhaps because they believed themselves to 
be sharing already in Christ’s glorious reign, had all but ceased to hope for anything 
beyond this life (15:12-19).

1Cor. 15:12 Now if Christ is proclaimed as raised from the dead, how can 
some of you say there is no resurrection of the dead?  13 If there is no 
resurrection of the dead, then Christ has not been raised;  14 and if Christ has 
not been raised, then our proclamation has been in vain and your faith has 
been in vain.  15 We are even found to be misrepresenting God, because we 
testified of God that he raised Christ—whom he did not raise if it is true that 
the dead are not raised.  16 For if the dead are not raised, then Christ has not 
been raised.  17 If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are 
still in your sins.  18 Then those also who have died in Christ have perished.  
19 If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all people most to be 
pitied.
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(E) Finally, some, or perhaps even most, of the congregation believed that in 
reigning with Christ they were delivered from needing to worry with questions 
of right and wrong, and with distinguishing moral from immoral actions. To 
characterise this view Paul cited, or perhaps himself devised, the slogan, 
“Everything is permissible for me” (6:12; 10:23). Others, however, seem to 
have embraced an almost opposite view, convinced that in reigning with Christ 
they were required to distance themselves as fr as possible from the moral 
stain of worldly involvements (e.g. sexual relations, as indicated by a 
statement Paul quotes from a letter the church had written to him (7:1b).

1Cor. 6:12 “All things are lawful for me,” but not all things are 
beneficial. “All things are lawful for me,” but I will not be dominated by 
anything. 

1Cor. 10:23 “All things are lawful,” but not all things are beneficial. “All 
things are lawful,” but not all things build up. 

1Cor. 7:1 Now concerning the matters about which you wrote: “It is well 
for a man not to touch a woman.”
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Christology  by taking little or no account of    
   Jesus’ death; (1-4)

Soteriology +  by misconstruing the meaning of    
Ethics  one’s freedom in Christ; (5-7)

Ecclesiology  by neglecting the corporate dimension of life in 
   Christ. (8-14)

Eschatology  by failing to appreciate the apostle’s dialectical 
   understanding of salvation as both “already” and 
   “not yet”. (15)
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Yes, of course it does. You have several great problems 
touched on in this letter which reflect the culture of the times: 

• The importance of rhetoric
• The place of food sacrificed to idols 
• The practice of marriage and divorce
• A host of ethical issues 
• The question of a (bodily) afterlife
• Stoic “wisdom”

As we saw, the church could only gather in the house of the 
rich and that brought its own characteristic problems with it. 

6. Does it reflect the culture of the time?
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7. Can the units of argument be delimited?

8. Does it conform to the conventions of a letter?

9. Does it make us of the conventions of 
rhetoric?

10. Does the letter have an overall structure?

Literary Questions
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By and large, it is easy to delimit the units of 1Cor, as follows:

1:10-4:21	
 Divisons in the community

5-7	
 	
 Moral issues in tension with society

8-11	
 	
 Community meals: food sacrificed to 
	
 	
 idols / the Eucharist	

	

12-14 	
	
 The charismatic gifts

15	
 	
 The resurrection

7. Delimitation
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Clearly at the beginning and the end, you have the 
beginning and ending of a letter, with the usual 
extended thanksgiving.

1:1-3 	
 Opening greetings
1:4-9 	
 Thanksgiving

16:1-16 	
 Detailed final instructions
16:17-21 	
 Closing greetings.

8. Letter conventions
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We will see the details later

A very clear one, starting with the cross and ending 
with the resurrection, so that all the advice etc. finds 
itself between these two Christological chapters (1 
and 15). 

9. Rhetoric?

10. Overall structure?
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PROOF 1

Argument from the crucifixion
 
1Cor. 1:18  For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who 
are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.  19 For 
it is written,  “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the discernment of 
the discerning I will thwart.” 20 Where is the one who is wise? Where is the 
scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the 
wisdom of the world?  21 For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not 
know God through wisdom, God decided, through the foolishness of our 
proclamation, to save those who believe.  22 For Jews demand signs and 
Greeks desire wisdom,  23 but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling 
block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles,  24 but to those who are the 
called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of 
God.  25 For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s 
weakness is stronger than human strength. 

The argument 1Cor 1-4
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Argument from the Corinthians’ own experience

1Cor. 1:26 Consider your own call, brothers and sisters: 
not many of you were wise by human standards, not 
many were powerful, not many were of noble birth.  27 
But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the 
wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the 
strong;  28 God chose what is low and despised in the 
world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that 
are,  29 so that no one might boast in the presence of 
God.  30 He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, who 
became for us wisdom from God, and righteousness and 
sanctification and redemption,  31 in order that, as it is 
written, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.” 

The argument 1Cor 1-4
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Argument from Paul’s own behaviour among them

1Cor. 2:1  When I came to you, brothers and sisters, I 
did not come proclaiming the mystery of God to you 
in lofty words or wisdom.  2 For I decided to know 
nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and him 
crucified.  3 And I came to you in weakness and in 
fear and in much trembling.  4 My speech and my 
proclamation were not with plausible words of 
wisdom, but with a demonstration of the Spirit and of 
power,  5 so that your faith might rest not on human 
wisdom but on the power of God.  

The argument 1Cor 1-4
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Argument from the cross

1Cor. 2:6  Yet among the mature we do speak wisdom, 
though it is not a wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this 
age, who are doomed to perish.  7 But we speak God’s 
wisdom, secret and hidden, which God decreed before the 
ages for our glory.  8 None of the rulers of this age 
understood this; for if they had, they would not have 
crucified the Lord of glory.  9 But, as it is written,  
 “What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, 
  nor the human heart conceived, 
 what God has prepared for those who love him”— 
10 these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit; 
for the Spirit searches everything, even the depths of God.  

The argument 1Cor 1-4
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Argument by analogy of the human spirit and God’s 
Spirit

11 For what human being knows what is truly 
human except the human spirit that is within? So 
also no one comprehends what is truly God’s 
except the Spirit of God.  12 Now we have received 
not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit that is from 
God, so that we may understand the gifts 
bestowed on us by God.  13 And we speak of 
these things in words not taught by human wisdom 
but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual things 
to those who are spiritual. 

The argument 1Cor 1-4
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Argument from (un)receptivity

1Cor. 2:14  Those who are unspiritual do not 
receive the gifts of God’s Spirit, for they are 
foolishness to them, and they are unable to 
understand them because they are spiritually 
discerned.  15 Those who are spiritual discern all 
things, and they are themselves subject to no one 
else’s scrutiny. 
16  “For who has known the mind of the Lord 
  so as to instruct him?”  
But we have the mind of Christ. 

The argument 1Cor 1-4
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What controls the Argument, thus far?
Partitio   Proofs  [in reverse order]

For Christ did not send me to   III: I planted, 
baptize, but to proclaim the gospel  Apollos watered (3:5-6)

and not with eloquent wisdom  II: we do speak wisdom 
   though it is not a wisdom 
    of this age (2:6)

so that the cross of Christ might not I: The message of the cross is 
emptied of its power.    foolishness… the power 
   of God  (1:18)

The argument 1Cor 1-4
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What about the rest of chapters 3 and 4?
This is made up of corresponding “lessons” to be drawn 
in the form of  “refutations”.

	
 3:18-23	
 	
 Wisdom / foolishness

	
 4:1-7	
 	
 	
 The Apostles

	
 4:8-13	
	
 	
 Riches / wisdom

The end of chapter 4 functions like a peroratio to all of 1-4. 

The argument 1Cor 1-4
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Exordium (introduction)	
 	
 1:4-9, 10	
 	

Narratio (the facts)	
 	
 	
 1:11-17	

Partitio (the points to be treated)	
 1:17 (in three parts: A: B and C)
	
 	

Probationes (proofs)
	
 probatio I (C)	
	
 	
 probatio II (B)	
 	
 probatio III (A)
	
 Wisdom / foolishness	
	
 Spirit Wisdom	
	
 	
 The Apostles

	
 1:18 propositio	

	
 1:19-25
	
 1:26-31
	
 2:1-5 = 	
 	
 	
 	
 2:1−5	

	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 2:6-7 propositio
	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 2:8-10
	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 2:11-16
	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 3:1-4 = 	
 	
 	
 	
 3:1-4	

	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 3:5 propositio
	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 3:6-9
	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 	
 3:10-15
Refutationes (counter arguments)
	

	
 Refutatio I	
 	
 	
 Refutatio II	
 	
 	
 Refutatio III
	
 3:16-23	
 	
 	
 	
 4:1-7	
 	
 	
 	
 4:8-13
	
 Wisdom / Foolishness	
 	
 	
 The Apostles	
 	
 	
 Riches and Wisdom

Peroratio (conclusion)	
 	
 4:14-21	
 	
 	
 	


The Rhetoric of 1Cor 1-4
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