1 Corinthians 11:17-34  Bible Study

1. 1 Corinthians 11-14 are concerned with the church gatherings in Corinth. After speaking about the expression of authority within their meetings (11:2-16) Paul now addresses a serious problem that occurred whenever they shared a meal together.
2. Read 1 Cor 11:17-34. Another mention of devisions in the church. Read 1 Cor 1:10-12. What were the divisions about there? What are they about here?
There it was about their thinking and pride, bragging about their superiordiscernment because they had chosen the better leader. Here it’s a division according to wealth – the haves and the have nots.
3. We tend to read back into this passage our own practice of what we call the “Lord’s Supper”. But in v.20, “Lord’s” is an adjective, something like “Lordly / lordly” ie characterised by being like the Lord. And “Supper” is the word for the evening meal, sometimes translated “banquet” in the Gospels. With these things in mind, what do you think was happening in the church in Corinth?
There were no public buildings for churches in the first century. Churches met in people’s homes, probably someone wealthy enough to have a large enough house. Usually there was a dining room, big enough for 8 – 12 people to recline on cushions on the floor. Then there was a courtyard, large enough for 30 or more people, but they would be on seats. Very possibly the wealthier people would arrive first and dine in the dining room. Workers would arrive later, followed by slaves last of all. The meal might have been “bring and share”, and whatever the wealthy brought, they seemed to have finished off before the poorest of the church even arrived.
4. We can only guess, but try to think of how such shameful behaviour could have developed in a church.
Perhaps the wealthy were so used to behaving like that in the wider society that they presumed to behave that way among fellow believers. The gospel assures us that we are all equals, and in Christ we are brothers and sisters. It teaches us to see ourselves differently to how we used to see ourselves. The Corinthians had failed to grasp this.
5. What is the significance of vv23-26 in the middle of this passage? 

The gospel of Jesus’ death for us shapes every part of our new life as his people. When Christians share a meal together, it’s a wonderful opportunity to be like our Lord who was self giving for the sake of others. We can share our food, care for the needs of others, remind each other of our Saviour. Everything that the Corinthians were not doing! 
6. What does v.26 mean?
Sharing a “Lordly meal” together is a way of looking back and celebrating the death of Christ that unites us and brings us to God, and of looing forward, to the day when he will return to take us all into his eternal kingdom (the ultimate banquet!)
7. In the context, what does it mean to “eat the bread or drink the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner”?
It is to have a meal (real or symbolic, like Communion) with other Christians, but show no love or regard for your brothers and sisters in Christ, recognising that the thing that unites us is the Lord himself.
8. v.29 would be understood by Roman Catholics to be referring to the bread and wine in Communion having been transformed into the real flesh and blood of Jesus (called Transubstantiation). But read 10:17 and 12:27. (cf also Acts 9:1-5) What else could Paul mean here?
He’s talking about recognising that the church is the body of Christ. Howeer ordinary our human gathering appears, we are the body of our Lord and Saviour. And so we ought to treat one another accordingly, with love, respect and sacrificial care.
9. What do you think of vv30-32? Is God justified in acting this way? Do you think he might still act that way today? See also Heb 12:4-11; James 5:15-16.
God’s desire for us is to persevere to the end when we will be raised up and glorified in Christ. Where we are compromising our faith and neglecting our Lord, we are in danger of being “condemned with the world”, so the Lord disciplines us, to call us to our senses. That could involve illness or even include dying rather than carrying on to the point of denying Christ. Is is the Father’s discipline, not condemnation, that Paul is describing here. It means that if we are relatively fit, healthy people but experiencing some kind of unusal or unexpected illness, epseicially in an ongoing way, it might at least be worth considering if there is some kind of sin we are turning a blind eye to that God might be trying to call us to our senses from.
10. v.32 might also be translated “welcome each other”. Is that just greeting someone at the door at church? What else might this involve? What are practical ways we might do this?
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