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Dr. Gary Meadors, 1 Corinthians, Session 7, 

Introduction to 1 Corinthians, Part 2 

Resources from NotebookLM 

1) Abstract, 2) Audio podcast, 3) Briefing Document, 4) Study Guide, and 5) FAQs 

 

1. Abstract of Meadors, 1 Corinthians, Session 7, Introduction 

to 1 Corinthians, Part 2, Biblicalelearning.org, BeL 

 

 Dr. Gary Meadors' lecture provides an introduction to 1 Corinthians, focusing on the 

social, cultural, and religious context of the city of Corinth during Paul's time. He 

emphasizes understanding this background to better grasp the letter's meaning and 

encourages the use of published commentaries for reliable information. The lecture 

details Corinth's polytheistic environment, comparing it to a cafeteria of religious 

choices, and notes Rome's tolerance of religions unless they threatened its rule. 

Meadors then outlines the complex history of Paul's relationship with the Corinthian 

church, including multiple letters and visits. He also describes the diverse and often 

troubled nature of the Corinthian church, highlighting issues like class divisions and 

moral laxity. Finally, the lecture touches on the characteristics and key themes of both 1 

and 2 Corinthians, emphasizing the personal and unifying nature of the first letter versus 

the more emotive tone of the second. 

2.  24 - minute Audio Podcast Created on the basis of  

Dr. Meadors, 1 Corinthians, Session 7 –  Double click icon to 

play in Windows media player or go to the 

Biblicalelearning.org [BeL] Site and click the audio podcast link 

there (New Testament → Pauline Epistles → 1 Corinthians).  
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3. Briefing Document: Meadors, 1 Corinthians, Session 7, 

Introduction to 1 Corinthians, Part 2 

Briefing Document: Introduction to 1 Corinthians - Cultural and Historical Context 

Overview: 

This briefing document summarizes the main themes and important ideas presented by 

Dr. Gary Meadors in Lecture 7, Part 2 of his series on 1 Corinthians. The lecture focuses 

on establishing a crucial "consciousness" of the social, religious, and historical context of 

the city of Corinth and Paul's relationship with the Corinthian church. Dr. Meadors 

emphasizes the importance of understanding this background to better interpret and 

feel the nuances of the book of 1 Corinthians. 

Key Themes and Important Ideas: 

1. The City of Corinth: Cultural Context 

• Roman Heritage: Corinth, as a Roman city, was characterized by individualism and 

a social hierarchy heavily influenced by status. This led to issues like "power which 

was produced by status, sexual abuse from a Christian point, particularly on the 

basis of status, rigged courts." 

• Emphasis on Consciousness: Dr. Meadors stresses the need to understand the 

world in which the Corinthians and Paul operated. He encourages readers to 

develop a "consciousness of the kind of world in which the Corinthians operated 

and Paul operated so that when you hear Corinth, you hear Corinthians speak, 

that you can sort of feel like you're there in a sense." 

• Reference to Garland's Commentary: Meadors recommends and relies on a 

published commentary by Garland as a reliable source for this information, 

stating, "I want you to have a published source for your information rather than 

just me... I think that this is a very readable commentary, and therefore, I want to 

get you tied to a published source because that has more authority." 

2. The City of Corinth: Religious Context 

• Polytheism: Corinth was deeply polytheistic, typical of Greco-Roman cities. "As 

with most Greco-Roman cities, Corinth was polytheistic to the core. All the typical 

gods were there..." 
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• Imperial Cult: The Roman imperial cult, an "alliance of throne and altar where the 

Caesar spoke as God," was a significant aspect of the religious landscape. Roman 

emperors acted like deities, and some considered themselves as such. 

• Religious Pluralism as a "Cafeteria Line": Meadors, quoting Garland, describes 

the religious context as a "cafeteria line of religious practices. Just choose who 

you want and what you want. It was a bountiful supply of ancient gods and 

ancient ways of worship." People sought to appease as many deities as possible. 

• Roman Tolerance and Its Limits: Rome generally did not interfere with religious 

practices unless they caused problems for Roman rule. "Rome did not police 

religious activity unless it was creating problems." 

• Christian Exclusivity as a Challenge: Christianity's exclusivist nature, exemplified 

by Jesus' statement, "I am the way, the truth, and the life. No man comes to the 

Father but by me," directly clashed with the polytheistic and pluralistic norms of 

the Roman Empire. Christians were even viewed as "atheists" for not believing in 

the traditional gods. 

• Social Implications of Christian Beliefs: Christian non-participation in polytheistic 

festivals for the good of the city led to them being viewed as "impious" and 

"haters of humankind." 

• Challenge to the Imperial Cult: Paul's proclamation that "Jesus alone is Lord, 

directly challenged the imperial cult." 

3. Images of Ancient Corinth and Primary Sources 

• Dr. Meadors highlights the inclusion of visual aids (slides) and excerpts from 

primary literary sources (pages 23-38 of the notes) to provide a richer 

understanding of ancient Corinth. These include quotations from Strabo, a late 

1st century BCE to early 1st century CE writer, offering contemporary insights into 

the city. 

• The purpose is to give students direct access to historical perspectives without 

having to "dig them out on your own." 
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4. Corinth in Relation to Pauline History 

• Founding of the Corinthian Church: Paul founded the church during his second 

missionary journey, approximately 49-51 AD/CE (Acts 18). 

• Complex Relationship and Multiple Letters: Paul's relationship with the 

Corinthian church was intricate, involving multiple visits and at least four letters: 

• "Actual 1 Corinthians" (Lost Letter): Referred to in 1 Corinthians 5:9, warning 

against associating with sexually immoral people. 

• Canonical 1 Corinthians: Paul's response to the factiousness reported by Chloé's 

household (1 Corinthians 1:11) and the Corinthians' letter seeking advice (1 

Corinthians 7:1). This letter was likely written in Ephesus around 54-55 AD and 

carried by Titus. 

• "Tearful or Severe Letter" (Actual 3 Corinthians): Written after a painful personal 

visit to Corinth where Paul was humiliated. This letter aimed to address a serious 

crisis fomented by Jewish emissaries (Judaizers) challenging Paul's authority. It is 

potentially lost or partially preserved in 2 Corinthians. 

• Canonical 2 Corinthians (Actual 4 Corinthians): Written from Macedonia after 

Titus reported that the rebellion in Corinth was over and things were under 

control (around 55-56 AD). This epistle is described as Paul's most 

autobiographical and pastoral writing. 

• Paul's Missionary Journeys: Dr. Meadors provides notes on Paul's three 

missionary journeys (pages 40-43) to contextualize his travels and interactions 

with Corinth. 

• Significance of Corinth: Despite potentially spending more time in Ephesus, Paul 

had a particularly significant and well-documented interchange with the church in 

Corinth, making 1 and 2 Corinthians crucial epistles. 

5. Complexion of the Corinthian Church 

• Drawing again from Garland, Meadors outlines the diverse and often troubled 

nature of the Corinthian church: 

• Class struggle 

• Intellectual pride 

• Influential converts alongside average members 
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• Party spirit and divisions 

• Moral laxity and sexual issues of various kinds 

• Lack of unity and love regarding spiritual gifts 

• Jewish presence 

• Misunderstandings of Christian freedom related to moral standards. 

• The church was a complex reflection of the diverse Greco-Roman society from 

which its members came. 

6. Essential Characteristics of 1 and 2 Corinthians 

• 1 Corinthians: Focuses on the unity of issues and the need for unity within a 

diverse community. It addresses problems like party spirit, issues with the Lord's 

Supper, misuse of spiritual gifts, and individualistic freedom impacting the church. 

• Key Principle: "Unity is not uniformity. Unity is the appreciation of diversity." 

Ministry leadership should embrace and utilize diversity for the sake of the 

Gospel, not force conformity. 

• Key Terms: Know, judge, discern, spirit, spiritual, knowledge, wisdom, church, 

world, power/authority, holy, sanctified. 

• Emphasis: Personal ("146 occurrences of the personal pronoun you"). 

• 2 Corinthians: More emotive and reveals Paul's heart. It deals with weakness, 

tribulation, comfort, boasting, ministry, and glory. It is considered a vital resource 

for understanding pastoral ministry. 

Conclusion: 

Understanding the social, religious, and historical backdrop of Corinth, as well as the 

intricate and dynamic relationship between Paul and the Corinthian church, is essential 

for a deeper and more accurate interpretation of 1 Corinthians. Dr. Meadors encourages 

students to actively engage with this context, utilize the provided resources, and 

approach the study of 1 Corinthians with a heightened "consciousness" of the world in 

which it was written. This will enable a more profound understanding of the challenges 

faced by the early church and the timeless wisdom contained within Paul's letters. 

 

  



6 
 

4.  Study Guide: Meadors, 1 Corinthians, Session 7, 

Introduction to 1 Corinthians, Part 2 

Study Guide: Introduction to 1 Corinthians (Meadors, Lecture 7) 

Key Concepts and Themes: 

• The City of Corinth: Understanding its social, religious, and cultural context is 

crucial for interpreting 1 Corinthians. 

• Social Context: Individualism, status-based power dynamics (including sexual 

abuse), and potentially rigged courts. 

• Religious Context: Polytheistic nature, a "cafeteria line" of religious practices, the 

imperial cult (worship of the Roman emperor), and the Roman policy of religious 

tolerance unless it threatened Roman rule. 

• Multicultural and Multi-religious: Corinth was a diverse urban center, influencing 

the composition and challenges of the early church. 

• Paul's Relationship with the Corinthian Church: A complex and evolving 

relationship involving multiple letters and visits. 

• Founding: Established by Paul during his second missionary journey (c. 49-51 AD). 

• Correspondence: At least four letters were exchanged: a "lost letter" (mentioned 

in 1 Corinthians 5:9), the canonical 1 Corinthians, a "tearful/severe letter" (the 

actual 3 Corinthians, possibly lost or partially in 2 Corinthians), and the canonical 

2 Corinthians (the actual 4 Corinthians). 

• Visits: Paul made at least two visits to Corinth, including a "painful visit" between 

the writing of 1 and 2 Corinthians. 

• Complexion of the Corinthian Church: A diverse group facing various challenges. 

• Social Stratification: Included individuals from different social classes (influential, 

wealthy, average). 

• Internal Issues: Party spirit, intellectual pride, moral laxity (including sexual 

immorality), misunderstandings of freedom, lack of unity and love, and the 

influence of Jewish emissaries (Judaizers). 
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• Characteristics of 1 Corinthians: Focuses on unity in the midst of diversity, 

addressing specific issues and questions raised by the Corinthian church. The tone 

is more rational, with a significant personal emphasis ("you"). 

• Characteristics of 2 Corinthians: More emotive and reveals Paul's heart, dealing 

with the aftermath of the crises and the restoration of the relationship. Key 

themes include weakness, tribulation, comfort, boasting, ministry, and glory. 

• Unity vs. Uniformity: A crucial distinction emphasized in 1 Corinthians. Unity 

involves appreciating diversity and working effectively with it, not forcing 

conformity. 

Quiz: 

1. Describe two key aspects of the social context of Corinth that influenced the early 

church. 

• Corinthian society was characterized by individualism, where personal gain and 

status were highly valued. This contributed to power imbalances and potentially 

the exploitation of others within the church. 

• Social relations were also heavily influenced by status, which, from a Christian 

perspective, led to issues like sexual abuse stemming from those in positions of 

power. 

1. Explain the "cafeteria line" analogy used to describe the religious context of 

Corinth. 

• This analogy illustrates the polytheistic nature of Corinth, where a wide array of 

gods and religious practices were available for people to choose from. Individuals 

could pick and choose which deities they wanted to appease, leading to a 

pluralistic religious landscape. 

1. What was the imperial cult, and why did Paul's proclamation of Jesus as Lord 

challenge it? 

• The imperial cult was the practice of emperor worship in the Roman Empire, 

where the Caesar was often considered divine or acted as a deity. Paul's 

declaration that "Jesus alone is Lord" directly contradicted this, asserting the 

ultimate authority of Christ over the emperor and Roman rule. 

1. Summarize the sequence of Paul's initial interactions with the Corinthians as 

described in the lecture. 
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• Paul founded the church in Corinth during his second missionary journey. After 

leaving, he sent them a "lost letter" (mentioned in 1 Corinthians 5:9) and 

subsequently received news from Chloé's household about divisions in the 

church, as well as a letter from the Corinthians seeking his guidance. 

1. What does the lecturer suggest might have been the nature of the letter the 

Corinthians sent to Paul (referenced in 1 Corinthians 7:1)? 

• While it could have been a genuine request for advice and clarification, the 

lecturer leans towards the idea that it may have been more of a "challenge letter" 

questioning some of Paul's teachings or authority. The quotation marks in some 

Bibles around their statement support this idea of a direct quote or slogan they 

presented to Paul. 

1. Explain the significance of the "tearful" or "severe letter" in Paul's 

correspondence with Corinth. 

• This letter (believed to be the actual 3 Corinthians, potentially lost or partially 

within 2 Corinthians) was a strong response from Paul to a serious crisis in Corinth 

and a challenge to his authority, prompted by the return of Timothy with negative 

news. It aimed to address the issues forcefully and lead to repentance. 

1. Identify two key problems or characteristics of the Corinthian church highlighted 

in the lecture. 

• The Corinthian church suffered from a "party spirit," with members aligning 

themselves with different Christian leaders like Paul or Apollos, leading to 

divisions. They also exhibited "moral laxity," struggling with various forms of 

sexual immorality that were prevalent in the surrounding Greco-Roman culture. 

1. What is the main difference in focus and tone between 1 Corinthians and 2 

Corinthians as described by the lecturer? 

• 1 Corinthians primarily focuses on the need for unity and addresses specific 

issues within the church in a more rational and directive tone. In contrast, 2 

Corinthians is more emotive, revealing Paul's personal feelings and focusing on 

themes like comfort, weakness, and the nature of his ministry after the crises had 

unfolded. 

1. Explain the lecturer's distinction between unity and uniformity in the context of 1 

Corinthians. 
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• The lecturer emphasizes that unity does not mean everyone must be the same 

(uniformity). Instead, unity involves appreciating the diversity within the Christian 

community and harnessing those different perspectives and gifts for the common 

good of the gospel, rather than trying to force everyone into a single mold. 

1. What is one reason why understanding the historical and cultural context of 

Corinth is essential for interpreting 1 Corinthians? 

• Understanding the social, religious, and cultural norms of 1st-century Corinth 

allows readers to grasp the specific challenges and temptations the early church 

faced and why Paul addressed certain issues in the way he did. This provides a 

deeper understanding of the nuances and significance of his instructions. 

Answer Key: 

1. Corinthian society was characterized by individualism, where personal gain and 

status were highly valued. This contributed to power imbalances and potentially 

the exploitation of others within the church. Social relations were also heavily 

influenced by status, which, from a Christian perspective, led to issues like sexual 

abuse stemming from those in positions of power. 

2. This analogy illustrates the polytheistic nature of Corinth, where a wide array of 

gods and religious practices were available for people to choose from. Individuals 

could pick and choose which deities they wanted to appease, leading to a 

pluralistic religious landscape. 

3. The imperial cult was the practice of emperor worship in the Roman Empire, 

where the Caesar was often considered divine or acted as a deity. Paul's 

declaration that "Jesus alone is Lord" directly contradicted this, asserting the 

ultimate authority of Christ over the emperor and Roman rule. 

4. Paul founded the church in Corinth during his second missionary journey. After 

leaving, he sent them a "lost letter" (mentioned in 1 Corinthians 5:9) and 

subsequently received news from Chloé's household about divisions in the 

church, as well as a letter from the Corinthians seeking his guidance. 

5. While it could have been a genuine request for advice and clarification, the 

lecturer leans towards the idea that it may have been more of a "challenge letter" 

questioning some of Paul's teachings or authority. The quotation marks in some 

Bibles around their statement support this idea of a direct quote or slogan they 

presented to Paul. 
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6. This letter (believed to be the actual 3 Corinthians, potentially lost or partially 

within 2 Corinthians) was a strong response from Paul to a serious crisis in Corinth 

and a challenge to his authority, prompted by the return of Timothy with negative 

news. It aimed to address the issues forcefully and lead to repentance. 

7. The Corinthian church suffered from a "party spirit," with members aligning 

themselves with different Christian leaders like Paul or Apollos, leading to 

divisions. They also exhibited "moral laxity," struggling with various forms of 

sexual immorality that were prevalent in the surrounding Greco-Roman culture. 

8. 1 Corinthians primarily focuses on the need for unity and addresses specific 

issues within the church in a more rational and directive tone. In contrast, 2 

Corinthians is more emotive, revealing Paul's personal feelings and focusing on 

themes like comfort, weakness, and the nature of his ministry after the crises had 

unfolded. 

9. The lecturer emphasizes that unity does not mean everyone must be the same 

(uniformity). Instead, unity involves appreciating the diversity within the Christian 

community and harnessing those different perspectives and gifts for the common 

good of the gospel, rather than trying to force everyone into a single mold. 

10. Understanding the social, religious, and cultural norms of 1st-century Corinth 

allows readers to grasp the specific challenges and temptations the early church 

faced and why Paul addressed certain issues in the way he did. This provides a 

deeper understanding of the nuances and significance of his instructions. 

Essay Format Questions: 

1. Analyze the key social and religious aspects of the city of Corinth and discuss how 

these contexts likely shaped the challenges faced by the early Christian 

community there, as reflected in 1 Corinthians. 

2. Trace the complex development of Paul's relationship with the Corinthian church 

based on the information provided in the lecture, highlighting the significance of 

the various letters and visits mentioned. 

3. Discuss the internal issues plaguing the Corinthian church, as described in the 

lecture, and analyze how these problems might have arisen from the diverse 

composition of the congregation and the surrounding cultural influences. 
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4. Explain Dr. Meadors' distinction between unity and uniformity in the context of 1 

Corinthians, and discuss the practical implications of this understanding for 

Christian communities today. 

5. Compare and contrast the essential characteristics and key themes of 1 

Corinthians and 2 Corinthians as presented in the lecture, and discuss why 

understanding the historical context of their writing is crucial for interpreting 

each epistle. 

Glossary of Key Terms: 

• Polytheistic: Believing in or worshiping multiple gods. Corinth was a polytheistic 

city with a vast array of deities. 

• Imperial Cult: The widespread practice in the Roman Empire of worshiping the 

Roman emperor as a divine figure. 

• Exclusivistic: Holding the belief that one's own religion or belief system is the only 

true one, excluding others. Christianity's claim that Jesus is the only way to God is 

an example. 

• Atheists (in the Roman context): Christians were sometimes labeled as atheists 

by Romans because they did not worship the traditional Roman gods. 

• Impious: Lacking reverence for God or sacred things; in the Roman context, it 

could also refer to a lack of respect for civic religious duties. 

• Judaizers: Likely Jewish Christians who emphasized the importance of adhering to 

Jewish laws and customs even for Gentile converts to Christianity. 

• Lost Letter (actual 1 Corinthians): A letter written by Paul to the Corinthians prior 

to the canonical 1 Corinthians, mentioned in 1 Corinthians 5:9, which is no longer 

extant or may be partially incorporated into the canonical letters. 

• Tearful/Severe Letter (actual 3 Corinthians): A strong letter written by Paul to the 

Corinthians in response to a serious crisis, mentioned in 2 Corinthians, which is 

either lost or potentially partially preserved in 2 Corinthians. 

• Party Spirit: Division and factionalism within a community, often based on 

allegiance to particular leaders or viewpoints, as seen in the Corinthian church 

(e.g., "I am of Paul," "I am of Apollos"). 

• Moral Laxity: A lack of strict adherence to moral principles or standards, which 

was a problem in the Corinthian church influenced by the surrounding culture. 
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• Unity: The state of being united or joined as a whole, characterized by harmony 

and cooperation despite differences. 

• Uniformity: The state of being the same or alike in form, manner, or character. 

The lecture emphasizes that Christian unity does not require uniformity. 
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5. FAQs on Meadors, 1 Corinthians, Session 7, Introduction to 

1 Corinthians, Part 2, Biblicalelearning.org (BeL) 
 

Frequently Asked Questions about 1 Corinthians and its Context 

1. What were some defining social characteristics of Corinth that influenced the early 

church there? 

Corinth was a Roman city marked by strong individualism, where power and status 

heavily influenced social relations. This included instances of sexual abuse based on 

social standing and the presence of rigged courts. These individualistic and status-driven 

dynamics likely contributed to the divisions and other issues within the Corinthian 

church that Paul addresses in his letters. 

2. Describe the religious environment of Corinth and how it contrasted with early 

Christianity. 

Corinth was a polytheistic city with a vast array of gods and religious practices, likened to 

a "cafeteria line" where people could freely choose whom to worship. The imperial cult, 

where the Roman emperor was treated as divine, was also significant. This pluralistic 

environment contrasted sharply with the exclusivist nature of early Christianity, which 

proclaimed Jesus as the sole way to God. This exclusivity led to Christians being viewed 

as impious and even atheistic for not participating in the city's polytheistic festivals and 

for challenging the imperial cult. 

3. Why is understanding the cultural and historical context important for interpreting 1 

Corinthians? 

Grasping the social, religious, and cultural context of Corinth allows readers to better 

understand the issues Paul addresses in his letter. By having a "consciousness" of the 

world in which the Corinthians and Paul operated, we can appreciate the nuances of 

their interactions and the reasons behind Paul's specific instructions and corrections. 

This understanding helps us move beyond simply reading words to feeling the weight 

and relevance of Paul's message for its original audience. 
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4. What do we know about the founding of the Corinthian church and Paul's initial 

relationship with the city? 

Paul founded the Corinthian church during his second missionary journey, around 49-51 

AD, as recorded in Acts 18. However, his relationship with the Corinthian believers was 

complex and involved multiple visits and letters. The canonical 1 Corinthians was not 

Paul's first letter to them; he had written at least one prior letter that is now lost. 

5. What were some of the key issues and characteristics of the Corinthian church that 

prompted Paul's letter of 1 Corinthians? 

The Corinthian church was grappling with numerous problems, including internal 

divisions and factions, intellectual pride, moral laxity (particularly regarding sexual 

ethics), misunderstandings about Christian freedom, problems with the observance of 

the Lord's Supper, misuse of spiritual gifts due to a lack of unity and love, and the 

presence of class struggles. These issues stemmed, in part, from the church members' 

background in the Greco-Roman culture of Corinth. 

6. Explain the complex timeline of Paul's correspondence and visits with the 

Corinthian church as described in the lecture. 

Paul's relationship with the Corinthians involved a series of communications and visits. 

After founding the church, he left for Ephesus and subsequently sent a now-lost letter 

(referred to in 1 Corinthians 5:9). He then received reports from Chloé's household 

about divisions in the church and a letter from the Corinthians seeking his guidance. In 

response, Paul wrote the letter we know as 1 Corinthians (his second letter to them). 

Later, due to a serious crisis instigated by Jewish emissaries, Paul made a "painful visit" 

to Corinth, followed by a "tearful" or "severe" letter (possibly partially preserved in 2 

Corinthians, representing his third letter). Eventually, after receiving good news from 

Titus, Paul wrote 2 Corinthians (his fourth letter to them) and then visited Corinth again. 

7. What is the significance of the statement "unity is not uniformity" in the context of 

1 Corinthians? 

Paul emphasizes that the unity of the church does not require everyone to be the same. 

Instead, unity involves appreciating and utilizing the diversity of individuals and their 

gifts within the Christian community for the common good of the Gospel. Ministry 

leaders should embrace this diversity rather than trying to force conformity. True unity 

allows for different personalities and perspectives to work together effectively. 
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8. What are some of the key themes and the overall emphasis of 1 Corinthians as 

highlighted in the lecture? 

One of the central themes of 1 Corinthians is the need for unity within the diverse 

Corinthian church. Paul addresses various issues that were causing division and disunity. 

The letter has a personal and rational tone, directly engaging with the specific problems 

and questions raised by the Corinthians. Key terms found throughout the letter include 

"know," "judge," "discern," "spirit," "spiritual," "knowledge," "wisdom," "church," 

"world," "power/authority," "holy," and "sanctified." 


