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This week marks the beginning of our new series looking at “the difficult texts of the 

New Testament.” Now this is quite different to the difficult texts of the Old Testament. 

When we think of difficult Old Testament texts, we think about texts like Elisha and 

the two bears that maul forty ‘children’, or Judges 19, 20 and 21 with issues like 

murder, rape, and civil war amongst other. But when we think of difficult texts in the 

New Testament, we find that often it isn’t the text itself that we struggle with. We tend 

to struggle more with the concepts and meanings behind the texts and that is what 

this series will be looking at. 

We will start off by looking at two texts; namely, 1 Corinthians 13:13 and 1 

Thessalonians 1:3. It would appear that, when read along-side each other, Paul 

contradicts himself. But in order for us to understand what Paul is really addressing, 

we need to dig deeper and look at the context behind these two texts. So let’s start 

with the first, 1 Corinthians 13:13. 

The church in Corinth consisted predominantly of Greek converts, though there were 

some Jewish converts as well. According to sources, 1st Cent Greeks were 

considered to be party spirited, lovers of vanity and lovers of worldly pleasures. This 

reasonably strong spirited group of people most likely had strong opinions as well 

and I suppose that this created certain divisions within the church community. We 

find that 1 Cor 1:12 gives us a glimpse into what was happening with this community, 

“One of you says: ‘I follow Paul’; another, ‘I follow Apollos’; another, ‘I follow 
Cephas’; still another, ‘I follow Christ’.” This suggests to us that these factions 

began to form early on in the life of the church. There is a lack of unity between 

people and of course, with the pouring out of spiritual gifts, it only got worse.  

The argument was that certain gifts were more important than other and as these 

arguments continued, so the church divisions became more evident. What Paul 

argued was this: If/when these gifts cease to be manifested by the Holy Spirit, what 



would remain? Paul uses a triad of concepts in 1 Cor 13:13 in order to get his point 

across. This triad consists of faith, hope and love with love being the most important. 

Now this comes after Paul’s speech on what it means to love and thus these three 

concepts I suggest are the hallmark of the church. Paul is basically saying that the 

church in Corinth lacks love. They may have the first two, faith and hope, however, 

love is something that is not evident within the life of the church and so he urges 

them (the Corinthians) to love. 

In 1 Thessalonians 1:3, we see Paul using the same technique (triad of concepts) in 

order to get his point across. But we find that the order is somewhat different. 

Instead of having faith, hope and love, we now have faith, love and then hope. 

Again, in order to explain and understand the reason for this, we need to look deeper 

into the context of the church, now in Thessalonica.  

Similar to the church in Corinth, the church in Thessalonica consisted mainly of 

Gentile believers. Thessalonica was however still under Roman rule. Unfortunately, 

those in Thessalonica began to face hostilities from others living there. The following 

are examples taken from 1st Cent Rome and are issues people had with the 

Christian community: 

• Christians promote civil unrest 

• Christians are a people with new and dangerous superstitions 

• Christians are hated for their vices 

• They defied the decrees of Caesar by proclaiming that Jesus was King 

Due to these issues, persecution broke out, first against the apostles and then 

against any Christian believer. What Paul addresses now in this letter is the fact that 

the Thessalonian believers lacked hope. They have remained faithful and are a 

loving community; however, they need hope and so Paul now urges them to remain 

hopeful in the promises of Christ.  

I find myself asking: which church do we behave like? Are we like the Corinthians 

where we get so caught up in our little clicks or groups, or focus solely on one 

specific denomination without any regard for the wider church of Christ Jesus. Do we 

lack the love that God has commanded us to have for Him and for each other? What 

about the countless churches around the world that face persecution on a daily 



bases? Those people who have to meet in secret for fear of condemnation, 

persecution and even death. And do we have a role to play in their on-going 

struggles? I pray that these are some of the questions we think about in the coming 

weeks and reflect on in our daily walks with God. 
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