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The Apostle Paul did not simply establish a network of churches in the major urban areas of the Greco-
Roman world, then leaving them to the care of local ministers of the Gospel who would guide the 
internal life of these “parishes.”  Rather, St. Paul would expend great care, tender concern and 
seemingly inexhausEble energy in keeping in close contact with these churches:  “For I became your 
father in Christ Jesus through the gospel” (I COR. 4:15).  This was accomplished through the labors of his 
co-workers in the spreading of the Gospel - “servants of Christ and stewards 
of the mysteries of God” (I COR. 4:1), such as St. Timothy and St. Titus.  But 
most importantly, through his correspondence with these communiEes in 
the form of  his epistles.  And these epistles are now a major part of the New 
Testament canon, and thus received, revered and read as sacred Scripture.  
These epistles of the Apostle Paul contain an almost perfect balance 
between theology and pastoral care. The two cannot be arEficially separated 
as though they were two autonomous spheres of interest. What St. Paul 
created from the beginning was a pastoral theology that remains the model 
for any theologian and pastor to this day. St. Paul’s theological insights into 
the mystery of Christ had to have direct impact on the lives of the ChrisEan men and women who were 
the flesh and blood members of the Body of Christ. Only then could these local churches begin to grow 
and mature in the formaEve years of the apostle’s ministry. The best of contemporary Orthodox 
theology will always bear this pastoral dimension in mind, as we hope the Church will grow and mature 
here in North America and elsewhere.     

The	Tensions	in	Corinth	are	Experienced	Today	

St. Paul’s pastoral theology is nowhere more apparent than in his correspondence with the local church 
in Corinth or, as he wrote to them:   

To the church of God which is at Corinth, to those who are sanc4fied in Christ Jesus, called to 
be saints, with all who in every place call on the name of Jesus Christ our Lord, both theirs and 
ours. (I COR. 1:2) 

I recall Fr. Thomas Hopko once saying something to the 

effect that Pilate got into the Creed the same way that 

Corinth got into the Bible!



These two lengthy epistles were meant to resolve some real tensions in the Corinthian community, and 
to provide theological insight and pastoral guidance in response to moral, intellectual and religious 
quesEons that were troubling the Corinthian ChrisEans – including the types of quesEons and issues 
that may trouble us today. We can now look back at the local church in Corinth and see its resemblance 
to our contemporary parishes.   It was relaEvely small and socially diverse.  The early ChrisEans there 
found themselves living in an environment that was either hosEle or indifferent to them.  It was a pagan 
world that had a system of “values” that oZen clashed with the moral, ethical and spiritual imperaEves 
of the Gospel. Corinth even had a reputaEon for immoral and riotous living.  The Corinthians oZen 
seemed beset by the temptaEon of reverEng to these pagan ways at the expense of personal salvaEon 
and church unity.   

A	Need	for	Strong	AfAirmative	Teaching	

The fact is, Corinth was very far from being an “ideal 
parish.”  I recall Fr. Thomas Hopko once saying 
something to the effect that Pilate got into the Creed 
the same way that Corinth got into the Bible! There 
has never been a “golden age” in which the Church 
found itself living in peaceful serenity devoid of 
tension and conflicts.  And that is just as true of the 
Apostolic Age as it is of the Church in the 
contemporary world.   Being pastoral, the Apostle 
Paul realized that the Corinthians needed strong and 
affirmaEve teaching in his correspondence with 
them, a correspondence that was oZen filled with 
chasEsement and correcEon.  At Emes, he was 
clearly angry and employed more than a li_le bit of 
calculated irony and even sarcasm.  Is it any wonder that he had more than his share of detractors and 
even enemies?  Yet, he never lost sight of his burning desire that the ChrisEans of Corinth manifest the 
new life to which they were called and into which they were bapEzed when they received the Gospel.  
For this reason, he labored and struggled to properly arEculate a sound understanding of such 
seemingly disparate themes as the resurrecEon of the dead and a Christ-centered sexual morality.  We 
can only believe him when he assured the Corinthians 
that he wrote to them in tears, fearing for their 
salvaEon as he begged them to repent of their sins. 
The apostle who himself was the astonished recipient 
of the unmerited forgiveness of God, was convinced 
that the “grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the love of 
God and the communion of the Holy Spirit” (II COR. 
13:14) were able to transform a wayward community 
so that it would truly be the “church of God” residing 
in Corinth - or CincinnaE, Dayton, Columbus, Chicago - 
or wherever God is pleased to raise up a people to the 
glory of His Name. 



Lack	of	Unity	

There was a clear lack of unity in the Corinthian parish, a lack of unity that created a real facEonalism (I 
COR. 1:12).  There was a developing spiritual eliEsm that led to unsound doctrinal speculaEon (I COR. 
1-4).  There was the scandal of sexual immorality - incest and intercourse with prosEtutes!  (I COR. 5-6) 
Disorder at the eucharisEc assembly further troubled the community.   Also, a profound 
misunderstanding concerning the relaEonship of the resurrecEon of Christ and the resurrecEon of the 
dead (I COR. 15).  Our own parishes are starAng to look good at this point!  Perhaps, according to St. 
John Chrysostom, what ulEmately was lacking in Corinth was a spirit of love, so beauEfully addressed by 
the Apostle Paul in his great hymn to love in I COR. 13.  In a passage from his commentary on I 
Corinthians, St. John summarizes the connecEon between a troubled community and the missing 
ingredient of love in the following manner: 

If love had been present, the Corinthians would not have been puffed up, they would not have 
divided into fac4ons, they would not have gone to law before the heathens, or indeed at all.  
If there had been love in the church, that notorious person would not have taken his father’s 
wife, they would not have looked down on their weaker brethren, and they would not have 
boasted of their spiritual giOs.  (Homilies on the Epistles of Paul to the Corinthians 44.2) 

To be conAnued - the need for unity in the local parish according to St. Paul will be further explored in an 
upcoming arAcle.  
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