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Ordinary 2 
Cycle A, 1.19.2020 

Isaiah 49:3,5-6/1Corinthians 1:1-3/John 1:29-34 

SNIPPETS OF PAUL’S WRITING                           
DON’T DO HIM JUSTICE 

We’ve had so many gospel passages 
lately about John the Baptist – during 
Advent, during the Christmas season and, 
then again, last week on the Feast of the 
Lord’s Baptism -- I was starting to get water-
logged in the Jordan. And today as we begin 
six weeks of Ordinary Time before Lent, 
John the Baptist makes yet another 
appearance. So, I wanted to shift gears from 
the Gospel and look at the Epistle. The 
second reading isn’t usually a source of 
preaching for me and, probably for most 
priests. For five of the next six weeks we’ll 
be listening to St. Paul’s First Letter to the 
Corinthians. Thirteen Epistles are attributed 
to Paul. Scholarly opinions agree that seven 
of them certainly came from the hand of 
Paul. Six of the others attributed to him are 
disputed. While they contain genuinely 
Pauline thoughts and ideas, they may have 
been written by someone else who used 
Paul’s name or dictated by Paul to a 
secretary who then made his own additions 
or embellishments. 

Today, our passage offers only three 
verses – just the short greeting that opens 1 
Corinthians – like the greeting “Dear John,” 
only it’s “Dear Corinthians” and it 
powerfully affirms two identities: that of 
Paul, “an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will 
of God” (the highest credential anyone can 
have); and the identity of the recipients: the 
people of Corinth “who have been 
sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be 
holy” (the highest aspiration anyone can 
have). So, who are these Corinthians and 
what is the world that they inhabited? I 
found a wonderful 3-D re-creation of the 

City of Corinth around the middle of the 
first century - the time of Jesus and St. Paul. 
Let’s enter the city of Corinth with 
Paul:

 
When Paul entered the city of Corinth 
around 51 AD, it was a walled city – as were 
all the Greek city-states. The city-states had 
to protect themselves from outsiders. 
Recall the story of the Trojan horse that 
snuck enemies into a walled city. In the Acts 
of the Apostles Paul escaped danger from 
one walled Greek city by being hidden in a 
basket and lowered by his friends through a 
hole in the wall and thus fled to safety. 
Corinth at that time had a population 
estimated to be anywhere from 100 to 
600,000 people, and like many of these city-
states, the population would have been 
made up of one-third free full citizens, one-
third freedmen, that is, ex-slaves, and one-
third slaves. Note that being a slave didn’t 
necessarily mean what we usually think. 
Many of them had better opportunities for 
wealth and education that some freemen. 
The Christian Church in Corinth would have 
included people from all three groups. Yes, 
now they were brothers and sisters in 
Christ, but that doesn’t mean they still 
didn’t carry within themselves prejudice 
and animosity toward one another.  

 
The Corinthians were very sophisticated. 
Many of us studied Greek tragedies and 
comedies in high school and college. The 
Corinthians had marvelous gathering places 
and the theatre was a source of 
entertainment and education for them. 
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We can only imagine the genius of the 
architecture of these massive open-air 
buildings, that allowed the human voice to 
be heard without amplification. (Lectors, 
take note.) Theatre gave the Corinthians an 
openness to new ideas and Paul found a 
fertile field there for proclaiming the gospel 
of Jesus, but there were many competing 
philosophies and ideologies to contend 
with. As a successful commercial port city 
on a trade route, Corinth attracted people 
from all over the known world. Along with 
wealth came a reputation for sexual license 
and promiscuous living. It was said that if a 
Corinthian was depicted on stage in a play, 
that character was usually portrayed as a 
drunk. If Las Vegas is synonymous with 
gambling, Corinth was synonymous with 
debauchery, even at the Temple of 
Aphrodite, the goddess of love who was 
served by a thousand sacred prostitutes. 
 Corinth was filled with many 
beautiful temples. These spaces would 
have provided Paul with ready-made 
forums where he could preach and debate.  
The Greek gods were deities to worship – 
Appolo, Zeus, Poseidon. Each God had his 
or her specialty, so Asklepios was the god of 
healing. People would bring a model of the 
unhealthy body part made from clay (now 
on display at a museum there) – a hand, a 
foot, an ear – to this god asking for healing. 
There were also many Jews in Corinth in 
whose synagogues Paul would proclaim his 
message of the Gospel. Among them he 

made many converts who assisted him, 
some of whom traveled with him. 

On one hand the Corinth was young and 
dynamic, a city of many seekers, but the 
wisdom Paul offered was the wisdom of the 
cross of Christ and he had a difficult time 
trying to persuade them with so many 
differing philosophies claiming their 
attention. Recall Paul’s use of the imagery 
of the body – it has many parts but is still 
one. There were many divisions in the 
community of Corinth fighting against a 
spirit of unity.  
 Let the games begin. Corinth was 
the site of much entertainment and 
competition. The stadium for chariot racing 
held thousands of people. It was a very 
dangerous form of competition because the 
chariots had to be lightweight in order to go 
fast, thus easily endangering the life of the 
driver. Knowing the past times of the 
Corinthians, Paul captured the spirit of 
chariot racing and Olympic games when he 
spoke of discipleship as “pressing on for the 
prize” that awaits you in Christ. He was 
clever to meet people where they were – in 
the heart of their interests. 
 The 49er crowd has nothing on the 
Corinthians. Although the word ‘colosseum’ 
is used primarily for the famous arena in 
Rome, similar stadiums for games filled the 
ancient world. Corinth was one of the sites 
for the series of four Panhellenic games in 
ancient Greece – the Pythian, Nemean, the 
Isthmian games held in Corinth and, of 
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course, the most famous – the Olympic 
games. Once again, Paul tried to capture 
the imagination of people in his preaching 
when he spoke of “fighting the good fight, 
running the race, and now receiving the 
crown that awaits him” – the gift of eternal 
life. 

 
 A fascinating panorama of the real- 
life culture and situation of the place 
which was home to one of the earliest 
Christian communities. Paul’s touching 
greeting as he begins his letter to the 
Corinthians unfolds for us marvelous insight 
into the real lives and struggles of people 
no different than ourselves who strive each 
day to seek the wisdom of God in Christ 
Jesus and live our faith amid all the 
conflicting ideas and ideologies that pull us 
in a thousand directions.   

 The primary reason Paul wrote 1 
and 2 Corinthians, probably while he was 
staying in Ephesus, was because of reports 
he received about the problems the 
Corinthian community was experiencing. He 
was heartbroken to think that his effort and 

toil in planting the seeds of faith among 
them were in vain. Paul wrote: I had to feed 
you with milk, not with solid food, because 
you weren’t ready for anything stronger. 
And you still aren’t ready. “Conceited, 
stubborn, over-sensitive, argumentative, 
infantile and pushy” – that’s how one 
biblical commentator describes the Church 
at Corinth. They were the most 
exasperating community that Paul had to 
deal with. Virtually every statement he 
made took root in their minds in a slightly 
distorted form, and from this defective seed 
came some of the most weird and 
wonderful ideas ever to dismay a preacher 
of the Gospel.  

We’ll eavesdrop on the faith and challenges 
of the Church of Corinth for the next few 
weeks. Hopefully, this introduction will 
allow us to have some insight into their 
world. You might consider reading the 
entirety of 1 Corinthians on your own in a 
single sitting. More importantly, we need to 
ask ourselves: If someone reported to St. 
Paul about us and our faith, what kind of 
letter would he write to you and me?  

John Kasper, OSFS 


