
THE FIRST LETTER OF PAUL TO THE 
Corinthians Chapters 11 & 14 

 
Our Lenses 

 
As we enter into any kind of controversy, ancient or 
contemporary, it is good to check our lenses.  
 
What are we bringing to the conversation? 
What are our assumptions about the topic of debate? 
How is my body when I am considering the topic? 
 
Being aware of what we are bringing to the debate will help 
us with two important things. 
 

1. We will be humble (i.e. knowing our limits and playing 
within them) in our hearts knowing we are only one 
voice in a choir of voices. 

2. We will be gracious (i.e. spacious) with others who 
might hold a different position – be singing a different 
part in the choir – on the topic of debate. 

 
David’s Lenses for 1 Corinthians 11 and 14 

 
1. The Lens of 1 Corinthians 12 and 13. 

God’s Great family is a diverse family with different 
ways of praying, serving and worshipping. The pursuit 
and practice of love is more important than the 
pursuit of conformity. 
 

2. The Lens of the Acts of the Apostles 
Acts is a great context to place Paul’s writings in. I 
imagine that Paul’s writings, which precede the 
writing of the Acts of the Apostles, were often 
confusing to the wider church as people beyond the 
original recipients tried to glean universally applicable 
spiritual truths from writings directed at particular 
locations and situations.  
 
What is speaking in tongues? Where does it come 
from? What purpose could it have in the life of the 



wider universal church? Acts helps us by placing this 
spiritual expression in the context of Pentecost and 
the spread of the Followers of Jesus to other peoples 
and languages other than those spoken in ancient 
Judea. 
 

3. The lens of Christian Ecumenism and 
Anglicanism. 
Christians have always been diverse in their prayer 
and liturgical expression. Through history a lot of 
energy has been spent in unifying Christian prayer so 
that it can be universal – the same experience 
wherever you go in the world. At times blood has 
been shed in the pursuit of this goal. 
 
The Anglican Church uses the language of Common 
Prayer (as in the Book of Common Prayer) to 
emphasise the universal goal of Christian prayer and 
liturgy. In our time even Anglican prayer has 
diversified. So, while there is a similar stamp of prayer 
in each Anglican church, one Anglican Church can be 
very different to the average worshipper from another 
Anglican Church. Our unity now is in our assent to 
liturgical principles, creeds, and bishops, not in 
verbatim worship. Though this is still hotly debated 
and phrases like, “that’s not Anglican” are still used to 
control liturgical conformity. 
 
Anglicanism is also one Christian tradition of many. 
While it is still the third largest global Christian 
tradition, it is shrinking and losing influence in many 
parts of the world. Other Christian traditions, with 
different ways of praying, are on the rise including 
Pentecostalism, and so-called Mormonism (Later Day 
Saints).  
 
We live not only in a pluralist world of various 
religions. We also live in a plurality of Christianities. 
Some see this as a stain on the Christian way. Others 
see it as spirit-driven diversity. 

 



The Problem: Holy Communion practices 
 

11:17Now in the following instructions I do not commend 
you, because when you come together it is not for the better 
but for the worse. 18For, to begin with, when you come 
together as a church, I hear that there are divisions among 
you; and to some extent I believe it. 19Indeed, there have to 
be factions among you, for only so will it become clear who 
among you are genuine. 20When you come together, it is not 
really to eat the Lord’s supper. 21For when the time comes to 
eat, each of you goes ahead with your own supper, and one 
goes hungry and another becomes drunk. 22What! Do you 
not have homes to eat and drink in? Or do you show 
contempt for the church of God and humiliate those who 
have nothing? What should I say to you? Should I commend 
you? In this matter I do not commend you! 
 
A Interesting to see how factions/heresies/differences 

can be useful in helping up discern genuineness. Here 
genuineness is considered that which is acceptable to 
the group. It does not mean the “original” or the 
“pure”. Genuineness is a matter of group 
determination, not intrinsic correctness. We discern 
in a group what is genuine practice and we do it by 
engaging and debating among the various factions or 
opinions of a matter. So, there is no pure or original 
worship to be preserved or rediscovered in the 
Christian way. Only that which is determined to be 
acceptable by the group. 

 
B Paul is constantly reminding the church community 

in Corinth to stop thinking about their own individual 
needs, and to start considering one another. He does 
this by reminding the church that their most precious 
ritual does not belong to them. It is not their supper, 
it is the Lord’s supper. They are stewards of it, not 
possessors. And so they must not use it in a way 
contrary to its purpose. The Lord’s supper does not 
humiliate or exclude others. So why are people being 
humiliated and left our in their practice of it? 

 

A 

B 

Commented [DT1]: σχίσματα (schism) 

Commented [DT2]: αἵρεσις, in the Greek. This word is 
transliterated as hairesis. We get our English word, heresy, from 
this word. 

Commented [DT3]: One of the earliest descriptions of a 
foundational liturgical practice in the early church is the 
Lord’s Supper. Presummably it is a “reenactment” of Jesus’ 
last supper with his disciples before his arrest and 
crucifixion.  



The Solution: examine yourself 
 
23For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, 
that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took 
a loaf of bread, 24and when he had given thanks, he broke it 
and said, ‘This is my body that is for you. Do this in 
remembrance of me.’ 25In the same way he took the cup also, 
after supper, saying, ‘This cup is the new covenant in my 
blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of 
me.’ 26For as often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, 
you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes. 27Whoever, 
therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an 
unworthy manner will be answerable for the body and blood 
of the Lord. 28Examine yourselves, and only then eat of the 
bread and drink of the cup. 
 
A Paul introduces us to the stewardship principle of 

liturgical practice. In any church we pray and worship 
according to the tradition handed down to us. We, as 
inheritors, keep the tradition alive and ready to be 
passed on to those who come after us. 

 
 Christian prayer is not a willy-nilly affair, but an 

engagement with a past, present and future. By 
making the traditions of the past alive in the present 
(by reimagining them, re-interpreting them, tidying 
them up), we ensure they are alive when we pass them 
on to the next generation who will, in turn, do the 
same as we did when we received them. 

 
B A foundational Christian goal in worship and prayer 

is self-examination. Indeed, prayer and liturgy without 
this spiritual practice is in danger of becoming a 
projection of the human heart with all its desire for 
power and control, and not a reflection of the 
intentions and hopes of God.  

 
 
I wonder how you hold the traditions you received. 
I wonder how you self-reflect in worship and prayer. 
 

A 

B 

Commented [DT4]: This ancient formula, taken from the 
words of Jesus at the Last Supper are still said today in the 
Eucharistic Prayers of the Church.  
Matthew 26:26-29; Mark 14:22-25; Luke 22:14-20. 



The Problem: worship is a jumbled mess 
 
14:13Therefore, one who speaks in a tongue should pray for 
the power to interpret. 14For if I pray in a tongue, my spirit 
prays but my mind is unproductive. 15What should I do then? 
I will pray with the spirit, but I will pray with the mind also; 
I will sing praise with the spirit, but I will sing praise with the 
mind also. 16Otherwise, if you say a blessing with the spirit, 
how can anyone in the position of an outsider say the ‘Amen’ 
to your thanksgiving, since the outsider does not know what 
you are saying? 17For you may give thanks well enough, but 
the other person is not built up. 18I thank God that I speak 
in tongues more than all of you; 19nevertheless, in church I 
would rather speak five words with my mind, in order to 
instruct others also, than ten thousand words in a tongue. 
 
A Worship services at the church in Corinth sound like 

a chaotic mess. This disorder is something Paul wants 
to clean up. Not because he is a perfectionist but 
because in the mess the gospel is made unclear and 
those who have come to listen to it are unable to hear 
it. Paul, in his hilarious polemic, reminds that people 
of Corinth not to get too proud of their spiritual 
prowess because they ain’t so hot or spiritual when 
compared to him. So be like him and stop boasting 
about spiritual gifts and start practicing good 
behaviour. 

 
  

A 

Commented [DT5]: γλώσσῃ, tongue or language. 

Remember Acts 2. Tongues are the languages given by 

God to the followers of Jesus to be able to share the 

good news of Jesus to the whole world, not just one 

nationality of one era. 

Commented [DT6]: Paul differentiates between the spirit 
and the mind. The spirit being the inner essence of a human 
and the mind being the rational, intellectual part of the 
human. Paul wants BOTH spirit and mind engaged. Not just 
spirit. 

Commented [DT7]: Paul, the great advocate of those who 
are outsiders, reminds the former outsiders of Corinth that 
their ministry, like those who have come before them, is to 
be aware of those who are not yet in the family. And make it 
easy for those who are not yet in the family to fully 
participate in the prayer of the community. 



The Solution: make sure what you do makes sense 
 
20Brothers and sisters, do not be children in your thinking; 
rather, be infants in evil, but in thinking be adults. 21In the 
law it is written, 
‘By people of strange tongues 
   and by the lips of foreigners 
I will speak to this people; 
   yet even then they will not listen to me,’ 
says the Lord.  
26 What should be done then, my friends? When you come 
together, each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a 
tongue, or an interpretation. Let all things be done for 
building up.  
 
A The liturgical rule is that what is done in prayer 

together is to build the follower of Jesus up, not tear 

them down. Building up (οἰκοδομή) has the sense of 
creating a home. In Church we create a home for 
others, a safe space of order. 

 
I wonder what outsiders think when they come to 
worship at St. Dunstan’s 
 
I wonder if St. Dunstan’s is a home (a safe place) for 
people. 

A 

Commented [DT8]: Paul makes a humorous, in my 
opinion, appeal to the Prophet Isaiah (28:11-12) to remind 
the spiritual Corinthians that just because they have been 
given a peculiar gift of tongues, that gift is not necessarily 
effective. God spoke in tongues to God’s people, but they 
never changed.  


