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1 & 2 Corinthians 
  

An Overview 
  
  
Introduction 
  
1.    Essentially what we have in 1 Corinthians (really 2 Corinthians) is a number of 
practical problems presented to Paul by a person from the Church called “Chloe” (1:11). 
She must have written to Paul and sought his advice because things were going from 
bad to worse within the Church. She probably told Paul that there were divisions in the 
Church: immorality: failures in marriage; disagreement over the gifts of the Spirit: 
unspiritual approaches to the Lord’s Supper: misunderstand over the Second Coming. 
She badly wanted Paul’s help. So, Paul writes this letter, his second letter to help the 
Corinthians with their situation. 
  
2.     2 Corinthians is completely different from the first letter. This is basically about Paul 
himself almost a kind of defence, apologia. In this letter Paul defines the nature of his 
ministry, and his longing for the problems suffered by Corinthian Church to be sorted. 
  
3       The way to approach such a vast subject, it seems to me, is to select a key verse 
from each letter and then develop a given theme which, I believe, runs through both 
letters. 
  
  
1.        A  Key Verses from 1  Corinthians 
  

1:1       1 Cor 4:19-20  “But I will come to you soon, if the Lord wills, and I will find out not the talk 
of these arrogant people but their power. 20 For the kingdom of God does not consist in 
talk but in power”. 

  
1:2       One of the major problems within the Church at Corinth was the “talk” of proud and 

arrogant Christians. They were arguing over who should be the best leader – Paul or 
Apollos or Peter (ch 1-2); talking egotistically about going to law with Christians (ch 6): 
talking critically about whether or not Christians should stay married to non-Christian 
spouses (ch 7);  talking superciliously about whether they should eat meat offered to 
idols ( ch 8-9); talking conceitedly about the place of women in the Church (ch 11): 
talking self-importantly about who should eat at the Lord’s Table ( ch 11); talking 
condescendingly about which were the greater gifts (ch 12, 14), and talking mistakenly 
about the Second Coming of Christ (ch 15). 

  
1:3       In other words, there was much talk, arguing, debating, discussing, quarrelling, disputing 

going on in the Church. It seemed as if this was the characteristic of Christians, the 
nature of those who belonged to the Kingdom of God. Talk, talk, talk and more talk.  

  
1:4       Paul’s criticism is plain. The Kingdom of God does not consist in “in this kind of talk”. 

Rather, it is “power”. When he visits the Church, Paul say in effect, he will not want to 
hear their talk, he wants to know something of their “power”. 

  
1:5       Now, I am going to interpret the word “power” here and in many other contexts as 

“activity; involvement; motion”, and particularly, “ability, capacity for something, 
capability” which is closer to the Greek. One Greek lexicon put it like this, “the ability to 
perform a particular activity”. Where power is evident there is activity and lots of it. In 
other words, what Paul wanted to know was not the words of their endless debates; 
rather he wanted to see their action, their accomplishment and efforts, and their 
capability to perform in the Christian life. He was not interested in words – statements – 
speeches – testimonials. What he wants to see is what they can do. It is not a matter of 
whether they can “talk the  talk,” but can they “walk the walk”. Words are easy; cheap; 
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vague and empty. Words can be just a lot of hot air! God calls from us not words but 
action, achievements; accomplishments; undertakings; attainments. 

  
1:6       For example. It is easy to sit and talk about prayer: talk about the gifts of the Spirit; talk 

about sanctification; talk about evangelism. But it is totally different when it comes to 
doing; practicing; working, functioning and operating. Christian: if you can “talk the talk” 
can you “walk the walk”? Or to become less polite; “Can you put your feet where you 
mouth is?” Can you do it? Where is the “Power” evident in your life? Cut the verbosity 
and get your hand dirty! 

  
1:7       This, I believe is what 1 Corinthians is all about. Stop talking and start doing. It is about “ 

power”.  
  
2          A Key Verse from 2 Corinthians 
  
2:1      2 Cor 4:7 “But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing     power    

belongs to God and not to us”. 
  

2:2       Paul, in this verse, is applying the lessons from the previous text to his own life. He calls 
the Gospel, “This Treasure”. What a magnificent statement. The Good News about 
Jesus, salvation through repentance and faith is a “treasure” – it is a prize: a fortune and 
a wealth. It is a kind of spiritual winning the lottery! Often in the NT Christians are said to 
be “rich”. Listen to 2 Cor 8:9  “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that 
though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might 
become rich”. 

  
2:3       But, when Paul comes to minister this Gospel, this Treasure, he calls attention, not to 

himself (which is what the Corinthians have been doing with their much talk) but to God 
through Christ. He says that he and his fellow workers are nothing more than menial 
“jugs – vessels – pots – containers”. We are nothing – God is everything. Instead of 
becoming arrogant and self conceited like the Corinthians, Paul has become self-
debasing and humbling.  

  
2:4       Why is this? Paul wants people to be able to see not him, but “the surpassing power that 

belongs to God” . Paul’s message did not call attention to himself but to God. And in 
particular to the “power of God”.  

  
2:5       Like the 1 Cor 4:19-20 reference, I am using “power” with the same interpretation. Here it 

means “the activity of God; the involvement of God’s omnipotence; the work of God”, or, 
if you like, “God’s ability; His capacity to achieve”. The message that we preach is about 
something that “works”. It is not merely a message: not merely words: not just a speech, 
sermon or study. The Gospel itself is “power” – it does things: changes things: creates 
things. The Gospel is effective, dynamic and produces results. 

  
2:6       I suggest that this is part of the message of 2 Corinthians. It is about “power”.  
  
2:7       I am going to use this term “power” and trace its use throughout these two letters and us 

this as a basis for teaching something about these two letters. 
  
  
3        The significance of “power” in 1 Corinthians 

  
3:1       First,  Paul draws attention to the “power of God” in relation to the cross; 1 Cor 1:17-18, 

24, For Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the gospel, and not with words of 
eloquent wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power.  For the word of the 
cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of 
God. .....but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God 
and the wisdom of God”.   
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3:2       Paul had two main parties within his audience. First there were the Greeks who laughed 
and objected to the Gospel message because to them it was “foolishness” (1 Cor 1:18, 
23). The Greeks wanted something that was rational, intellectual, but the cross appeared 
to portray “foolishness”. The message proclaimed by Paul of a God who died in 
weakness was not acceptable. The second group was the Jews and to them the cross 
was a complete misnomer. How could the Messiah die a victim of the Romans? They 
expected a political leader not a dying man.  

  
3:3       But this did not deter Paul. His message was one of “power” for in it God had dealt with 

sin, Satan and the Law. He had done something that man – in the weakness of his own 
flesh – could never do. The cross was not a sign of weakness but power and wisdom. 
The theology of the cross shows that in this event God dealt with His own holiness; His 
wrath against sin; He made a way whereby He could remain holy and yet at the same 
time justify the sinner. The cross was dynamic. This was truly an “achievement” – this 
was “power” – the capacity of God to deal with the spiritual realm. 

  
3:4       Can you see the cross as more than the visible piece of wood? More than Mel Gibson’s 

film “The Passion”? Can you see in it the divine activity of God? God was in Christ 
reconciling the world to Himself. The significance of the cross was the involvement of 
God- what He was doing – what He was achieving. 

  
3:5       Secondly, Paul shows that the power of God was not only evident in the cross but also 

in each and every person’s personal salvation. 1 Cor 2:4-5 “and my speech and my 
message were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of 
power,   that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God”.  

  
3:6       The reason why Paul refused to give in to the Greeks desire for wisdom and persisted in 

preaching the message of the cross was because of his need for the power of the Holy 
Spirit to be evident. He did not come to present a mere message or eloquence; he was 
not entertaining people with oratory, rather he was seeking for people to be saved by the 
“power of God”.  

  
3:7       Christian, let us know that the power of God is evident within each person’s individual 

salvation. No one is saved by his own power; his or her own ingenuity; wisdom; efforts or 
personal achievement. Wisdom does not save; neither does intellect, skill, or individual 
resourcefulness. It rests solely on the “power of God”. The power of God in regeneration: 
the power of God in repentance and faith.  The power of God in salvation is His 
sovereign activity in bringing about the spiritual salvation of an individual. It is His new-
creation work. Every salvation is an example of the powerful achievement of divine 
grace. 

  
3:8       It is for this reason that we can say with Paul that we “are not ashamed of the Gospel, for 

it is the power of God unto salvation” (Rom 1:16). And, because it is the power of God no 
sin, hardness of heart, opposition or rebellion can resist it. Salvation is the powerful 
grace of God in demonstration.  

  
3:9       Thirdly, the “power of God” exists within the fellowship of the Church, 1 Cor 5:4  “When 

you are assembled in the name of the Lord Jesus and my spirit is present, with the 
power of our Lord Jesus”. The context here is of the gathered Church body dealing with 
a case of discipline. An immoral act had occurred and had to be addressed. Paul seems 
to be suggesting that within the gathered fellowship – whether it is for discipline or 
worship or whatever – the power of God is actively present.  

  
3:10     You will note from Matt 18:20 that Jesus promised His divine presence with His people 

always when they met as a group. Indeed, the gathered Church could be a most 
formidable place to be especially where grave sin is evident as in the case of Ananias 
and Sapphira ( Acts 5. See also Acts 19:11-17). There can be something fearful and 
awesome within the Church where the presence of God is. There is the “power of God”. 
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3:11     Take this phrase that is often used when we come to worship – “the house of God”. 
What is this “house of God”? It is not these four walls. We must realise this. God does 
not live here. You are the house of God. Listen to 1 Cor 2:9 “you are God’s building”. 
Then to on to verse 16 “you are God’s temple”. The reference in these two verses is to 
the collective Church. So, if you want to use this phrase, “The House of God”, you must 
point to the congregation and not to the building. Even if we did not have a building; we 
are still the house of God. It is here – within this body, as well as individuals – that the 
power of God is evident and is displayed. This is why we should covet more and more a 
demonstration of this power. This is why Paul, in 1 Co 4:19-20 spoke of the Kingdom of 
God consisting – not of words – but of power. 

  
3:12     Fourthly, in 1 Cor 6:14 “And God raised the Lord and will also raise us up by his power” 

Paul makes a throw-away statement. His argument is against sexual immorality. In a city 
where prostitutes – male and female – were found on almost every corner; where the 
Church actually consisted of many who had formerly been involved in sexual impurity 
(see 1 Cor 6:9-10) Paul had to speak about the need to retain the purity of the body.  

  
3:14     His theme in chapter 6:13ff is that of the body. One of the motives for maintaining a 

healthy body in terms of food and sex is for us to think of the resurrection. There is 
coming a time – a day – when we will be renewed in our bodies. The same body that we 
have now but transformed. We will be “raised up by His power”. Therefore, if this body is 
to be retained for eternity it makes sense for me to maintain it in a healthy state.  

  
3:15     Fifthly, the power of God is evident in our practice of the gifts of the Spirit; 1 Cor 14:13, 

“Therefore, one who speaks in a tongue should pray for the power to interpret”. The use 
of the gifts demonstrates the presence of the power of God. I have this view that it is by 
the presence of the gifts that the power of God is known and realised within the body of 
the Church ( see 1 Cor 14:22-25).  

  
3:16     It is not the gift of tongues alone that we need to seek for but the message that is given. 

It may be that it is within this context that 1 Cor 4:19-20 finds it real meaning. People 
were proud of the fact that they could speak in tongues, but if this was not interpreted 
then it was meaningless. It may sound very spiritual but it lacked the reality that 
authenticated it as the work of the Spirit. It was mere “talk”. What is needed is the 
“power”, the capacity and ability to interpret.  

  
3:17     Hence the need for the speaker to pray also for the “power” to interpret. Here again is 

evidence of the power of God amongst the gathered Church.  
  
3:18     Finally, in 1 Corinthians we come to chapter 15:42-44  So is it with the resurrection of 

the dead. What is sown is perishable; what is raised is imperishable.  It is sown in 
dishonor; it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness; it is raised in power.   It is sown a 
natural body; it is raised a spiritual body. If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual 
body”. 

  
3:19     The great theological confusion in the Corinthian Church lay within the doctrine of the 

resurrection. Corinth was a city of athletics where much was made of the body. This is 
why chapter 6 was so relevant. People wanted to know what happens to the body when 
it dies and is either buried or burned. “ “But someone will ask, "How are the dead raised? 
With what kind of body do they come?" (35).   

  
3:20     This is also a question that can perplex us. The point made by Paul is that in the 

resurrection we will have bodies. We will not be vague spirits wafting on clouds plucking 
at harp strings! There is to be a real body and it will be the same body that dies. Yes, it 
will be a “spiritual body”, that is a body that will be able to cope with the spiritual realm 
but nevertheless a real body.  

  
3:21     But what will it be like? The answer is found in verses 42-44. Our bodies may die racked 

with some terrible illness; deformed in an accident; damaged by old age. But it will be 
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raised – imperishable; in glory and “in power”. All weakness and frailty will be gone and 
in its place the power and vigor of a perfect human body full of health and life.  

  
3:22     From all these references can we see that the Kingdom of God does not consist in talk 

but in “Power”? 
  
  
4          The Significance of “Power” in 2 Corinthians 
  
4:1       First, 2 Cor 6:7  “…by truthful speech, and the power of God; with the weapons of 

righteousness for the right hand and for the left”. 
  
4:2       The  context needs to be understood: 2 Corinthians 6:4-10  but as servants of God we 

commend ourselves in every way: by great endurance, in afflictions, hardships, 
calamities,  beatings, imprisonments, riots, labors, sleepless nights, hunger;  by purity, 
knowledge, patience, kindness, the Holy Spirit, genuine love;  by truthful speech, and the 
power of God; with the weapons of righteousness for the right hand and for the left;  
through honour and dishonour, through slander and praise. We are treated as impostors, 
and yet are true;  as unknown, and yet well known; as dying, and behold, we live; as 
punished, and yet not killed;  as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making 
many rich; as having nothing, yet possessing everything”. 

  
4:3       It is an account of the sufferings experienced by Paul as he sought to fulfil the ministry of 

a pioneer evangelist. This passage must be added to the Acts accounts. Luke does not 
record everything that Paul had to suffer. It is in vs 7 that we read of his reference to “the 
power of God”. He makes two references in this passage to the strength provided by 
God – vs 6 “the holy Spirit” and vs 7 “the power of God”. The two can be consolidated to 
mean the same. Just one slight amendment – the Greek of vs 7 reads, “in the power of 
God”. 

  
4:4       The question, of course, is this. How can any one suffer so many calamities and still 

persevere in the service of God? There is only one answer – it is in the “power of God”. 
Paul is careful to note that his endurance was not because of his own strength, 
ingenuity, patience, character and physical strength. We noted from 1 Cor 2:4 that he 
preached in the “power of God” and here he perseveres in the “power of God”.  

  
4:5       I always see 2 Corinthians as a presentation of the man, Paul. We see his weakness 

and strength: his ups and downs. We see the man as a human being. Yet, in all his 
weakness he is made strong in the power of God. He was made “capable” of enduring 
suffering through the grace God gave him. 

  
4:6       Perseverance against all odds is the proof of our strength. We can begin a ministry but 

can we continue? Do obstacles prevent us? Do we know of this “power of God” that not 
only affects the ministry itself but also touches the person who ministers?  

  
4:7       Secondly, this “power of God” was particularly evident within the spiritual battles Paul 

encountered, 2 Corinthians 10:4 “For the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh but 
have divine power to destroy strongholds”. 

  
4:8       Paul began by showing that the Christian life and ministry is a “war zone”; Verse 3.   “For 

though we walk in the flesh, we are not waging war according to the flesh”.  Then he 
went on to show that our weapons are not of the flesh, “For the weapons of our warfare 
are not of the flesh but have divine power to destroy strongholds.  We destroy arguments 
and every lofty opinion raised against the knowledge of God, and take every thought 
captive to obey Christ”.  

  
4:9       Acknowledgement of a war is not pleasant but realistic.  There appears in Ephesians 

6:12 a similar statement; “For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the 
rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present darkness, 
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against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places”. We must accept the negative 
here – it is not a physical warfare – “not waging a war according to the flesh”. You have 
to tell yourself that the battle is not with personalities; characters; people, but spiritual 
powers.  

  
4:10     The context in 2 Corinthians is not the Christian life itself (see Ephesians 6) but ministry. 

Evil and demonic powers are opposed to the preaching of the Gospel: spiritual 
opposition is raised against witnessing and testimonies: spiritual darkness is set in 
opposition against the evangelist, preacher and communicator of divine truth.  

  
4:11     Hence the need for spiritual weapons with “divine power”. Our equipment has to be 

spiritual – biblical knowledge: close walk with God; a holy and pure lifestyle; the filling of 
the Spirit. You may use argument, discussion, words and more words, but ultimately it 
has to be the injection of divine power. This is what saves a person and dispels the devil 
and his forces.  

  
4:12     Thirdly, a combination of 2 Cor 12:9 “But, he said to me, "My grace is sufficient for you, 

for my power is made perfect in weakness." Therefore I will boast all the more gladly of 
my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may rest upon me”;. and 13:4 “For he was 
crucified in weakness, but lives by the power of God. For we also are weak in him, but 
in dealing with you we will live with him by the power of God”, . show that our personal 
strength is again dependent upon this “power of God”. 

  
4:13     I wonder if Paul wrote these words because of the experience of God recorded in Acts 

18: 9-10, “And the Lord said to Paul one night in a vision, "Do not be afraid, but go on 
speaking and do not be silent,  for I am with you, and no one will attack you to harm you, 
for I have many in this city who are my people."  Here is a combination of weakness and 
power. 

  
4:14     First, we have Paul explaining that his “weakness” is his strength – a contradiction but a 

truth because in his weakness God’s grace and power is made evident ( 12:9). This is 
why Paul, in 2 Cor 4:7 stated that this “treasure”, the Gospel, is placed in “earthen 
vessels”, i.e. weak and frail people. It is so that the power of God may be seen.  

  
4:15     I have witnessed weak people become strong in ministry: frail in conversation and life, 

but strong and powerful in preaching; feeble but authoritative in evangelism. It is not the 
person, his or her personal charisma – as in politics and TV – that is the real proof of a 
calling, but rather in the display of this “power”. This is what Paul meant when in 1 Cor 
4:19-20 he said, “But I will come to you soon, if the Lord wills, and I will find out not the 
talk of these arrogant people but their power.  For the kingdom of God does not consist in 
talk but in power”.  

  
4:16     As a support of this argument, Paul refers to Christ in 2 Cor 13:4, “For he was crucified 

in weakness, but lives by the power of God”. Look at Jesus – what do you see? A man: 
just a man: an ordinary weak and frail human being. To look at Him you would not guess 
He was the God/Man, the Messiah. Look at Him on the cross – what do you see? A man 
dying in weakness, feeble, frail and a mockery to all who see Him.  

  
4:17     But, what do you see on the third day? Raised by “the power of God”. Now you see Him 

as He really is. He has conquered death; defeated the devil; dealt with sin; satisfied the 
wrath of God; fulfilled the demands of the holy law of God. This is power! 

  
4:18     You see more – the empty tomb: the victory over death: His conquest over the grave and 

the proof of new life. This is power! 
  
4:19     It was this same power of the resurrection that Paul says was in him;  “For we also are 

weak in him, but in dealing with you we will live with him by the power of God”. Paul 
came to Corinth in “weakness and in fear and much trembling” (1 Cor 2:3). But, it was in 
and because of the “power of God” that he was able to remain for eighteen months and 
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preach so effectively and stand his ground against all opposition. This power was the 
same power as the resurrection. 

  
  
Conclusion 
  

1)   I suggest that from this brief glimpse of 1 & 2 Corinthians we have been able to 
recognise that the Kingdom of God does consist in “power”. That the entire Christian 
Gospel from the Cross through the resurrection, into preaching, the gathered Church; 
worship, facing opposition; enduring suffering and facing weakness – is accomplished 
through the “power of God”.   
  
  

2)   But where does this leave us?  
  

            a)  First, we must acknowledge that the Kingdom of God is “power” and not talk. It is 
easy to be absorbed into this “talk” frame of thinking. Yes, we do need the talk, but we 
cannot stop there. Christianity is not verbal; preaching; singing; arguing; theology; 
preaching…… It is demonstration of the Spirit and Power. If a demonstration of this 
“power” is not evident what does this mean? 

  
            b) Secondly; we pray for: search and yearn for this power to be evident in our Church: 

worship and individual lives.  
  
            c) Thirdly, we recognise our deep seated need of this “power”. When tempted to be 

scared from ministry or witnessing we recognise that it is not in word but in power that 
effects are accomplished. Remember this, “For when I am weak, then I am strong” 2 Cor 
12:10). 

  
            d) Finally, it amounts to this. Christian – if you can talk about it can you do it? If you “Talk 

the Talk” can you “Walk the Walk”. In your witness, it is not just your words that have 
effect but your life, your power. 

  
  
Richard Lee.  
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