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P r e fa c e

F irst Corinthians is scripture’s detailed treatment of Christian 
love. According to the theme text of the epistle (12:21), love 

is “a more excellent way.” It is more excellent in itself, and it is 
more excellent for all who walk on that way. In that more excel-
lent way the believer, saved by grace alone, is called to walk. The 
way of love is described in painstaking detail by the Holy Spirit 
and applied to specific situations that arise in the lives of believ-
ers and in the church. These situations are set in the language of 
the time but have definite application to the church’s situation 
today. 

First Corinthians is not an abstract treatment of love, but a 
pointed application of the calling of the Christian to walk in the 
way of love as that must characterize the believer’s whole walk 
in the world. Being the calling of believers, it is also the calling 
of the true church of Jesus Christ to walk in this way, to teach 
this way, and to demand of its members to walk in this way in 
the world. All who claim faith in Jesus Christ and confess to be 
Christians must acknowledge the way of love as the “excellent 
way” and out of that acknowledgement pursue the way of love in 
their lives.

The way of love the believer is called to confess as excel-
lent and to pursue is totally antithetical to the man’s idea of 
love, that is attractive to man’s flesh and promoted by the world. 
In every situation man also has his word about what consti-
tutes love. This word of man about love always contradicts the 
word of God and frequently involves ungodly toleration, lust, 
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human affection, or selfishness that masquerades as love and 
that pushes itself on the church and believer as true love. It is 
false love, indeed, hatred. As ardently as the believer is called 
to pursue the way of love, he is also called to reject the way of 
love that man proposes and in which he is naturally inclined to 
walk.

Walking in the way of love is impossible for the natural man. 
The natural man slanders God’s way of love as wrong, unloving, 
harsh, and even barbaric. It is exactly by their refusal to walk in this 
way of love that people reveal themselves to be carnal and unspiri-
tual. Christians who claim faith in Christ but refuse to acknowledge 
the Spirit’s way of love in 1 Corinthians and consequently refuse 
to walk in love also reveal themselves to be carnal and unspiritual 
and give the lie to their claim of faith in Jesus Christ. The justified 
believer alone, by the faith that justifies wholly apart from walking 
in this way of love, will acknowledge this way as the true way of 
love and by that faith will also walk in it.

Walking in the Way of Love is a commentary on and applica-
tion of the words of 1 Corinthians for the believer and the true 
church of Jesus Christ to teach them about the vitally important 
way of love, as that contradicts the chatter of the world and apos-
tate church about love. The commentary is laid out with believers 
in mind. Each chapter of the book focuses on a single aspect of 
the main theme of love. The chapters are designed to stand alone. 
Each chapter begins with an introduction to help the reader see 
the particular subject of the chapter in its immediate and larger 
context in the epistle of 1 Corinthians. This layout is not to dis-
courage anyone from reading through more than one chapter at 
a sitting, but rather to aid those who prefer to read one chapter at 
a time, and especially for the purpose of Bible societies that may 
use the book as a guide in studying the epistle. 

The publication of this commentary would not have 
been possible without the encouragement and support of the 
Reformed Free Publishing Association. I thank the men and 



P r e fa c e

xi

women of the book and publication committee and the editing 
staff of the publisher for their encouragement and diligent work 
in this endeavor and pray that the fruit of their encouragement 
might be worthy of their trust. May the commentary serve the 
promotion of the way of love with the fruit that believers pursue 
it ardently in all their lives.





1

I n t r o d u c t i o n

The apostle Paul wrote the book of 1 Corinthians to the 
church of God in the city of Corinth, which was beautifully 

situated in the ancient landscape of Greece. Corinth sat atop two 
high plateaus on the Isthmus of Corinth, which separated main-
land Greece and the Peloponnesus, a peninsula that formed the 
southern tip of Greece. The city proper was dominated by the 
steep-sided citadel of Acrocorinth, which towered 1,800 feet 
above the city and from whose heights the whole surrounding 
countryside was visible. Just to the north of the city, the isth-
mus narrowed to three miles and was somewhat of a strategic 
chokepoint. In the early sixth century BC a paved shipway was 
built across the isthmus to facilitate the transport of goods and 
ships across the narrow strip. Five miles to the east Corinth’s 
port city, Cenchreae, lay on the Saronic Gulf. A mile northwest 
her other port, Lechaion, sat on the Corinthian Gulf. With the 
control of two major ports, numerous smaller local harbors, the 
paved shipway, and all land traffic to and from the Peloponne-
sus, the position of Corinth was economically and militarily 
advantageous.

The history of Corinth relevant to this commentary starts 
with the Roman Empire. In 146 BC the Roman consul Lucius 
Mummius destroyed the city, killed all the men, and sold all 
the women and children into slavery. For a century the city lay 
virtually uninhabited. Corinth’s rebirth came in 44 BC when 
Julius Caesar rebuilt it as a special economic colony—a kind of 
transplanted Rome in miniature—to exploit Corinth’s natural 
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geographical advantages as the crossroads of east and west. By 
that time the Mediterranean Sea was a Roman lake, and Greece 
was a Roman province. The situation of Corinth no longer held 
any military value, but all the geographic characteristics that 
made the city strategically important in war made it economi-
cally important in peace.1

Initially three thousand Roman colonists formed the core of 
the city’s population. The colonists included veterans, many freed 
slaves, and others from the lower social classes in Rome, mainly 
of Greek descent. The population was later supplemented by a 
large contingent of Roman merchants. The core of Roman col-
onists was surrounded by a large population of resident aliens, 
mainly Jews, Syrians, and native Greeks. Soon others were 
attracted by the economic opportunities of the city, and its pop-
ulation grew steadily. About 100,000 people lived in Corinth at 
the end of the first century AD. In 27 BC, when Achaea became 
a separate province, Corinth became the capital of the province, 
the seat of the governor, and the foremost city of Greece. 

Because of its status as a colony, the political identity of the city 
was thoroughly Latin and Roman. After 27 BC and through the 
time of the apostle’s labors in the city, its status as the seat of the pro-
vincial administration of Achaea reinforced that identity. Although 
Roman citizens dominated the city’s political structure, they were 
far from the most numerous group. Corinth was a menagerie of 
ethnic groups: Romans, Greeks, Phoenicians, Anatolians, Jews, and 
Syrians, among many others. Those resident aliens formed the bulk 
of Corinth’s population and made Corinth an ethnic melting pot.

The church in Corinth would have been surrounded by trade 
and industry. Usually each Roman colony directly controlled 

1 Donald Engels, Roman Corinth: An Alternative Model for the Classical City 
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1990), 22; Timothy E. 
Gregory, ed., The Corinthia in the Roman Period (Ann Arbor, MI: Cush-
ing-Malloy, 1993), 34; James Wiseman, The Rise and Decline of Roman 
Corinth (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1979), 462.
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and administered a large surrounding territory. The territory of 
Corinth was about 500 square miles, but only about 120 square 
miles could be farmed. The business of Corinth was manufacture 
and trade. She was called “the common emporium of Asia and 
Europe.”2 Corinth filled the ancient world with pottery from her 
bustling terra cotta lamp industry, made possible by her skilled 
artists and a nearly limitless supply of clay within her territory. 
Corinthian bronze was highly prized, and objects made from 
it fetched fabulous prices in the early empire. The city was also 
known for its marble portrait sculpture, cloth manufacturing, 
and tent and sail industries.3

In addition to manufacturing businesses, Corinth had thriv-
ing service and trade industries. This had to do with its position 
as a religious, educational, cultural, and governmental center, 
as well as its control of a major shipping route. The provision 
of services to merchants, travelers, and tourists was Corinth’s 
most important business. The voyage around the Peloponnesus 
involved six days of travel and treacherous winds off the Cape 
of Malea. It was much safer to unload at Lechaion and transport 
overland to Cenchreae, or vice versa. There were fees for the 
transport and money to be made warehousing goods, in financ-
ing and insurance services, cargo handling, and ship repair and 
refitting. Lodging had to be provided, and food and entertain-
ment made available for the rowdy and restless crowd of sailors 
and merchants. Services provided to those merchants and travel-
ers provided enormous wealth for Corinth.4

Corinth’s values were basically a driven mercantilism, reli-
gious tolerance, and easy hedonism. She worked hard and played 

2 Wiseman, The Rise and Decline of Roman Corinth, 502; Engels, Roman 
Corinth, 22; Simon Hornblower and Anthony Spawforth, eds., The Oxford 
Classical Dictionary, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 
390–91.

3 Engels, Roman Corinth, 33–37.
4 Ibid., 39–50, 57–58.
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hard. Corinth also loved—worshiped—sports. Corinth hosted 
the biennial Isthmian Games,5 athletic contests second only to 
the Olympian Games in importance. The highest office with the 
highest honor in the city was the one responsible for the Isthmian 
Games. To those games the Corinthians added others, such as the 
quadrennial Caesarean Games and the Imperial Contest.6

Perhaps most importantly, Corinth was also a religious center 
for the worship of pagan gods, particularly Poseidon and Aphro-
dite. The isthmus had long been recognized by the Greeks as the 
special abode of the Greek sea and earthquake god, Poseidon. It 
was an area where so many made their livelihood from the sea 
and where the land was periodically torn by devastating earth-
quakes. There was a large sanctuary to Poseidon at Isthmia near 
Corinth. Corinth was also known—infamously—for its devotion 
to Aphrodite, the goddess of erotic love. There were three sanc-
tuaries of Aphrodite within Corinth, two more each at Lechaion 
and Cenchreae, and one atop Acrocorinth—where the ancient 
rumors said there were one thousand sacred prostitutes. Corinth 
was infamous for her licentious lifestyle. The Greek poet Aristo-
phanes coined the Greek word that means to act the Corinthian 
as a synonym for insatiable fornication and reckless hedonism. 

In addition to the traditional Greco-Roman deities, the 
Roman elite favored Roman cults, such as the imperial cult that 
worshiped the Roman state and the emperor, the embodiment 
of the state. The many foreigners and religious seekers imported 
the exotic Eastern cults of Isis and Serapis. There was a large Jew-
ish community at Corinth that traced its beginnings to early in 
the colony’s history and was well established by the time of Paul’s 
first visit. Corinth was a religious melting pot.7

5 Isthmian Games were a festival of athletic and musical competitions in honor 
of the sea god Poseidon held at his sanctuary on the Isthmus of Corinth.

6 Engels, Roman Corinth, 17–18.
7 Ibid., 95–107; Hornblower and Spawforth, The Oxford Classical Dictionary, 

390–91; Wiseman, Rise and Declines of Roman Corinth, 465–91, 509–33.
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The apostle Paul established the Corinthian congregation on 
his second missionary journey after nearly a year and a half of hard 
labor in that cosmopolitan metropolis of the Greek and Roman 
world. Paul was first in Corinth in the years AD 51–52. At first the 
work was so difficult and the fruit apparently so small that it was 
necessary for the Lord to encourage him by a special vision:

9. Then spake the Lord to Paul in the night by a vision, 
Be not afraid, but speak, and hold not thy peace: 

10. For I am with thee, and no man shall set on thee to 
hurt thee: for I have much people in this city. 

11. And he continued there a year and six months, teach-
ing the word of God among them. (Acts 18:9–11)

In obedience to that vision and on the strength of that 
encouragement the apostle labored in Corinth, and as the fruit of 
that labor he established the Corinthian church.

While he was on his third missionary journey several years 
later, the apostle wrote 1 Corinthians to address certain problems 
that had arisen in the congregation. At the time Paul was laboring 
in Ephesus, across the sea. While he was there certain prominent 
members of the church at Corinth came to him, reporting a num-
ber of serious problems and bringing a list of questions from the 
Corinthian church. From Ephesus, or somewhere on his journey 
between Ephesus and Corinth as he hurried back to Corinth, the 
apostle penned the letter under the inspiration of the Holy Ghost 
and sent it to the church by Timothy. Paul would eventually come 
back to Corinth and labor there in the years AD 56–57.

The book of 1 Corinthians is the apostle Paul’s second letter 
to the church of Corinth. The first letter to Corinth was a little 
missive that he refers to in 1 Corinthians 5:9 and that has been 
lost to the church: “I wrote unto you in an epistle not to com-
pany with fornicators.” The book called 1 Corinthians is in fact 
his second letter, and 2 Corinthians is his third letter to that 
congregation.
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The church of Corinth was gifted. She was a large congre-
gation and had more than one pastor. She shared in the wealth 
enjoyed by the city. Besides, she overflowed with spiritual gifts. 
She had apostles, prophets, evangelists, and teachers. She had 
gifts of government and mercy. She had wisdom, understanding, 
eloquence, knowledge of all mysteries, and even the gifts of heal-
ing and of tongues. She came behind in no gift (1 Cor. 1:7).

Officially the church in Corinth was doctrinally sound. There 
were false apostles whom the apostle exposes in 1 Corinthians 15 
for their denial of the resurrection, but they were only some in 
the church. They were being tolerated but had not yet gained the 
upper hand in the church.

Despite her gifts and apparent orthodoxy, Corinth was des-
perately sick. That sickness called forth from the apostle Paul one 
of the sharpest rebukes that a church could ever hear: “Ye are yet 
carnal” (3:3). As evidence of her carnality the Corinthian church 
was torn by cliques and division. Because of her carnality she was 
plagued by a host of practical problems. As a body sick from can-
cer has a host of other issues caused by the disease, so Corinth 
manifested her carnality by the many serious problems in the 
congregation.

Throughout the book the apostle addresses all those issues in 
an orderly and systematic way. Addressing Corinth’s problems, 
the Holy Ghost gives much instruction to the church of Jesus 
Christ today.

This instruction is not merely a patchwork of different and 
disconnected themes. As all biblical books, 1 Corinthians has a 
theme, which as a golden thread runs through the entire book. 
In his glorious ode to love in 1 Corinthians 13 the apostle finally 
lays his finger on the heart of Corinth’s problems and explains 
the theme that ran through all of his previous instruction in the 
epistle and that ties all of his instruction together into a coher-
ent whole. The apostle Paul was a good physician who not only 
treated the various symptoms, but also rooted out the cancer that 



I n t r o d u c t i o n

7

was causing those things in the church. The theme of 1 Corin-
thians is love, specifically the calling of the church to walk in the 
way of love.

The apostle begins the explanation of his theme in 1 Cor-
inthians 12:31: “And yet shew I unto you a more excellent way.” 
That more excellent way is the way of love explained in chapter 
13. Corinth’s carnality and all her other problems were rooted in 
Corinth’s lack of love and her refusal to walk in the way of love. 
That lack of love arose out of Corinth’s lack of esteem for love. 
Her lack of esteem for love arose out of her lack of knowledge 
about love and its way. Because she did not know true love, she 
did not esteem love very highly; not esteeming love highly, she 
did not pursue love very ardently. Not pursuing it, she did not 
walk in the way of love, and things fell to pieces in the church, 
which is held together by the bonds of love.

This same ignorance of love and its way and the resultant 
chaos are characteristic of the churches today. How much sin is 
excused, tolerated, and even praised in the name of love? How 
often are not the words of one minister pitted against the words 
of another minister, or the words of one minister against the 
word of God, in the name of excusing ungodly toleration and fel-
lowship? How many truly loving deeds are harshly criticized as 
foreign to love by those who have hardly an inkling of what true 
love is and reveal that by their failure to walk in the way of love 
as described by the apostle? What chaos has come to churches 
because of failure to walk in the way of love?

To mention only one example, one that is not an isolated 
occurrence but widespread, what of the wicked chaos that ensues 
when a husband abandons his wife of many years, lives with 
another woman, and then pleads for tolerance in the church 
in the name of love, and in the name of love the church capit-
ulates to the pressure and sweeps the whole God-dishonoring, 
church-disrupting, family-destroying, and spirit-oppressing mess 
under the proverbial rug. The divorced husband sits with his 
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new wife in the front pew of the church. The abandoned spouse 
and the children sit weeping in the back. From the pulpit the 
minister preaches a sermon on love. Is it love to tolerate and to 
condone such evil? Many professing Christians answer yes. That 
many professing Christians walk in this purported way of love 
illustrates the sad state of the church’s knowledge of love, esteem 
for love, and pursuit of love. Because that is the “love” of many 
professing Christians, they do not walk in the way of love of the 
apostle Paul and the Holy Ghost.

In this epistle the apostle explains the way of love. The whole 
book is an exposition of the way of love. In the entire book the 
Holy Ghost calls the church to walk in the way of love as that 
way is carefully laid out and applied in many different situations. 
The way of love is “a more excellent way” (v. 31). Apart from 
walking in that way of love, the church is carnal and begins to 
disintegrate.
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CHAPTER 1

The Church  
of  G od in Corinth

1 Corinthians 1:1–3

1. Paul, called to be an apostle of Jesus Christ through the 
will of God, and Sosthenes our brother, 

2. Unto the church of God which is at Corinth, to them that 
are sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints, with 
all that in every place call upon the name of Jesus Christ 
our Lord, both theirs and ours: 

3. Grace be unto you, and peace, from God our Father, and 
from the Lord Jesus Christ.

The apostle Paul addresses the church. The word of God is 
always addressed to the church. The Bible is for the church. 

The epistle to the Corinthians was for the church in Paul’s day 
and is also for the church today.

That there was a church in Corinth at all was an astounding 
work of God’s grace. Corinth was a center of commerce, cul-
ture, religion, government, and learning in the Roman Empire. 
Wealthy from trade and famous for craftsmen, merchants, busi-
nessmen, and learning, Corinth was infamous for her addiction 
to pleasure, her toleration of every wicked perversion, and the 
access she offered to every pleasure to gratify man’s insatiable 
lusts. Corinth was particularly devoted to Aphrodite, goddess of 
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erotic love—lust, pleasure, and the gratification of man. In this 
city the antithesis between true Christian love and man’s corrup-
tion of love stood out in the sharpest contrast.

God had an elect church in that worldly city. By means of 
Paul’s preaching God gathered her out of the world and formed 
her into a church. Acts 18 relates the origins and establishment of 
the Corinthian church by Paul on his second missionary journey. 
Initially Paul met Aquila and Priscilla, Jewish refugees in the city 
due to the edict of Emperor Claudius expelling all the Jews from 
Rome. “Paul departed from Athens, and came to Corinth; and 
found a certain Jew named Aquila, born in Pontus, lately come 
from Italy, with his wife Priscilla; (because that Claudius had com-
manded all Jews to depart from Rome:) and came unto them.” 
Paul stayed with them because they were tentmakers as he was: 
“And because he was of the same craft he abode with them, and 
wrought: for by their occupation they were tentmakers” (vv. 1–3).

Because of his preaching and teaching Paul encountered the 
fierce opposition of the unbelieving Jews of the city, who eventu-
ally managed to arraign Paul before Gallio the governor:

12. And when Gallio was the deputy of Achaia, the Jews 
made insurrection with one accord against Paul, and 
brought him to the judgment seat, 

13. Saying, This fellow persuadeth men to worship God 
contrary to the law. 

14. And when Paul was now about to open his mouth, 
Gallio said unto the Jews, If it were a matter of wrong 
or wicked lewdness, O ye Jews, reason would that I 
should bear with you:

15. But if it be a question of words and names, and of your 
law, look ye to it; for I will be no judge of such matters. 

16. And he drave them from the judgment seat. 
17. Then all the Greeks took Sosthenes, the chief ruler 

of the synagogue, and beat him before the judgment 
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seat. And Gallio cared for none of those things. (Acts 
18:12–17)

Gallio saw through the trumped-up charges and dismissed 
them. Besides losing their case, the Jews saw Sosthenes—the 
chief ruler of the synagogue and probably the chief accuser of 
Paul at the time—badly beaten by the Greeks at Gallio’s court. 
The reason no doubt was that the fashionable anti-Semitism of 
the capital, Rome, the same anti-Semitism that had resulted in 
the presence of Aquila and Priscilla, had spilled over into the 
provinces. Sosthenes is likely the same Sosthenes whom Paul 
mentions in 1 Corinthians 1:1. At the time of Paul’s trial Sosthe-
nes by religion was still a Jew and a chief leader of the synagogue. 
Sometime later he was converted and became a well-respected 
member of the church. He was probably connected with both 
reporting the situation of Corinth and delivering the letter with 
Timothy. By mentioning Sosthenes the apostle invests him with 
authority. 

Against the stiff resistance from the Jews of the city and by 
the strength of an encouraging vision from God, the apostle 
labored diligently in Corinth for a year and a half. The fruit of his 
labors was a large and prosperous church.

The occasion of the letter was reports of schism and other 
problems in the church (v. 11) and a series of questions sent to 
Paul by the troubled church (7:1). What seems at first glance 
to be a series of disconnected and wide-ranging issues is tied 
together by the theme of love. From beginning to end he explains 
love and the calling of the church to walk in love as the answer to 
all her problems and questions. Love is the excellent way (12:31).

In the first three verses of chapter 1, the apostle begins his 
treatment on walking in the way of love by teaching the church 
who she is and whom she is especially called to love. It is neces-
sary to teach the church who she is because love proceeds from 
faith. The Corinthian church’s lack of love was due in part to her 
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lack of knowledge—faith—about who she was. The apostle builds 
up the church’s faith and thus her love by teaching the church the 
knowledge of herself. She was a divine creation, precious, and 
dear to God, and she must be so to the believer as well.

The Church in Corinth
The apostle calls the Corinthian congregation “church” and 
thereby graces the body of believers and their seed in Corinth 
with a glorious name. Paul uses “church” in 1:2 in three senses. 

First, the church in Corinth was an institute. This is clear 
because she “call[ed] upon the name of Jesus Christ our Lord.” 
Calling on the name of the Lord does not refer merely to any 
individual member’s calling on the Lord. It is not a general refer-
ence to prayer. Rather, it refers to the church’s calling on the name 
of the Lord as institute. By “call upon the name of Jesus Christ 
our Lord,” the apostle refers to the public worship and activity of 
the church as institute.

The outstanding activity of the church institute by which she 
clearly manifests herself to be church in distinction from a sect 
or an organization that merely calls itself church, and by which 
she distinguishes herself from the false church that is no church 
at all, is that the true church of God calls on the name of Jesus 
Christ the Lord. She calls on him and acknowledges him as her 
Lord.

She calls on the name of the Lord when the Lord Jesus Christ 
is preached, when the testimony from the pulpit is the gospel of 
Jesus Christ revealed in the sacred scriptures, especially the truth 
of the cross of Christ as the only ground and foundation of the 
church’s salvation, and the origin of that salvation in the eternal 
decree of predestination (vv. 17–18, 27). She calls on the Lord in 
that way because by that doctrine she calls on him to save her 
from her sins and ascribes all her salvation to God in Christ. She 
calls on the name of the Lord when the sacraments are adminis-
tered according to the word and commandments of Jesus Christ 
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and when the discipline in the church is carried out according 
to the will of Jesus Christ. She calls on the name of the Lord 
when his glorious name reigns supreme, when Jesus Christ is 
acknowledged as the only lord and king of the church, and when 
everything in the church is ordered and regulated by the word 
of Jesus Christ and done in Spirit and truth according to God’s 
commands in scripture. 

To call on the name of the Lord is the outstanding charac-
teristic of the true church, just as the substitution of man’s word 
and will for Christ’s is the outstanding characteristic of the false 
and apostatizing church. When she departs from the true doc-
trine of the gospel, mal-administers the sacraments, and either 
sheathes the sword of discipline entirely or turns it on the people 
of God who rebuke her wickedness, she does not reveal herself as 
the church of God but shows she has taken the mark of the syna-
gogue of Satan.

The name church, then, cannot be applied to just any gather-
ing that calls itself church in the world. There cannot be a “house 
church,” as it is meant today, in which there are no elders and 
deacons, no preaching of the word by God’s ordained servant, no 
sacraments administered, and no discipline. This is not a church, 
and it is presumptuous to take the name. The institute that calls 
on the name of the Lord is the church.

How she calls on the name of the Lord—the kind of preach-
ing, the way the sacraments are administered, the way discipline 
is carried out—is clearly seen and recognized in the world. This 
is how she becomes visible in the world.

Where these are done in agreement with the word of God, 
there is the church. To the degree that her life is according to the 
word and regulated by the word, publicly calling on the name 
of the Lord, she is church. To the degree that she departs, she 
departs from Christ her Lord and is no longer church.

That was the issue in Corinth. Corinth was threatening 
her very identity as church because she was toying with the 
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gospel, the sacraments, and discipline. When the apostle calls her 
“church,” he calls her to manifest the lordship of Christ by obedi-
ence to his word in preaching, sacraments, and discipline.

Second, “church” refers to the spiritual essence of the church. 
What is visible is not the full reality of the church. The church 
as institute has an invisible, spiritual essence. The apostle teaches 
this when he calls the church those who “are sanctified in Christ 
Jesus” (v. 2). To be sanctified in Christ is to be called out of the 
world and joined to Christ by true faith. “Church” refers to those 
who are called out from the world and who are joined to Christ 
really and actually by faith. 

By nature according to her physical birth the church is joined 
to Adam, her head and representative. She is conceived and born 
in sin. She belongs spiritually with the world, she is one with the 
world, and in Adam she lies under the curse of God spoken in 
Eden. God calls her out of that world by the efficacious call of 
the gospel and joins her to Jesus Christ by a true and living faith. 
“Sanctified in Christ” refers to the church’s real, invisible, spiri-
tual communion with Christ Jesus, her new head. She is joined 
with him; she is bone of his bone and flesh of his flesh. In that 
union she is partaker of him and of all his riches and gifts. This is 
her salvation.

The local congregation as an institute has members and 
officebearers, who wield the power of preaching, government, 
and mercy; yet the spiritual reality of the church is her commu-
nion with Christ, and her spiritual essence is that she is sanctified 
in Christ. The devil always sows tares among God’s wheat. Always 
mixed in the church are hypocrites and ungodly. Not all who 
are born into the church or join the church are church. The real 
essence of that local church is her union with Christ her head.

“Sanctified in Christ” means also that the visible life of the 
church flows from Christ as its spiritual source. Everything 
the church possesses flows from her head. This is the spiritual 
essence of the communion of the saints. Communion of the 
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saints in the church does not refer first to individual gifts and the 
fellowship of the saints with one another, but to the fellowship all 
the saints have in common because they are joined to Christ. In 
common and in distinction from the world they are partakers of 
Christ. 

Third, the full reality of the church includes the idea that the 
institute is a manifestation of the universal body composed of 
all the elect. The church is not exhausted by any one local con-
gregation, but the church is the universal body of Jesus Christ 
consisting of all the elect gathered from the world throughout 
history and manifesting themselves in various local congrega-
tions. Paul makes clear that he speaks of other churches when he 
says that Corinth is church “with all that in every place call on 
the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, both theirs and ours” (v. 2). 
Corinth is church with all other churches that reveal themselves 
as such by calling on the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

That Paul speaks of election in connection with the church 
is made plain by her name church. Her name church traces her 
origin back to election and the will of God because the calling 
of God proceeds from election. Those whom he calls church he 
predestinated to be the church from eternity. The universal elect 
body of Christ is the full reality of the church. The church in that 
sense has been gathered from the time of Abel and will be gath-
ered to the end of the world. 

The apostle joins all these ideas together and applies them all 
to the church in Corinth and thus to every true church of Christ. 
No one who is not a member of Christ’s universal church is really 
a member in the institute at all. No one can claim to be a member 
of the universal church who despises the institute. The apostle 
does not allow anyone who lacks membership in a true church of 
Jesus Christ to claim membership in the universal body of Christ. 
The church is the universal body that manifests itself in a local 
congregation. If one has membership in a local congregation, 
and in his membership is sanctified in Christ, he may say, “I am 
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a member of the universal body of the church of Jesus Christ.” 
Apart from membership in the local church, one has no ground 
to claim membership in the universal body.

That church was in Corinth. It may seem that Corinth, torn 
by schisms, does not deserve the name church. It may seem that 
if there was one city where there could not be a church, it was 
Corinth. But God graced the body of believers and their children 
in Corinth with that glorious name church and thereby described 
in a single word a great wonder of grace. She was the gathering in 
the institute of those called out of the world by the efficacious call 
of the gospel according to the decree of predestination, joined in 
saving union to Christ, possessing the forgiveness of sins and the 
righteousness of Christ by faith only, sanctified by his Spirit, and 
calling on the name of the Lord.

If that is what the church is, the church is a glorious creation 
like no other institution in the world; a divine creation of God 
by his grace. She is not merely a society of likeminded individ-
uals. The church does not exist because likeminded individuals 
got together and agreed to establish a church. The church is not 
a club. She is not a loose collection of friendly individuals. She 
is not a business. She is a church, the body of Jesus Christ gath-
ered out of the world and manifesting itself in the institute, for 
the glory of God her creator. She is glorious.

God’s Church
That church is God’s church: “the church of God which is at 
Corinth” (v. 2).

The church is God’s not merely in the sense that God cre-
ates and owns all things, but in the unique sense that she alone 
is the object of his grace and peace. Only within the church is 
God’s grace and peace given. This is what the apostle means by 
“grace be unto you, and peace” (v. 3). God graciously conceived 
the church in eternity, graciously purchased her at the cross, 
graciously forgives her sins, graciously sanctifies her by Christ’s 



Th e  C h u rc h  o f  G o d  i n  C o r i n t h 

17

Spirit, graciously preserves her against all her enemies and all 
who seek to destroy her, and finally graciously perfects her in the 
assembly of the elect in life eternal. As the object of his grace she 
is at peace with God. 

By mentioning grace and peace together, the apostle draws 
attention to the chief saving benefit of God’s grace and to the way 
God’s grace brings peace to the church, namely, justification by 
faith alone. In justification God forgives the sins of the elect but 
guilty sinner—his original and actual sins—imputes to him the 
perfect righteousness of Christ, and declares him righteous and 
worthy of eternal life. Being righteous, the church is the object of 
the unfailing grace of God and is blessed by him with every bene-
fit of salvation. God blesses the righteous and only the righteous. 
So God blesses his church. He always blesses his church. He only 
blesses his church. 

The first benefit of justification is peace with God in the sin-
ner’s own consciousness. This being the collective experience of 
every true member of Christ, the church’s experience is that she 
is at peace with God. Being at peace with God, she is perfectly 
secure in the world and unto eternity since God is for her and 
nothing can be against her.

The truth of the preservation of the church and of each 
individual elect member is demanded by the statement that the 
church is God’s. If God can be overcome and the church, or even 
a single member of Christ, can be wrested out of God’s hands, 
then the church can fail and some member of the church who 
has received grace can fall from grace. If the church is God’s, a 
fall from grace and the destruction of the church are as utterly 
impossible as a defeat of God. If the church is God’s, she is 
perfectly secure in the face of every strife, division, and false 
doctrine. If the church is God’s, the gates of hell cannot prevail 
against her. The church is wholly God’s in every respect: individ-
ual elect member, as institute, as universal body, and regarding 
her spiritual essence of communion with Christ.
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Since the church is God’s, the church is not man’s in any 
respect. The church is not the product of the will and work of 
man. She does not exist for man. The church does not belong to 
man or to any group of men. 

Arminianism denies that. Arminianism teaches that the 
sinner by his free will must choose Christ offered in the gos-
pel and that by virtue of his free will the power to believe is in 
every man. Any theology that teaches that salvation—being 
sanctified in Christ and thus being the church—is dependent 
on the work or the will of man not only corrupts the doctrine 
of salvation, but also overthrows the doctrine that the church is 
God’s. If salvation is dependent on man’s will or works, the exis-
tence of the church depends on man’s will. If the existence of the 
church depends on man’s will, the church is man’s and not God’s. 
Arminianism says not only that salvation is of man, but also that 
the church is of man.

Rome also teaches that the church is of man, because the 
church for Rome is synonymous with the pope and his curia of 
bishops, cardinals, and nuncios. Rome denies that the church’s 
spiritual essence is communion with Jesus Christ and that the 
church is the elect body of Jesus Christ, gathered and defended 
throughout history. This corrupt doctrine that the church is 
man’s and not God’s leads Rome to introduce for truth the doc-
trines and commandments of men, bind men’s consciences by her 
laws, make tradition equal to the word of God, make the believ-
er’s and thus the whole church’s peace depend on man’s works, 
and teach that the power to forgive sins resides in the church her-
self. Rome’s church is man’s church.

If a man teaches that God’s grace is given wider than the 
church, which means wider than the elect of God, he denies that 
the church is God’s unique creation and that she is God’s. If all 
men have grace, are favored by God, or are offered grace, what is 
so special about the church?

The apostle’s assertion that the church is God’s contrasts not 
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only with the doctrine that the church is man’s, but also with the 
practice that the church is man’s. This happens when a man’s 
view of the church is that the church ought to serve him. When a 
man’s desire and will, whether his own or another’s, become most 
important in the church, that man has denied as thoroughly as a 
Roman Catholic that the church is God’s.

That the church is God’s means practically that she is pre-
cious and dear to God. One denies that the church is God’s, then, 
when he does not regard the church as precious and dear. This 
lack of regard for the church is manifested especially when he 
refuses membership in her or easily forsakes her.

When the church herself or a member of the church behaves 
contrary to the will of God as revealed in the sacred scriptures or 
teaches contrary to his will in the scripture, there is also the prac-
tical denial that the church is God’s. Especially a man who causes 
schism in the body of Christ denies that the church is God’s.

God calls the church his to express his love for her. Here 
too we see that the source of all the church’s love for herself is 
God’s love for the church. In that love he is faithful to his church. 
That faithfulness of God in his love to his church is evident at 
the beginning of Corinthians when God addresses Corinth as 
his church. By her schism, disorder, doctrinal errors, laxity in 
discipline, and other sins, she had forfeited her right to be called 
church. In his faithfulness and love God calls her back to the con-
sideration of who she is as church.

Grace by the Gospel
The church receives grace and peace from God the Father and 
Jesus Christ through the preaching of the gospel. Grace and peace 
mentioned together teach that the chief feature of the gospel that 
formed Corinth is the gospel of sovereign grace. This gospel is 
proclaimed in the preaching of the grace of God that forgives the 
sinner’s sins without any works and constitutes that sinner righ-
teous before him, so that it is as though the sinner never had any 
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sin and has fulfilled all righteousness. This justified believer has 
peace with God.

The truth that the church receives grace and peace from God 
through the preaching of the gospel of grace makes plain both 
the reason for and the importance of the apostle’s assertion of his 
apostleship in the first three verses: “Paul, called to be an apostle 
of Jesus Christ through the will of God” (v. 1). This means that 
he is an apostle who faithfully makes known Jesus Christ in the 
preaching of the gospel of saving grace. He is an apostle of Christ, 
and as such he makes Christ known as the only way of salva-
tion, calls all men everywhere to believe in him, and declares the 
promise that all who do believe shall be saved by him from sin 
and wrath unto eternal life. By that preaching the Corinthians 
were formed as a church. By that preaching they continued to 
receive grace and peace from God.

“Through the will of God” means that Paul’s call and com-
mission to preach that gospel came from God, and thus the will 
of God in election is the ultimate source and explanation of the 
gospel itself and the existence of the church through his gospel. 
God sent Paul to preach the gospel. He sent Paul to preach Christ 
because God had an elect church that must be gathered and 
formed into an institute by that gospel.

The apostle shows himself to be very different in his thinking 
about missions than the proud men who would plant churches in 
this or that place of their choosing, not thinking for a moment to 
ask whether God has a church there. The apostle shows himself 
to be very different from those who in their self-will form con-
gregations where God has clearly indicated that he does not have 
a church. God indicated this when the preaching of the gospel 
in that location did not call out God’s elect church to be formed 
as an institute in that place because none or very few elect were 
there. The apostle had an election theology of missions, preach-
ing, and the church.

God’s eternal will in choosing the church is the truth that 
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God made fundamental to all of Paul’s labors in Corinth and thus 
all his preaching. Before Paul had gathered hardly a convert in 
Corinth, God told him that he had much people in that pagan city.

When Paul teaches about the church and the preciousness of 
the church as the unique object of God’s grace, Paul asserts his 
apostolic authority with a fervency second only to the opening 
of his letter to the Galatians. Some in Corinth were attempting to 
undermine Paul’s apostleship and authority. By that attempt they 
were aiming at the apostolic gospel—the apostolic gospel that is 
preached now by the true church of Jesus Christ in the world—in 
order to make that gospel a mere word of man. By that tactic they 
were also attempting to take away from the church her divine ori-
gin and ownership and make the church an institution of man, 
an institution that they had designs on ruling.

The argument is this: if Paul’s gospel is man’s and not a gospel 
preached on the authority of God and consisting in the truth of 
Christ, all of his labors are also the labors of a mere man. Then 
the church he called out of the darkness of Corinth is also man’s. 
If the word that called the Corinthian church into being is man’s, 
the church is also man’s, and she can depend for her existence on 
any man who shows himself to be more gifted, more eloquent, 
more understanding, or more favored than the apostle. If it is a 
man’s church, it can be ruled by one man as well as another. How-
ever, if Paul’s authority comes from God, the word that formed 
that church is God’s word, and the church formed by that gospel 
is also God’s.

Thus also by that gospel the church is the recipient of the 
grace and peace of God. Then the only lord in the church is Jesus 
Christ, and his word is the only rule. By that gospel God brings 
grace and peace to his elect people, calling them out of darkness 
and into the church. By God’s will the church is gathered. By 
God’s will the church is formed and fashioned. By God’s will the 
church continues to exist in Corinth and to be the object of grace 
and peace.
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This is the explanation of any church that is God’s church, a 
true church. God wills it; therefore, it is church. Therefore, it is 
his church.

It is also necessary for a church that calls herself church to 
assert that her gospel is of Jesus Christ by the will of God and to 
vigorously insist that she preaches the truth. She may not give ear 
to those who call that pride and who would attempt to blunt that 
aspect of the church’s proclamation. Paul does not, and he calls 
the church at Corinth to acknowledge that she is called of God 
because the gospel by which she was called is from God, so that 
she can see her origin in God. If she does not, cannot, or will not 
say that she preaches the truth, she is merely a man’s church and 
not God’s at all.

The Calling of the Church
This church is “called to be saints” (v. 2). The words to be do not 
appear in the original. The apostle is simply saying that as the 
objects of God’s grace and peace the Corinthians are saints. By 
grace God graciously forgives their sins on the basis of Christ’s 
perfect sacrifice and by faith alone. On that basis he also sancti-
fies them and makes them saints. Saints is their name because it 
describes their spiritual essence by God’s grace. He made them 
saints by making them church; they are what they are by the 
grace of God.

The name saints also personalizes everything the apostle has 
said about the church. The individual believer’s existence in the 
church is not a product of his will, works, or insights. It is the 
work of God, who calls the believer out of the world according to 
his will, joins him to the body of Jesus Christ that manifests itself 
as a church, and makes him a saint. 

This name also expresses the saints’ purpose in the world. A 
saint is wholly consecrated to God, his truth, and his glory. He 
separates from the world and impenitent sinners and loves God 
and hates sin. Here is also expressed the purpose of the church. 
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Since the church does not belong to man, she does not at all serve 
men or the will and desires of men. The church certainly does 
not serve the world, which thinking is the antithesis of what the 
apostle teaches here. The church serves God. 

The knowledge of who the church is and who she is called to 
serve must regulate all of a believer’s behavior in the church. A 
saint loves the church because he loves the God whose church she 
is and whose grace placed him in the church. Some who are vile 
in their speech against the church and refuse to associate with the 
church by having their membership there still claim to be saints. 
Saints love the church—especially in their church membership—
because God loves the church and gave himself for the church 
and created her by a wonder of grace in the world. Loving the 
church, they are members in her.

Saints are devoted to the church. One who for personal gain, 
aggrandizement, or self-will divides, carves, tears, and rends 
the church has forgotten that the church is not his and that his 
existence in the church is not his doing. The church is God’s. 
She exists because of God’s good pleasure. She exists solely for 
God. Let all who are saints and who claim to love God so love the 
church, and their membership in her.


