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Due to their status, wealthy Corinthians were able to arrive at the church’s 
worship gathering earlier, while poorer believers arrived much later (after 
working long hours).4 But instead of considering the plight of many in the 
congregation, these wealthy believers were eating so much of the food that 
the rest of the congregation was going hungry by the time they arrived 
after work. Rather than humbly putting others before themselves, they 
selfishly put themselves first. Paul even wrote that some of them were 
indulging to the point of getting drunk (v. 21)! They were embracing the 
norms of their culture instead of the life Christ calls us to as believers. 

What are some ways we might act selfishly and not consider 
others in the church today?

For the majority of the Corinthian congregation, when they should be 
coming together in remembrance and worship to observe the Lord’s 
Supper, they were instead despising the church body and humiliating 
“those who have nothing” (v. 22). 

2. �Do This in Remembrance of Me 
(1 Corinthians 11:23-26)

What did Paul emphasize regarding the Lord’s supper in these 
verses?

How were the Corinthians missing the mark?

Paul’s note on receiving from the Lord here may mean that Paul received a 
special revelation from the Lord5 on this command, or simply that he was 
taught about the Lord’s Supper as the rest of the church was, by hearing 
from others what Jesus Himself said at the Last Supper.6

Paul recapped Jesus’s words regarding the Lord’s Supper. What a contrast 
Christ’s humility makes to the selfishness of the Corinthian elite. The 
bread in the Lord’s Supper acts as a symbol for Christ’s body (at the last 
supper, this would have been unleavened bread, used in the Passover 
meal), and the cup His blood (in their case, this was probably wine, which 
was served with the Passover meal).7 Together, the bread and the cup help 
us remember that Jesus willingly offered up His body for death on the 
cross as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. When we take communion, we 
remember that Christ suffered and died for our behalf and we “proclaim 
the Lord’s death until he comes” (v. 26), honoring the gospel message. 

How does taking the Lord’s Supper in an improper manner 
contradict the reason Christ gave the meal?
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The act of taking communion is a reverent and important one, and the 
actions of the Corinthian church made a mockery of it. We must be 
careful to not do the same.

3. Self-Examination (1 Corinthians 11:27-34)

What did Paul call out as sin in these verses? What warning 
did Paul give for those who took this ordinance in a sinful way?

What did he encourage the Corinthian believers to do?

The Lord’s Supper commemorates the cross and the suffering and death 
Christ endured for us. Participating in it “in an unworthy manner” (v. 27) 
is sinning against the Lord. Paul’s callout on unworthiness was a direct 
reference to their actions in this situation.8 

Paul urged the Corinthian church to take a long, hard look at their hearts. 
This is always a necessary task, even if often a difficult one. Like a car 
out of alignment, our hearts drift toward the desires of our flesh, and 
we are often good at rationalizing misdirection. Can you see how the 
Corinthian elite might have rationalized theirs? It’s not a crime to eat if 
you are hungry. Gathering and building community is good. But they’d 
missed the mark in their broader actions, and we often do, too. A faithful 
examination of our hearts requires us to set aside our egos and ask the 
Lord to reveal hard truths. Is there something I’m missing here? Does my 
behavior need correction? Will You show it to me and show me what to 
do? Paul called the Corinthians examine themselves and consider if their 
behavior toward fellow Christians was appropriate. If yes, then they should 
participate in the Lord’s Supper. If not, they were to confess and repent.

What does it look like to examine our hearts before the Lord 
regularly today? Why do we need to do this?

Paul wrote that the Corinthians’ sinful behavior in this matter brought 
God’s judgment on them. Paul said the instances of weakness, sickness, 
and even death among them were a result of divine judgment because 
of their abuse of this ordinance. The term “fallen asleep” (v. 30) is often 
used in the New Testament to refer to physical death. But there’s hope! 
If they took Paul’s counsel to examine their behavior and make righteous 
changes, they “would not be judged” (v. 31).

We shouldn’t interpret this passage to mean that all weakness, sickness, 
and death are a consequence of sin. Paul was commenting on a specific 
situation for a specific group of people.



6 Leader Guide

Having fully outlined the problem and need, Paul finished this section 
with a reminder of what to do from here. The CSB translates verse 33 
as, “Therefore, my brothers and sisters, when you come together to eat, 
welcome one another.” The NIV translates it as, “So then, my brothers 
and sisters, when you gather to eat, you should all eat together.”

The elite were eating so much that there was nothing left for the poorer 
in the church when they arrived. If they were hungry, Paul told them to 
eat at home, then they wouldn’t be tempted to sin against God and their 
brothers and sisters in Christ as the assembly. And when they did meet 
together, they “should all eat together” (v. 33, NIV), unified in Christ. 

Paul also offered to give further directions (v. 34) when he came to see 
them. Paul displayed godly leadership in that he was disappointed by their 
sinful actions, but he wasn’t going to write them off. Instead, he addressed 
their sin, desiring to see them grow and he intended to keep discipling 
them. 

Conclusion
The Corinthian church had a problem. Their congregation wasn’t putting 
aside their former way of life and instead living new in Christ like Paul 
wrote about in Ephesians 4: 

But that is not how you came to know Christ, assuming you heard about 
him and were taught by him, as the truth is in Jesus, to take off your 
former way of life, the old self that is corrupted by deceitful desires, to be 
renewed in the spirit of your minds, and to put on the new self, the one 
created according to God’s likeness in righteousness and purity of the truth.
—Ephesians 4:20-24

Instead, they put themselves first. With leisure time to spare, the wealthy 
of the church came together early, well before the poorer working church 
members could arrive, and ate so much food that there wasn’t enough 
left for those who really needed it. What should have been a time of 
remembrance of the gospel was instead humiliating to those in the church 
of a poorer standing. This is not Christ’s desire, and Paul’s letter corrected 
this behavior.

These believers should have been coming together to share in the Lord’s 
Supper, as Christ commanded. As Jesus taught, the bread and the cup 
of the last supper symbolize His body and blood. Taking these elements 
was meant act as an intentional moment to reflect on and remember the 
great sacrifice He made for us. Christ willingly suffered and died on the 
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cross because He loves us so deeply. This moment of remembrance should 
be thoughtful and reverent, honoring of Christ and the gospel, but the 
Corinthians had failed to practice this ordinance properly.

Paul told them to examine their own hearts. Were they relating righteously 
to their fellow believers? If so, they should continue to participate in the 
Lord’s Supper with a clear conscience. If not, they brought judgment on 
themselves and needed to confess and repent before the Lord and others. 

How are we tempted to be selfish and not consider others as 
more important than ourselves in the church today? What can 
we do about this?

For you, does communion feel reverent and thoughtful, or 
does it feel more mechanical? How can we change our heart 
posture around this ordinance? 

How does living together in humble service as the church give 
us opportunity to share our hope with outsiders?

Prayer of Response
Thank God for loving us so much that He sent His Son to die on the cross for 
our sins. Thank Him for the gift of the Lord’s Supper, a time to remember the 
sacrifice He made for us and commit to continue living for Him. Ask for His 
help as you examine your heart. Ask for Him to show you how you might live 
more selflessly with those around you in His name.

Additional Resources
•	 Exalting Jesus in 1 Corinthians by Daniel Akin and James Merritt
•	 Be Wise by Warren Wiersbe
•	 The First Epistle to the Corinthians by Gordon Fee

Memory Verse
For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s 
death until he comes. —1 Corinthians 11:17
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Purpose
In all of Paul’s letters, except Galatians, the main theme of the letter can be identified by 
the content of the thanksgiving or by the stated reason for his giving thanks. The premise of 
each of his letters also is usually found in the salutation beginning the letter, as well as in the 
introductory prayers following the thanksgiving section. Within his prescript and thanksgiving of 
1 Corinthians, true to his custom, Paul presented the main theme of his letter—that all believers 
belong to the Lord (1:2). Jesus is Lord; believers are his possession. For Paul, whatever issue was 
discussed, the answer to the issue was always addressed with a reminder of the Lord’s authority 
over them (1:2, 10). He used more than seventy-five idioms from first-century slavery to speak 
about believers’ relationship to the Lord, their master. Those who call upon the name of the Lord 
(1:2) are those who call upon his name as a sign of submission. In 1 Corinthians, “name” (1:2, 10, 
13; 5:4; 6:11) is almost always synonymous with “authority.”

Author
First Corinthians ascribes Paul as its author (1:1; 16:21). Biblical scholars are almost unanimous 
that Paul wrote the letter. He wrote it during the last year of his three-year ministry at Ephesus, 
probably a few weeks before Pentecost in the spring of AD 56 (15:32; 16:8; Ac 20:31).

Setting
During Paul’s second missionary journey, he had a vision at Troas; he heard a man call to him, 
“Cross over to Macedonia and help us!” (Ac 16:9). That change in plans led Paul to Philippi, 
Thessalonica, Athens, and ultimately to Corinth (Ac 18:5). Paul ministered in Corinth for at least 
eighteen months (Ac 18:1–18). He left Corinth accompanied by Aquila and Priscilla (Ac 18:18), 
leaving them at Ephesus where they met and instructed “an eloquent man” named Apollos (Ac 
18:24–26). Apollos then went to Corinth and had a powerful ministry there (Ac 18:27–19:1).

Special Features
First Corinthians is the most literary of Paul’s letters. With a variety of stylistic devices—irony, 
sarcasm, rhetorical questions, alliteration, antithesis, personification, framing devices, hyperbole, 
repetition, picturesque words (with local color), double meanings, and other wordplays—Paul 
attempted to persuade his readers. He wanted to communicate to the Corinthians the necessity of 
accepting the Lord’s authority over their lives.

Historical Context of 1 Corinthians
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11:17–18 Paul chided the Corinthian believers for their inappropriate, divisive behavior when they 
came together as a church (cp. v. 20). The word church refers to their assembly as a unified, corporate 
body. In the NT, “church” never refers to a building or place of meeting.

11:19 The approved … among you refers to those who were not the cause of divisions within the 
body. Their behavior was exemplary during a time of strife.

11:20–22 To the church’s shame, the scene Paul describes seems typical of a pagan setting. Instead of 
coming together in unity, members were focused on their own selfish desires.

11:23–25 I received from the Lord most likely means Paul was given a special revelation from Jesus 
about this matter. For other instances where Paul received such revelation, see Ac 18:9ff; 22:18; 23:11; 
27:23–25; 2Co 12:7. Christ’s selflessness in giving his life for others stood in stark contrast to the 
Corinthians’ selfishness during the Lord’s Supper.

11:26 The phrase as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup emphasizes that the solemn 
remembrance of Christ’s death is a corporate declaration of “Jesus Christ and him crucified” (2:2) 
until he comes again.

11:27 Since the Lord’s Supper is a commemoration of Christ’s suffering and death on our behalf, to 
participate in an unworthy manner is to sin against the body and blood of the Lord.

11:28–29 A person must examine himself with respect to Christ’s sacrifice for believers and the 
relationship each believer has within the corporate body. The phrase whoever eats and drinks without 
recognizing the body is a solemn wordplay on the word “body.” Believers are to recognize that Jesus 
selflessly sacrificed his body for others and that this sacrifice was designed to make Christians a 
selfless corporate body.

11:30–32 If the Corinthian believers judged and examined themselves correctly, this would avert 
judgment from God within the corporate body. Asleep is a term Paul and other biblical authors use 
for physical death (cp. 15:18; Jn 11:11; Ac 7:60).

11:33–34 By way of a summary, Paul directed the Corinthians to welcome one another when they 
assembled to partake of the Lord’s Supper.9

Extended Commentary
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