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In our series of Bible studies in 1 Corinthians we have been looking at the way that the apostle Paul,
who founded the church in Corinth, has been dealing with some alarming reports of unacceptable
conduct amongst many of the Christians there, resulting in this letter admonishing them and seeking
to correct their behaviour over a number of important issues.
In our third group of chapters – 1 Corinthians 9-11 – he deals further with the issue of idol meat,
drawing from some warnings from Israel’s wanderings in the wilderness (10:1-11:1), but only after he
has digressed in chapter 9 in order to defend his apostolic authority in the context of the related
matter of apostolic freedom.
Chapter 11 addresses two specific ‘traditions’ (instructions that Paul delivered to the Corinthian
church on matters of doctrine and practice on the basis that he had ‘the mind of Christ’). The first (11:
2-16) has to do with a particular ‘tradition’ about women’s heads being covered in church worship.
The second ‘tradition’ (11:17-34) relates to the Corinthians’ conduct at the Lord’s supper: the apostle
rebukes them for their unloving and selfish behaviour in eating the bread and drinking the cup in an
unworthy manner (verse 27).
Each study opens with a brief summary of Paul’s teaching in each of the sections covered in this
series, followed by some questions and thoughts for reflection which those in life groups may wish to
use as a framework for exploring Paul’s teaching further, applying it to their own lives.

In the last verse of chapter 8 Paul expresses his willingness to forgo his rights in order not to be a
stumbling block to others. In 9:1 Paul argues that this does not mean that his apostleship is therefore
unfounded; however, he does not use any of his apostolic rights but sets himself up as a model of selfdenial (9:2-18). His main focus in this chapter is on freedom – his Christian calling means that he can
be “all things to all men” (verse 22), so enabling him to preach the gospel to both Jews and gentiles:
he is “a slave to everyone” (verse 19) because he is bound to neither group.
•

In verses 3-14 Paul spells out his rights as an apostle, citing Jesus’ command about financial
support (cf. Luke 10:7 – “the worker deserves his wages”). How might Paul’s refusal to make
use of these rights (verse 12) be applied today to those who are in full-time Christian service?

•

Paul’s supreme calling is to preach the gospel (verse 16). Am I conscious of a unique and
compelling calling in my own life, and how am I “discharging the trust committed to me”?

•

Paul declares that he makes himself “a slave to everyone, to win as many as possible” (verse
19). What does this say to us about the challenge of Christian mission? Are we willing to step
into the shoes of those who are very different from us in order to witness to them?

•

Paul identifies four separate groups in verses 20-22 – the Jews, those under the law, those not
having the law, and the weak. What might be their parallels today?

•

Paul claims that he does not run “like a man running aimlessly” or fight “like a man beating the
air” (verse 26). What do these images, and Paul’s response in verse 27, convey about our
spiritual training? How are we doing?

•

The YWAM leader Loren Cunningham once spoke about the privilege of a relationship with
others, and God, in terms of responsibilities minus rights – what does this chapter teach us
about how this might lead to freedom in our own lives?

Having affirmed his apostolic calling and freedom, Paul now resumes his discussion of eating food offered to
idols. Whilst seeking to reassure the consciences of those who struggled with the idea of such practices, he was
also aware of the very real dangers of idolatry, as evidenced in the history of their forefathers (verses 1-10),
such as the incident of the Israelites’ worship of the golden calf (see Exodus 32) and their immorality with the
women of Moab (Numbers 25).
Neither baptism nor the Lord’s supper are automatic safeguards against “setting our hearts on evil things”
(verse 6), and – with particular reference to the latter (verses 14-22) – Paul warns the Christians at Corinth not
to lapse back into pagan worship. The chapter concludes with some final points about eating idol meat, with
the apostle’s declaration that, when all is said and done, everything should be done for the glory of God (verse
31).
•

Notice Paul’s warnings about idolatry and immorality in verses 6-9. What is the connection between
these two evils today, not just in our personal lives but also in society?

•

God’s covenantal love for his people was often met with their testing him and grumbling (verses 9-10).
Do we at times find ourselves responding in a similar way when things aren’t going well?

•

What is the difference between being tempted, and being tested by God? Read together Deuteronomy
8:2 and James 1:2-4. What do these verses reveal about why God tests us at times?

•

In what ways might God provide “a way out” when we are tempted (verse 13)? Can you think of some
examples in your own life?

•

In 10:14-22 Paul is alluding to idolatry relating to feasts involving worship of a pagan deity: not a
danger for us at Coro! However, can you think of ways that we might enrich our understanding and
experience of holy communion? (Note: we shall be looking more fully at the sacrament of the Lord’s
supper in the final study in this series).

•

Notice again Paul’s quote of the Corinthian slogans in verse 23 (cf. 6:12). As Paul resumes his teaching
about idol foods in 10:23-11:1, what is his understanding of the relationship between personal
freedom and the upbuilding of the church?

Paul now turns his attention away from pagan worship to the proper conduct of Christian worship … and
today’s politically correct campaigners would certainly have some problems with his teaching in this passage!
And we would probably have some sympathy with them! In developing his argument, Paul appeals in turn to
the order of creation (verse 3), a sense of decorum and modesty (verses 4-6), gender interdependence (verses
7-12), the “very nature of things” (verses 13-15), and general church practice (verse 16).
Paul is concerned that both men and women should exercise their ministry gifts – whether leadership, prayer
or prophecy – and do so in a way that celebrates their own gender uniqueness. How Paul’s instructions are
interpreted will vary significantly across time and cultural context, but the principle of sensitivity (but not
captivity!) to culture and gender remains.
(Note: Paul’s use of kephalē as ‘head’ in verse 3 literally relates to the idea of ‘source’ or ‘origin’ [see also
Ephesians 5:23], rather than dominion or authority, though its literal meaning is implicit in verses 4-5).
•

Why do you think Paul appeals to the specific order of precedence of ‘God-Christ-man-woman’ (verse
3) in the Corinthian church of his day?

•

One of Paul’s key themes in 14:26-40 is order in the church, especially with regard to worship. 11:2-26
clearly address a particular aspect of disorderly worship at Corinth: can you see any take-aways from
this passage for our worship at Coro?

•

This passage is often cited as an example of the need for culturally-appropriate interpretation. Can you
think of other issues today that demand similar biblical or theological sensitivity?

•

In verse 10 the Greek word exousia, meaning ‘authority’, is rendered ‘veil’ in some translations – so a
woman wearing a veil, or head covering, when prophesying or praying acknowledges that she is under
authority, both God’s and man’s! How might you extend Paul’s teaching here as a principle for orderly
worship today? What would the practical implications be?

•

Why do you think Paul appeals to custom rather than authoritative teaching in verse 16? Is ‘general
church practice’ a good benchmark for Christian life today?

The Lord’s supper is supremely the thanksgiving sacrament of the church for all that the triune God has done –
and continues to do in the power of the Spirit – to reconcile the world to himself. In this well-known passage –
familiar because of the ‘words of institution’ in verses 23-26 – Paul reminds us of the words spoken by Jesus
when he consecrated the bread and the wine at his own last supper.
The apostle vividly contrast that occasion with the disgraceful behaviour of the Corinthians at the Lord’s table,
where they discriminated against the poorer members of the congregation (verses 18-22), failed to recognise
the real meaning of the fellowship meal (verses 27-32), and displayed impatient gluttony (verses 33-34a). The
passage ends with a brief comment (verse 34b) that Paul would have further to say on the matter on his next
visit to them. (Note: we will look back at some verses on the Lord’s supper in chapter 10 as we study the verses
in this passage in chapter 11).
•

The Jewish understanding of ‘remembrance’ (see verses 24-25) conveys a sense of re-living the past as
if it were real today. What does this suggest for us today when we hear those words repeated in the
communion liturgy?

•

Why does Paul describe our eating and drinking of the communion elements in verse 26 as a
proclamation of the Lord’s death until he comes? Why is this important in our Christian life?

•

Paul’s directives in verses 27-32 encourage us to judge (or examine) ourselves before communion in
order to avoid being judged by the Lord for ‘unworthy’ participation in the sacrament. What might
‘unworthy’ mean for us today?

•

In 10:16 Paul writes about the bread and the cup in the language of ‘participation in the body and
blood of Christ’ – what do you think ‘participation’ means here, and how does this contrast with the
behaviour of the Christians at Corinth?

•

What might Paul mean in verse 29 when he refers to not “recognising the body of the Lord”? Does
10:17 shed any light on this?

•

For some Christians, receiving holy communion is an intensely personal and private experience – how
would you respond to them in the light of Paul’s references in this passage to coming together for the
Lord’s supper (verses 18, 20 and 33)?

