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When was 1 
Corinthians written 

Scholars place the writing of 
the first letter to the 
Corinthians around 53-54 CE, 
and believe he was in Ephesus 
at the time. 

When was 2 
Corinthians written 

Dating the second letter in the 
Christian scriptures is a bit 
more difficult, as scholars 
believe it was cobbled 
together by using several of 
Paul’s letters to Corinth to 
make it one written address, 
and is dated c. 55-57 CE. 

Phoebe the Deacon 

Paul’s letter to Rome was 
written while he was in Corinth, 
and was entrusted to a wealthy 
woman associated with the 
church in that area. We know 
little about her personally, 
aside from her being a patron 
(meaning she was rich) and a 
deacon (meaning she was 
responsible for the money of 
the community and helped in 
many of the worship rituals)

PAUL’S LETTERS 
1st Thessalonians, Galatians, 1st & 2nd Corinthians, Philemon, Philippians, and Romans 

Letters to the Corinthians 
The two letters to the Corinthians are our first historic 
documents in the Christian scriptures that give an idea of some 
of the conflicts and struggles facing the first generations of 
Christians.

Corinth was a multicultural city once destroyed in a war between 
the Greeks and Romans. By 44 BCE the Romans had rebuilt it as 
a colony, and capital of the region of Achaia. Like all Roman 
towns and cities, there were several temples to various deities, 
and the people believed Rome’s continued well-being was 
dependent on citizens publicly worshiping at these temples and 
paying tribute to Rome’s elite. Privately all those living in Roman 
communities could worship whatever god they chose, so there 
were many different traditions practiced in the city.

This Hebrew people of Roman Judea, Galilee, and surrounding 
areas were the only ones in the first century who had the 
exception of not attending to the Roman gods, an agreement that 
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Roman Social System 

The lines in the Roman social 
system were very tightly drawn. 
Interactions were elaborate 
systems of shame and honour, 
with families in competitive 
groups for that honour. Romans 
believed there was a limited 
amount of honour to share, so 
when one group got more, 
others automatically lost honour. 

Throughout Roman territory 
families would invest heavily in 
social programs and building 
projects to prove their honour, 
thus providing infrastructure for 
those in the lower classes. 

In return, those who were poorer 
or household slaves, were 
expected to publicly speak about 
how great the sponsoring family 
had been. Elaborate social 
interactions were developed to 
publicly show this homage. 

When we look at the opening 
and closing of Paul’s letters, we 
can see some of this giving 
homage and honour to local 
church leaders, and Paul 
establishing his connections to 
various people to prop up his 
own status. 

did not sit well with others in the empire, and kept the Sanhedrin 
on guard against anyone who would upset the balance. The 
Hebrew people accepted that part of this agreement was that 
they would not challenge the public worship of Roman gods.

The agreement to allow Hebrews to worship their own gods but 
exempted them from Roman rituals extended to the early Christ 
followers, and this is the setting for the letter to the Corinthians. 
They were a multicultural group of believers who had to 
negotiate an historical promise that really didn’t include them, 
with families who openly followed the public expectation of 
worshipping the gods. It is little wonder that the small group of 
Christ followers that Paul had established, struggled to stay 
together and committed.

Where did the church meet
Even though there was a substantial Hebrew population in 
Corinth at the time of Paul’s writing, he does not mention the 
local synagogue as a place of gathering. The community of early 
Christians is referred to as ‘church’. Church was not the physical 
building but rather the gathering of people. Meetings took place 
everywhere they could find space, such as back of shops, 
apartments, and houses of the rich. In these spaces of worship 
and teaching, Paul’s letters would have been read and been the 
source of further discussion. 
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Sexual immorality, and the problems of mistranslation of “homosexual”
One of the big things that the early church believed separated them from the wider Gentile pagan world 
was their conservative approach to sexuality. It is a large theme in Paul’s letters, but we have to interpret 
that within 1st century Roman context, not 21st century Western context.

When it comes to use of sexual categories in translation, it wasn’t until the mid-20th century when the 
term ‘homosexual’ was used in any reference to sexual immorality. The Roman culture had very strict 
ideas about who was to play what role in sexual acts. Free men were only to penetrate, not be penetrated. 
This was the problem, and the word Paul uses in his list of sins in 1 Corinthians 6:1-11. It was not 
acceptable for a man to appear or behave effeminate, even in the early church communities. An 
effeminate male was seen as overly self-indulgent, refusing to put in real work or fight in battles when 
called upon. These men spent too much money and time on making themselves appeal to women for 
sexual purposes, and this was the primary character flaw. The Greek language had many words for male/
male sexual activity, and Paul did not use any of them.

Sexual equality in marriage and primacy of celibacy 
If one was to look at the placards up at sporting events throughout the USA, one would quickly assume 
that everything biblical was pro-male and anti-female, and rightwing institutions have certainly 
championed that position. However, it is not Biblical.

While Paul talks about sexual sins in chapter 6, he immediately goes into sexual appropriate behaviour in 
chapter 7, where men and women are on equal footing, each getting the benefit of their relationship. 
Although Paul encouraged people to remain celibate, as he seemed to be, there was an understanding that 
many desired marriage. There was a belief in the first generations of Christians that Jesus’ return was 
eminent, making celibacy a reasonable ask for those dedicated to Christ. By the second century, Paul’s 
encouragement on celibacy supported movements that would eventually develop into a monastic calling. 
There is some suggestion that members the Essenes, a primarily celibate Hebrew group in the first 
century, brought many of their beliefs and practices in the emerging Christian church from their own 
practices before conversion.

Food from idols
One of the constant issues in the Gentile world was how to be faithful to Christ and sociable with family 
and friends who might not believe. On the matter of eating food offered to idols, the Hebrew leaders 
would have said absolutely not. Paul’s answer was more gentle and nuanced, reminding people that the 
idols weren’t real, so that part didn’t matter. However, if in the act of eating food that had previously been 
sacrificed to idols anyone was upset, then one should not eat that food. For Paul this was a pastoral issue, 
not a food issue.

First Eucharistic wording
In 1 Corinthians 11:23-25 is the first recording of Words of Institution for the eucharist. Paul does not 
include a retelling of the Last Supper, presumably because all were familiar with that story. However, he 
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does chastise them for turning the Eucharist into an opportunity to overeat and get drunk, a problem 
that would haunt the earliest Christians for generations. Through Paul’s instructions, a pattern of how to 
celebrate Eucharist, and why that pattern should be followed, is established. 

First Organizational System through Spiritual Gifts
Chapter 12 outlines the spiritual gifts present in the community of believers, as Paul sees them. Again the 
first creed of no Jew/Greek is restated, but Paul continues to outline what would become the church’s 
organizational structure with different jobs eventually transitioning from work that needed to be done, 
into titles for offices. 

Primacy of Love
Most people who have attended weddings are familiar with Chapter 13 and the passages on love. In Greek 
culture there were seven kinds of love. The love Paul is referencing here is that of ‘agape’, love of 
neighbour. This type of love wants only good things for another, whether they know each other or not. 
This is not a romantic love, even though that is how it is read most often in modern times. ‘Ahava’ is the 
similar concept in Hebrew, which extends to loving the stranger and refugee, feeding the hungry, and 
caring for those who cannot care for themselves. The demonstration of agape and ahava was to be 
through action not feeling alone.

Women be silent
No other passage turns readers off of Paul faster than that about women in 1 Corinthians 14. A great deal 
of work has been done on verses 34-35, and while scholars do not agree on the source of these two verses, 
they do accept that these verses were not in keeping with the rest of Paul’s treatment of women.

One theory is that of interpolation (insertion into the letter). This is supported by the placement of these 
two specific verses in different versions of Paul’s letters. In some they are at the end of chapter 14, like an 
add-on. In others that became the primary source for the Biblical canon, they were inserted before verse 
36. If one were to read 1 Corinthians 13 without vs. 34-35, it continues to make sense. The theory holds 
that later generations of Christians started to resent women as equals and the increasing hierarchy taking 
over the church that reflected the wider society, pushed women from full participation and demanded 
their silence. 

A second theory is that Paul was quoting from the Talmud in a rhetorical way to suggest that silencing 
women was foolish, however there are no quotation marks to signify what was being quoted. This theory 
is supported by the phrase “as the law says”. There is nothing in Hebrew scripture, those used by the first 
generations of Christians, that reads of this silencing, however it can be found in Hebraic oral law 
(eventually Talmud). Additionally, Paul made it quite clear that the law was not to be followed if it 
separated people from God, so using the law as a justification in this passage seems unlikely to be Paul’s 
position.
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2 Corinthians 
This letter has several different tones in the writing, which 
suggests to many scholars that parts of letters were put 
together to make the larger ‘second letter to the Corinthians’. 
In fact several letters were written, but we only have had two 
preserved. While the first letter talks about matters of 
theology and living, this second letter to the Corinthians is 
more interested in Paul’s feelings about Corinth and how he 
thinks he is perceived.

Metaphor of the veil
Although the first creed of the Christian church was one that 
treated all peoples equally, Paul routinely drew the line 
between the early Christian communities and those who still 
followed the tradition of the Temple in Jerusalem, and to a 
lesser extent the pagan tradition throughout the empire.

2 Cor 3 finds Paul in a discussion about the veil that had 
concealed Moses and the removal of the veil with Jesus. For 
those who knew Hebrew history, this was a reference to 
Moses in Exodus 34:29-35, where Moses’ shining face scared 
the Israelites, so he covered his face unless he was talking to 
God or speaking for God. Paul’s reference draws the line that 
as people of Christ, they don’t need intermediaries any longer, 
that through Christ and the Spirit, Christians no longer 
needed to be scared to see God.

Language of Family 

The extended family unit was one of 
the largest identify blocks in Roman 
culture. The Paterfamilias had the 
authority of life and death over 
everyone in his household, including 
wives, children, slaves and 
employees. 

The language of family simulated 
loyalty, and was one of the reasons 
the early churches referred to each 
other as ‘sister’ and ‘brother’. It was 
also a way to put everyone on equal 
footing, regardless of economic class 
in wider Roman society. 

However, Paul continues to reference 
the congregations as children and 
babies, putting himself in the 
position of the Paterfamilias. (1 
Corinthians 4:15) 

Loyalty to Paul 

One of the more challenging parts of 
Paul is how he tried to establish 
himself as the lone authority in the 
churches he established, even 
though he claimed Christ was the 
authority. This led to many rants by 
Paul that people should not listen to 
anyone else but him, including 
Cepheus (Peter) or anyone else 
coming from Jerusalem. 
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Paul continues in chapter 4 to use this metaphor to differentiate between those who have accepted his 
teachings and those who continue to have doubts. As the earliest congregations floundered, they were 
facing ridicule in the community. Paul doesn’t pretend that will never happen, and often shares his own 
stories of suffering as encouragement.

Paul appears to ‘other’ the congregations in Corinth, which is not uncommon in minority situations. 
Chapter 5-6:13 encourages the people of Corinth that they are already living in the new creation, where 
the old is history, and openness of heart is necessary, just as his heart is open to those in Corinth. This 
argument picks up again at 7:2, as Paul continues to justify his actions, but between vs. 6:13 and 7:2, we 
have what looks like either interpolation or writings from another letter addressing a different issue.

Marriage to unbelievers
6:14-7:1 seems out of place given the writings on either side of these passages. This passage from Paul 
expects consistency in marriage of the faithful to only marry those who are also followers, a position 
that completely contradicts Paul’s earlier statement in 1 Corinthians 7:14, where the believing spouse 
makes the non-believing spouse ‘holy’.

One of the great frustrations in working through Paul is not knowing the original context for the 
questions and concerns, and trying to make inferences through Paul’s response. Scholars do not have a 
satisfactory answer to what changed for either those in Corinth or Paul, and why his words are so harsh 
in 2 Corinthians on a matter that seemed so understanding and encouraging in 1 Corinthians.

Paul Defends his Authority
Once again the tone changes, suggestion chapters 10 - 13 are from another letter, one that challenged 
Paul’s authority. His primary defence is that in making himself weaker and smaller, rather than 
demonstrating a show of power in his authority, he is actually stronger than they assume. Given the 
very strong lines defining male behaviour in the first century, this is yet another example of Paul 
upending the traditional way of behaving, a continual theme in Paul’s letters.

Paul challenges, ridicules and mocks his opponents before telling of all he has suffered and endured at 
the hands of Hebrew authorities, including the only public method of corporal punishment allowed to 
the Hebrew people: whipping a person. 

Throughout Paul’s rant, which seems directed at those more aligned with the Hebrew tradition within 
the Corinthian church, he maintains that Christ is both his weakness and his strength, and ends with a 
sob of pity that he might not find Corinth as he wishes them to be. He does not pretend he is the same 
person either, but Paul has not fallen away from the teachings of Christ. Have the Corinthians?
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