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Biblical Context 

In 1 Cor 1:10-17, Paul begins addressing the issue of unity in the church.  We saw in the introduction 1

(1:2) that Paul identifies the church at Corinth with all who call on the name of Jesus and thus had a 
connection with all believers as a family in Christ. The body of the letter opens with an appeal (παρακαλέω, 
parakaleo).  He is pleading with them as brothers and sisters,  “by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,” to 2 3

conform their behavior to the gospel as a response to the grace of Jesus. He calls them to unity centered 
around the gospel: to say the same thing,  have the same mind, and have the same judgment (1:10).  In verse 4

11, Paul indicates that “Chloe’s people”  have reported to him that there has been quarreling among the 5

Corinthian church.  This report seems to be in addition to the letter received by Paul (cf. 7:1). Paul addresses 6

the report of divisions first because unity centered around the the gospel of Jesus is foundational to the other 
issues in the church addressed in the rest of the letter.  7

 In those times, much like today, people were conditioned to gravitate toward particular teachers in the 
pursuit of wisdom. As a necessary part of developing morally and intellectually, Greek philosophers 
encouraged attachment to themselves. Additionally, Jewish rabbis had their own schools and their disciples 
promoted the views of the teachers.  Both Messianic Jews and Christian Hellenists had taken the cultural 8

norms and inadvertently applied them to the Christian life, “seeking to acquire enhanced status by claiming 
some special connection with a major, esteemed figure.”   9

We read in Acts 17:16-21 how “the Athenians and the foreigners who lived [in Athens] would spend 
their time in nothing except telling or hearing something new” (Acts 17:21). The people in the region were 
not only drawn to new ideas but also to ideas that were presented eloquently. The art of persuasive rhetoric 
“was highly valued in the Greco-Roman world, and professional orators frequented large cities like Corinth, 
giving impressive displays of their ability to entertain and instruct.”  In Acts 18:24, Apollos is introduced as 10

“an eloquent man, competent in the Scriptures” who ministered in Corinth after Paul left (18:27-19:1). 
Apollos was proclaiming the gospel, yet it is likely that many in the Corinthian church were drawn to his 
eloquence and persuasive speech which may have contributed to the divisions and quarrels.  11

1 The issue of divisions and unity is addressed in 1 Corinthians chapters 1-4. 
2 Parakaleo is used 54 times in Paul’s letters also translated “urge,” “plead,” and “comfort.” It is related to the word parakletos (cf. John 14-16). 

The essential meaning is “to call at one’s side.” Picture a father with his arm on his son’s shoulder, pleading with him, “Why are you acting this way? 
This isn’t like you...” There are 100 imperative verbs (commands) in 1 Corinthians. However, in 1 Cor 1:10-17, Paul is not giving a command or 
demanding their uniformity but rather is appealing to them for unity. 

3 The Greek word ἀδελφοί ( adelphoi) can be gender inclusive and thus translated as “brothers” or “brothers and sisters.” 
4 ESV, “agree” (Gr. ἵνα τὸ αὐτὸ λέγητε πάντες, “that you all say the same thing.”) 
5 Lit. “the ones of Chloe” probably informed Paul by oral report (cf. 1 Cor 5:1; 11:18). They are possibly high-status servants or freedpersons. If 

they were children rather than servants, they would have been named by their father’s household, even if he was deceased. Chloe is likely a wealthy 
businesswoman who had connections between Corinth and Ephesus, where Paul was writing this letter (1 Cor 16:8). 

6 The word quarreling (Gr. ἔρις,  eris) is used 9 times in the NT, all in Paul’s letters. It is listed among envy, murder, deceit, maliciousness, 
slander, hatred of God, insolence, boasting, drunkenness, sexual immorality, jealousy, anger, gossip, conceit, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, rivalries, envy, 
etc. (in Rom 1:29, 30; 13:13; 2 Cor 12:20; Gal 5:20; 1 Tim 6:4). 

7 Some posit that 1 Cor 1:10 is the thesis of the entire letter, a plea for ecclesiastical unity. Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the 
Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, New International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 2000), 111. 

8 Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 1 Co 1:12. 
9 Thiselton, 139. 
10David M. May, “Rhetoric,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2016). Crossway Bibles, 

The ESV Study Bible (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2008), 2193. 
11 Contrast with the Corinthian view of Paul, “For they say, ‘...but his bodily presence is weak, and his speech of no account” (2 Cor 10:10). The 

Athenian view of Paul was that he was a “babbler” (lit. one who picks up seeds). This word is used “in pejorative imagery of persons whose 
communication lacks sophistication and seems to pick up scraps of information here and there, scrapmonger, scavenger…” William Arndt et al., A 
Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 937. 
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Unpacking these divisions, Paul lists the party affiliations, “Each of you is saying, ‘I am of Paul,’ ‘I am 
of Apollos,’ ‘I am of Cephas (Peter),’ ‘I am of Christ.’” To this absurdity, Paul asks rhetorically, “Is Christ 
divided?” There is an implied yes answer, effectively suggesting, “Christ is divided!”  The next question is 12

asked with implied negative answer, “It wasn’t Paul who was crucified for you, was it? Or was it in the 
‘name of Paul’ that you were baptized?”  Paul is thankful he only baptized a handful of people, lest people 13

claim to have been baptized “into Paul.”  “The key point for Paul was not who performed the baptismal rite, 14

but in whose name the convert was baptized.”  To baptize “in the name” of someone would imply strict 15

allegiance. Paul does not want there to be any confusion; in 1 Cor 1:17, he states that his mission is not to 
baptize but to preach the gospel. The basic but immensely impactful message of the cross is later contrasted 
with what the Corinthians desired, “eloquent wisdom.”  For Paul, to preach the gospel with eloquent words 16

and win converts with persuasive speech was to detract from its power. 
 
Connect to Our Context 

Similar to the Corinthian church, we can be products of our secular culture and allow basic differences to 
divide us (e.g. politics, sports, education, race, social classes, diet, exercise regimens, personality, etc.). Some 
in the church are even divided over denominational lines. Some denominations are forbidden from affiliating, 
worshipping, or having communion with believers of another denomination. Rather than be centered around 
Jesus, they are centered around their tradition. Some “megachurches” are inadvertently built around the 
personality and charisma of the lead pastor and the culture he produces, not around Jesus.  

For the Corinthians, the idea here is not that the teachers are drastically different. In fact, there is no 
indication that Apollos and Paul are teaching anything different, at all. Quite the opposite; their message is 
essentially the same (cf. Acts 18:5, 28), “the Christ was Jesus.” The Corinthian church was building on the 
wrong thing. They were effectively putting their hope and status in another human rather than be unified 
around the gospel of Jesus. We are all susceptible to some level of division because we are not saying the 
same thing, of the same mind, or same judgment when it comes to the gospel.  

 
Principle and Application 

In John 17, Jesus prays for the unity of those who believe in him (“that they may be one”). Paul is urging 
the Corinthians to set aside their divisive preferences and be unified as a community around the person and 
work of Jesus. Likewise, we must also be willing to set aside our preferences and be unified in the 
gospel—not compelled to outward uniformity, but motivated to gospel unity. “Unity must be the condition 
created in us by the Holy Spirit as we follow him in a common goal and purpose—to make effective God’s 
redeeming work in Christ to the ends of the earth and until he comes again.”  Celebrate differences and 17

diversity, but in things pertaining to Christ and the gospel, be unified. 

12  “Paul here uses a common technique in argument: reductio ad absurdum, reducing an opponent’s position to its natural but absurd 
conclusion.” Keener, 1 Co 1:13. 

13  The writer begins the question with the negative particle, μή (may). In this verse, only one μή is used, which can govern both questions. Also, 
Paul “fronts” his name in the Greek, to emphasize that Paul was not crucified for them nor was it in the name of Paul they were baptized. 

14 Paul mentions that he baptized Crispus and Gaius (and probably their households). Crispus is almost certainly the same Synagogue ruler we 
find in Acts 18:8 who, along with his household, believed in Jesus because of Paul’s testimony. Gaius is another Corinthian convert who hosted Paul 
while he wrote the letter to the Romans from Corinth (Rom 16:23). Stephanas and his household were the first converts of Achaia (1 Cor 16:15), but 
not necessarily Corinth. He was one of the messengers who brought the Corinthians’ letter to Paul (16:17). 

15 Thiselton, 138. 
16  Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, ed. Ned B. Stonehouse et al., Revised Edition., The New International Commentary on 

the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2014), 65. 
17 Herschel H. Hobbs, My Favorite Illustrations (Nashville, TN: Broadman Press, 1990), 73. 
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