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Preface

The Corinthian correspondence has been for long a focal point of 
scholarly interest and has led a number of scholars to many attempts 

to reconstruct the situation at Corinth and to see the character of the 
community. Recent research in the field of Pauline studies has created 
significant new readings of Paul and his epistles as it has considered 
him and his epistles in the larger context of the Roman Empire’s 
society, culture, and world. In this regard, scholars are demonstrating 
a renewed concern in culture, literacy, and education in the ancient 
Mediterranean world. This book is an attempt to help students to 
clarify and understand the setting of Paul’s letter to the Corinthians in 
the context of the Roman Empire. 

The church communities to whom Paul addressed his letter in Corinth 
and other epistles were just beginning to work out the congregation 
relations, celebrations, beliefs, and attitudes toward the larger Roman 
imperial society that would provide some basis for the expansion of the 
social movement that later became the Christian church. The letter to 
the Corinthians gives us a window into the beginning struggles in one 
seldom controversial community of that movement in one of the most 
open cosmopolitan cities of the Roman Empire; the congregation the 
apostle Paul had founded in Corinth. Paul’s epistle to the Corinthians, 
particularly 1 Corinthians, gives an exclusively world view of the life of 
the early Christian communities.

Finally, I acknowledge with grateful thanks the professional assistance 
of my friend Stanley E. Porter, who encouraged me and suggested many 
ways to improve the writing of this book. It is our desire that this study 
will bring to life the Roman Empire background of the first-century 
Christians at Roman Corinth and help to explain the text of the epistle 
to the Corinthians for the readers. 

     Panayotis Coutsoumpos
                       March 2012
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Introduction

In recent times the area of Pauline studies has created significant new 
readings of Paul and his epistles as it has considered him and his 

epistles in the larger context of the Greco-Roman society, culture and 
world.1 In this regard, scholars are demonstrating a renewed concern 
in culture, literacy and education in the ancient Mediterranean world. 
The research, however, has increased in the past two decades and 
the emphases of these studies are on social, historical, rhetorical and 
cultural studies in the New Testament and the Roman Empire.2 This 
unique book makes an important contribution to such studies, and it 
is also a guide to the context and several issues related to Paul, Roman 
Corinth and the Roman Empire in the first-century. 

The focus will be on ways in which Paul and the Corinthian community 
interacts with and negotiates with the Roman imperial world, 
recognizing that the Roman Empire is not merely a “context issue,” 
but is the chief influence on life style, culture and context in Roman 
Corinth. 

In fact, the Roman Empire dominated the territory and people in 
the region of the Mediterranean Sea.3 Furthermore, the Corinthians’ 
congregation, particularly 1 Corinthians, gives a uniquely detailed 
and vivid portrait of the life of this Christian community and their 
association with the Roman Empire.4 As it is known, the Roman Empire 
makes available the political framework, economic, societal, and the 
religious context (including the imperial cult)5 for the majority of the 
people of the Greco-Roman world in the first-century.6

 In this study I ask the reader to take into account the entire and exact 
background that stands behind the social interaction of Paul and the 
believing community in Roman Corinth.7 This book is an essential 
introduction to all the issues involved in exploring what may be known 
about Paul, Corinth and the Roman Empire and why such knowledge 
is fundamental to the readers of 1 Corinthians. 

Although the report that it is found in the book of Acts gave us a good 
picture of Corinth, “the most fascinating window on Paul’s ministry 



in Corinth comes from his letters to the congregation from 1 and 2 
Corinthians.”8 In this regard, the reasons which led the apostle Paul 
to write 1 Corinthians are obviously visible in the epistle.9 Hence, it 
is also clear that before writing 1 Corinthians Paul had written to the 
congregation in Corinth at least once. There are several questions 
we may be considers in our study: What was the situation behind 1 
Corinthians? What was Paul’s association with the church? How was 
the apostle received by the Corinthians community at the time of the 
writing of 1 Corinthians? 

All of the above questions have been raised in social-historical 
investigation on the congregation at Roman Corinth.10 These questions 
concern primarily with problems in the church, they are questions 
which in a sense are associated to theological and social issues in 
Corinth.11 Theissen observes, however, that “the sociological analysis 
of theological quarrel does not, in any my opinion, mean reducing it to 
social factor.”12  

Paul’s letters to the Corinthians, provide important data for the study 
of the social and theological issues of early Christian teachings under 
the influence of the Roman Empire. In the time of the apostle Paul, the 
well known city of Athens was declining in influence when comparing 
with the new Roman city of Corinth.13 The city was ethnically and 
religiously diverse.14 Its socio-political foundation was classically 
hierarchical with small number of elite families controlling the city’s 
power and wealth. There is also considerable inscriptional proof that 
many artisans and shopkeepers were proud of their work.15 But the 
apostle Paul did sometimes work with his hands and would have been 
seen by many as a common artisan.16 

Particularly, this was the wrong impression that some of the 
Corinthian’s church members have about Paul. This book outlines 
how the letters to the Corinthians reveal the role of the apostle Paul in 
shaping relationships within the Christian community and provides 
a unique picture of a new growing church in a Greco-Roman social 
environment. 
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It is clear, however, that there is a social and economic aspect to any 
religious community, and the Christian community at Roman Corinth 
is not the exception.17 Since the 1960s several books have discussed this 
side of the social life in the early church.18 Since then many books have 
been written on the subject that illuminate and has given us a better 
picture of the composition of some of the church social structure and 
status in early Christianity. In fact, there are some members of the 
church at Corinth that were wealthy. 

It is significant to note that E. A. Judge refused the identification of the 
churches, especially the Corinthian church with the poor, but he tried 
to set them in a real setting of first-century life.19 As it was common, a 
church, particularly the Corinthian’s congregation, was structured in the 
same way as a Greco-Roman household.20 The Corinthian congregation 
was a classical example of how the wealthy, and the poor interacted in 
the Greco-Roman society.21 Hence, the church community at Corinth 
acted and behaved as any common Roman citizen of the time. 

Corinth was known as a wealthy and a luxurious city among the 
cities in the Roman Empire.22 According to Strabo “Corinth is called 
“wealthy” because of its commerce, since it is situated on the Isthmus 
and is master of two harbors, of which the one leads straight to Asia, 
and the other to Italy: and it makes easy the exchange of merchandise 
from both countries that are so far distant from each other.”23 This was 
the social setting of some of the church members at Roman Corinth. 
In addition, in the 1970s, the German scholar Gerd Theissen in a series 
of articles, concentrated his studies on the Corinthian correspondence, 
on which there is the most information, and suggested criteria for 
discerning social levels in the community.24 Theissen provided evidence 
that the Corinthian community included rich, educated people as well 
as poor and illiterate. 

He also suggested that it would be the wealthy people who caused the 
trouble Paul had to deal with in 1 Corinthians, going to court for money, 
being involved in business dinners with pagan partners and joining in 
prayers to heathen idols over the meal.25 These business transactions 
were common among the citizen of the Greco-Roman world and they 
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became common and part of to some of the church member at Roman 
Corinth. Theissen’s work was original and creative, and it generated 
much discussion. Some criticisms were made by Wayne Meeks, for 
example, he says that there is proof of poor farmers going to law for 
their rights.26 

It is not surprising if more independent people are the first to adopt 
a new creed, but a significant doubt arises over Theissen’s view of the 
weak (the poor) and strong (the wealthy) issues. There are several 
scholars which do not agree with Theissen’s description of the social 
reality of the Corinthians’ congregation. The 1990s have seen further 
studies of the social context to the Pauline mission in Roman Corinth. 
In Addition, J. Chow, A. D. Clarke and more recently J. Rice have 
examined the Roman system of patronage as feature of the Corinthian 
community.27 Wealthy men such as Erastus and Gaius were patrons 
of the congregation, providing financial support and a place for the 
community to meet at Roman Corinth.28

 On the other hand, A. C. Mitchell claims that there is no evidence of 
the wealthy suing the poor.29 In addition, Justin Meggitt has questioned 
a series of widely held conclusions, such as meat consumption among 
the poor member of the church at Corinth, and also regarding 
the social status in the Corinthian community.30 The last issue 
(meat consumption) is a very important one because is part of the 
main argument that the apostle Paul was dealing in his letter to the 
Corinthians. We have to be careful when we examine the Greco-Roman 
social background even more that about the Jewish culture that is more 
directly mirrored in our texts.  

The following are the chapters that we will consider in this book. 
Chapter 1 describes an overview of Roman Corinth. Chapter 2 discusses 
the relationship of Roman Corinth and how this relationship affected 
the city of Corinth toward the Roman Empire. Clearly, the apostle Paul 
deals with the relation of the Christian (especially the Corinthians’ 
church) to the pagan Roman Empire.31 It is most likely that for the 
Corinthians Christians, it was easy to adapt freely to the Romans laws, 
customs and society.

14 Paul, Corinth and the Roman Empire
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Chapter 3 identifies interaction of the city of Corinth and the powerful 
Roman Empire. Chapter 4 examines the community, the apostle and 
the social setting. Chapter 5 deals with Paul’s ministry and its mission 
at Roman Corinth. Chapter 6 considers the most important issues and 
tries to answer some of the critical question that surrounds the epistle. 
Chapter 7 looks at the main theological issues and contributions of 1 
Corinthians. Although I am aware that there is much more that could 
have been included in this study, I wish that this book will provide 
students and others interested in Paul, Corinth, and the Roman Empire 
with some insides into the series of aspects and current studies and 
issues that underlies present-day discussions. 

The main purpose of the book is to introduce the readers to these areas 
that sometimes seem unapproachable because normally some of this 
information only appears in advance studies and monographs that 
deal with the Greco-Roman culture and society in the first-century. 

No doubt there is a need in the seminaries and universities for learning 
more about the world (Greco-Roman world) of the New Testament to 
avoid erroneous interpretations of the text, particularly, 1 Corinthians. 
The stimulus for this book came from the students and the aim is to 
benefit the students of the Bible to a better understanding of the influence 
of the Greco-Roman culture and society into early Christianity.
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CHAPTER I 

Roman Corinth:  
An Overview

Figure 1.  Roman Corinth, its Architecture and City Administration.

Introduction

It is now a well-established assumption within New Testament stud-
ies that the apostle Paul wrote the first epistle to the Corinthians, 

and that it was written from Ephesus.32 In addition, scholars are almost 
united in believing that Paul’s important progress took place in the 
beginning part of his ministry33 and that the epistles are from the later 
part of his career. In addition, the apostle Paul was impressed. to write 
1 Corinthians in response to alarming news from the church.34

There is no indication that the apostle Paul was driven out of Athens    
either by the mob (Jewish agitators) or by the authorities. He simply 
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left the city of Athens and went to Corinth, which was the capital of 
the Roman province of Greece, known as Achaia.35 There were some 
Jews in Corinth (such as Aquila and Priscilla) that were expelled from 
Rome. It is worth noting that the Jews in Rome were divided into some 
district synagogues, rather than congregated in a single community. 
The earliest and almost surely the biggest, of the congregations were in 
the area called Transtiberian, on the west part of the Tiber.36 

For the most part, the Jews kept their ancient traditions and institutions 
in the Diaspora and some of them were slow to be integrated into the 
secular Greco-Roman way of life.37 There is a disagreement over the 
date of the expulsion of the Jews from Rome and the arrival of Paul 
according to Acts 18:2 at Corinth. The account in Acts 18:2 says that 
Claudius expelled all Jews from Rome; is it difficult to accept. The 
account of Paul’s initial visit to Corinth in Acts 18 gives some historical 
clues.38 However, some interpreters connect the expulsion with the 
emperor’s effort to pacify the Jewish community during the first year 
of his reign.39

Paul’s Visit to Corinth
Luke also mentions an imperial edict of A.D. 49 when Claudius 
expelled a number of Jews from Rome.40 Dio Cassius also mentions 
an edit regarding the Jews in Rome earlier in the Claudian reign (A.D. 
41).41 This, however, does not specially refer to any expulsion from the 
city. The inquiry is raised as to whether the Suetonius and Dio Cassius 
reports two different edicts or whether these are different report of the 
same historical incident.  

Figure 2. The Head of Tiberius Claudius Caesar Augustus.

Suetonius records an expulsion of Jewish 
agitators (confused with Christians) but gives 
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no date.42 Hence, the date found in Acts seems to be the most reliable 
information we have about the expulsion of the Jews from Rome. On 
the contrary, Lüdermann argues for an earlier date and has the apostle 
Paul meet Aquila and Priscilla in Corinth in 41.43 

Some interpreters, however, favor the later date, considering Aquila and 
Priscilla came shortly before the apostle Paul in 49/50.44 Luke begins his 
report of Paul’s visit to Roman Corinth with the expressions: “After 
this he left Athens and went to Corinth. And he found a Jew named 
Aquila and his wife Priscilla, a native of Pontius.”45 In other words, Luke 
records that Paul’s arrival in Corinth followed quickly on that of Aquila 
and Priscilla and the edict of Claudius. Luke also mentions only two 

visits of the apostle Paul to Corinth. 

Paul and the Edict of Claudius
As mentioned above, Luke mentions that Aquila and Priscilla arrived 
a little earlier than Paul,46 whose presence in Corinth is make clear by 
Claudius’s decree. It is interesting to observe that Suetonius mentions 
that the emperor gave this decree: Iudeaos impulsore Chresto assidue 
tumultuantis Roma expulit,47 according to Claudius, the Jews were 
expelled from Rome because they were creating disturbances in the 
name of Chrestus. 

                     

Figure 3. Mural of the Jews’ Expulsion from Rome by Claudius.


