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The Weeks Ahead
This spring quarter examines Paul’s 

epistles to the troubled church at 
Corinth. His advice to the Corinthians 
is two millennia old, but it is still not 
outdated today. Paul’s advice is theo-
logical, moral, and social. Christ’s fol-
lowers in the present would do well to 
imitate Paul’s ethical guidelines.

This letter follows Paul’s founding of 
the church at Corinth in a.d. 50-52. He 
left Corinth for a while before he wrote 
I Corinthians in about a.d. 55. Instead 
of growing in Christian maturity during 
Paul’s absence, the Corinthians had 
developed a remarkable number of 
problems, such as division, sacramen-
tal issues, worship disorder, theological 
disputes, moral laxity, and, in at least 
some cases, an unhealthy asceticism.

Unit I deals with specific instructions 
from I Corinthians to a troubled church. 
Paul is addressing divisions in the 
church in lesson 1. He is telling them 
to stop arguing. The Corinthians were 
plagued by ethical problems, and this 
letter touches repeatedly on holy living 
(sanctification). Lesson 2 contrasts the 
intellectualism of this world with the 
wisdom of God, wisdom that should 
lead to glorifying God in thankfulness 
for our salvation. Lessons 3 and 4 em-
phasize Christ as the only foundation of 
the church. The individual Corinthians 
were believers, but their behavior was 
very inconsistent and did not reflect 
spiritual maturity. Lesson 5 delves into 
the necessity of being sensitive to the 
conscience of a weaker brother. Les-
son 6 deals with the Lord’s Supper and 
lays out the proper way it should be 
conducted. In lesson 7, a detailed dis-
cussion of the resurrection is offered. A 

definition of the gospel is given in chap-
ter 15:3-4, and an explanation of the 
resurrection’s importance is presented.

Unit II offers advice from Paul as a 
tested servant of Christ. Paul wrote  
II Corinthians soon after I Corinthians; 
he wrote it from Macedonia before he 
returned to Corinth. This second unit 
focuses on encouragement for the 
Christian life in contrast to the many 
admonitions against the carnal behav-
iors rebuked in I Corinthians. Lesson 8 
focuses on comfort for the Christian. 
Lesson 9 examines the greater glory 
of the new covenant, a relationship 
written on the heart rather than on tab-
lets of stone. Lesson 10 speaks of our 
heavenly dwelling and the assurance 
of the resurrection. Degrees of reward 
in heaven are taught in this passage. 
Lesson 11 is an affirmation of the ne-
cessity of proclaiming Christ in Chris-
tian witness. Witnessing attests to our 
love for Christ, and our motives should 
be for reconciliation in Christ between 
ourselves and others—and between 
others and God.

Lessons 10 to 13 deal with the 
problems of false apostles at Corinth. 
Paul defends his apostleship and 
warns the Corinthians not to be de-
luded by clever arguments and dis-
putations. The last lesson discusses 
Paul’s thorn in the flesh. Centuries of 
Scripture commentators have debat-
ed the idea of Paul’s thorn in the flesh 
without reaching any consensus. In 
truth, Paul faced a myriad of trials 
that he withstood and conquered in 
God’s strength. His focus and dedica-
tion were remarkable. His life reflect-
ed a deeply committed apostleship. 

PLEASE NOTE: Fundamental, sound doctrine is the objective of The Incorporated Trustees of the Gospel Worker Society, 
Union Gospel Press Division. The writers are prayerfully selected for their Bible knowledge and yieldedness to the Spirit of 
Truth, each writing in his own style as enlightened by the Holy Spirit. At best we know in part only. “They received the word with 
all readiness of mind, and searched the scriptures daily, whether those things were so” (Acts 17:11).
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Religious relativism is the belief that 
there are many spiritual paths that lead 
to God. Religious tolerance and reli-
gious relativism are not the same thing. 
Religious tolerance or pluralism implies 
that a person of one faith will, as much 
as possible without compromise, live at 
peace with all people of any religious 
faith. Sincerity is the key. A person has 
a right to choose whatever religion they 
wish as long as it does not interfere with 
another’s life or liberty. Religious rela-
tivism, however, differs in that its basic 
premise is that all religions are valid and 
equal ways of relating with God—that 
is, all religions have innate equality.

True religious tolerance does not 
necessarily incorporate inclusivism. A 
person may be tolerant of another’s reli-
gious beliefs and not accept any of them 
as his own. A Christian can be tolerant of 
a Muslim but not accept the distinctive 
beliefs of Islam or the teachings of the 
Quran. A faithful evangelical Christian 
should not deem the Muslim worldview 
to be equally valid with the Christian 
worldview. Any attempt to place the two 
religions on equal footing would suggest 
an attitude of religious relativism. 

Most conservative Christians would 
opt for some sort of exclusivism. Un-
fortunately, we live in an inclusive so-
ciety. Most people, even in our church-
es, believe that sincerity is the main 
ingredient in the religious recipe. Being 
a “good person” is the key factor in in-
clusive belief. Any person who thinks of 
others’ well-being to some degree or 
any individual deemed a “good person” 
is included in the list of the redeemed 
by many professing Christians.

Religious relativists believe that it does 
not really matter what spiritual path you 
follow because there is not conclusive 
evidence in favor of one religion being 

right. Relativists believe there is at least 
some validity and truth in almost all reli-
gions and philosophies. The “catch all” 
for these people is that the “good per-
son” does have some version of God 
and that they are sincere in their beliefs.

There were two revealing stud-
ies done by the religious researchers 
George Barna and Pew Research. Both 
studies revealed the invasiveness of 
relativism in the thinking of conserva-
tive Christians and evangelical believ-
ers. George Barna found that nearly 
two-thirds of all American adults be-
lieve that every faith teaches basically 
the same things about life (Barna, Bar-
na Report, Regal). The Pew Research 
Center (2007) followed up this survey a 
few years later. They found that of all 
people claiming any religious affilia-
tion, 70 percent felt that there were a 
number of religions that lead to eternal 
life. Sadly, almost 60 percent of evan-
gelicals (by definition, gospel believers) 
agreed that other religions can lead to 
eternal life.

Religious relativism is a belief sys-
tem that sounds good, gives everyone 
credit for sincerity, has few behavioral 
guidelines, and incorporates all cul-
tures. However, the reality is that all reli-
gions are necessarily exclusive to some 
degree. Every religion has its starting 
point and its conclusion, and those 
starting points are exclusive of other 
points of view.

Islam believes Mohammad is the last 
and final prophet, that the Quran is the 
perfect holy book, and that non-Mus-
lims are infidels. In Buddhism, there is a 
denial of self. If we cease to desire and 
accommodate self, we will participate in 
the end of suffering. In Hinduism, there 
are two nonnegotiable beliefs: karma 
and reincarnation. Even the most ac-

EDITORIAL

Religious Relativism and Religious Tolerance



4

cepting and liberal Hindu will not negoti-
ate on these concepts. Secular human-
ism teaches that anything supernatural 
or humanly unmeasurable is outside the 
realm of evidence and therefore is mere-
ly subjective opinion; only  events that 
can be seen, heard, and touched are 
valid building blocks for one’s life.

In the gospel-believing Christian 
faith, we are emphatic that Jesus Christ 
is the incarnate Son of God and that He 
is the Saviour of the world. He atoned 
for our sins by His death and was res-
urrected for our justification. We cannot 
deny these creedal facts of the Chris-
tian faith and remain Christians.

The fact is that religious relativism and 
true evangelical Christianity are at odds. 
What does the Bible say about itself and 
the historic Christian faith? The Bible is 
unequivocal: religious relativism is in-
compatible with biblical teaching and 
the exclusive claims of Jesus Christ. The 
Bible says there is only one God (Deut. 
6:4-5), and this eliminates all polytheis-
tic religions and other systems of pagan 
belief. A second factor in Christianity’s 
belief system is the exclusivism of the 
founder, Jesus Christ. John 14:6 quotes 
Jesus Himself, “I am the way, the truth, 
and the life: no man cometh unto the 
Father, but by me.” Additionally, Jesus’ 
closest disciples made the same exclu-
sive claim about the founder of Christi-
anity, “Neither is there salvation in any 
other: for there is none other name un-
der heaven given among men, whereby 
we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).

Religious liberty and religious tol-
erance are rights that should be ac-
cepted and actually promoted. Not 
only do these concepts support the 
Muslim, the secularist, and the ag-
nostic in the United States, but they 
also support the missionary in India, 
the Christian social worker in Afghani-
stan, and the evangelist in the Central 
African Republic. Tolerance was best 
exhibited by Christ Himself, since He 
often criticized the religious leaders of 

His day but showed compassion and 
acceptance toward individuals within 
that religious system—for example, 
Nicodemus (John 3:1-12) and Joseph 
of Arimathea (Luke 23:50-53).

Religious relativism teaches that 
there are enough truths in each of the 
world’s religions that they should all be 
accepted as equally valid. The Bible 
clearly refutes this concept. The Bible 
from Genesis 1:1 clearly and positively 
states that there is one God, the Cre-
ator of the universe. This God is at 
odds with any man-made system of 
alternative worship.

This is a critical time in our history. 
It is a critical time for each one of us. 
We have been placed in our respec-
tive places in society to communicate 
the gospel. It is important that we seek 
to love the Lord our God with all our 
hearts and all our minds. The other 
part of God’s command is to love our 
neighbors as ourselves.

It is a time for actions as well as 
words. Our faith is communicated by 
our actions. Invite someone to church 
and offer them a ride, clean up the trash 
in the lunchroom, help someone with 
homework, make sure everyone has a 
breakfast and lunch, suggest your Sun-
day school class adopt the highway 
near your church, love all those around 
you, both Christian and non-Christian.

Paul, Christianity’s articulate spokes-
man, gives a definition of the gospel 
message (I Cor. 15:3-4). In the same 
chapter, he explains the exclusivism of 
Christ’s life, death, and resurrection. “If 
Christ be not raised, your faith is vain; 
ye are yet in your sins. Then they also 
which are fallen asleep in Christ are 
perished. If in this life only we have 
hope in Christ, we are of all men most 
miserable” (vss. 17-19). Not only is Paul 
saying that Christianity is not relativis-
tic, but also that if its exclusive claims 
are untrue, we are doomed! Jesus 
Christ is the only way; you can stake 
your life on it!
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NOTES

LESSON 1 MARCH 6, 2022

SCRIPTURE LESSON TEXT

I COR. 1:1 Paul, called to be an 
apostle of Jesus Christ through 
the will of God, and Sosthenes our 
brother,

 2 Unto the church of God which 
is at Corinth, to them that are sanc-
tified in Christ Jesus, called to be 
saints, with all that in every place 
call upon the name of Jesus Christ 
our Lord, both theirs and ours:

 3 Grace be unto you, and peace, 
from God our Father, and from the 
Lord Jesus Christ.

 4 I thank my God always on 
your behalf, for the grace of God 
which is given you by Jesus Christ;

 5 That in every thing ye are  
enriched by him, in all utterance, and 
in all knowledge;

 6 Even as the testimony of 
Christ was confirmed in you:

 7 So that ye come behind in no 
gift; waiting for the coming of our 
Lord Jesus Christ:

 8 Who shall also confirm you 
unto the end, that ye may be 
blameless in the day of our Lord 
Jesus Christ.

 9 God is faithful, by whom ye 
were called unto the fellowship of his 
Son Jesus Christ our Lord.

10 Now I beseech you, brethren,  
by the name of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, that ye all speak the same 
thing, and that there be no divisions 
among you; but that ye be perfectly  
joined together in the same mind 
and in the same judgment.

11 For it hath been declared unto 
me of you, my brethren, by them 
which are of the house of Chloe, that 
there are contentions among you.

12 Now this I say, that every 
one of you saith, I am of Paul; and 
I of Apollos; and I of Cephas; and 
I of Christ.

13 Is Christ divided? was Paul cru-
cified for you? or were ye baptized in 
the name of Paul?

14 I thank God that I baptized 
none of you, but Crispus and Gaius;

15 Lest any should say that I had 
baptized in mine own name.

16 And I baptized also the house-
hold of Stephanas: besides, I know 
not whether I baptized any other.
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The authorship of I Corinthians has 
been universally accepted since the 
time of its writing in the first century. 
The apostle Paul wrote the epistle from 
Ephesus while on his third missionary 
journey (I Cor. 16:8, 19). It was likely 
written in the first half of a.d. 55. The 
apostle intended to remain at Ephesus 
until Pentecost, May of a.d. 55. Then he 
hoped to winter at Corinth. He was an-
ticipating a departure for Corinth, even 
as he wrote this letter (cf. 4:19; 16:8).

The early fathers of the church 
verified Paul’s authorship as early as 
a.d. 95. Clement of Rome substanti-
ates Paul’s writings to the Corinthian 
church in his own letter to them (a.d. 
96). Other early Christian fathers who 
authenticated Paul and his message 
include Ignatius (around a.d. 110), 
Polycarp (a.d. 135), and Tertullian (a.d. 
200). The letter is named for the city 
of Corinth, where the church to which 
it was written was located. This was a 
standard procedure for naming Paul’s 
epistles; most of the other epistles 
are named for the city of the church’s 
location (e.g., Galatians, Ephesians, 
Philippians, etc.). Notable exceptions 

are the personal epistles addressed to 
Timothy, Titus, and Philemon.

Luke tells of the founding of the 
Corinthian church in a.d. 50-52 during 
Paul’s second missionary journey 
(Acts 18:1-11). Paul arrived in Corinth 
after his visit to another city of the 
Achaean peninsula, Athens. This visit 
to Athens had impressed upon Paul 
the foolishness of worldly wisdom. He 
was determined to write and preach 
the message of the Cross, however of-
fensive it might be to the philosophies 
and polytheistic, heathen values of the 
prevailing culture (I Cor. 2:1-5).

Paul preached in the synagogue 
until Jewish opposition forced him 
to focus his ministry on the Gentiles. 
The Christian congregation at Corinth, 
composed of both Jews and Gentiles, 
flourished (Acts 18:8-10). Paul spent 
eighteen months there on his second 
missionary journey. There was no rea-
son not to expect some spiritual and 
moral maturity from the early Christian 
converts of that city.

Unfortunately, this Corinthian letter 
reveals the serious issues that had en-
veloped the Corinthian church in the 

Studying the Text

Divisions in Corinth
Lesson Text: I Corinthians 1:1-16 

Related Scriptures: I Corinthians 10:31-33; I Corinthians 12:1-31

TIME: a.d. 55 PLACE: from Ephesus

GOLDEN TEXT—“Now I beseech you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
that ye all speak the same thing, and that there be no divisions among you; but that ye 
be perfectly joined together in the same mind and in the same judgment” (I Corinthians 
1:10).


