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Introduction 

Being the Church of God in Corinth 
 
 
Stories have the power to shape a people.  In his book on Jewish identity in 
the Hellenistic Diaspora, John Collins claims,  

Identity, whether of a people or of an individual, is a matter of knowing who one is, where 
one is coming from, and where one is going. . . . Any group that holds unusual views is 
inevitably under pressure to establish its plausibility, not only to win the respect of outsid-
ers, but primarily to maintain the allegiance of its own members.1  

Although Collins’s concern is the maintenance of Jewish identity amidst 
Hellenistic culture, his observations about identity struggles may be applied 
to numerous groups in any culture.  Several factors influence the formation 
and identity of a group – such as ethnicity, a common language, or shared 
experiences – but stories tend to unite a community, particularly stories that 
explain a people’s origins.2  It so happens, however, that the story that ex-
plains the origins of the early Christian movement is, as Collins might say, 
“unusual.”   

Paul would agree.  In the beginning of 1 Corinthians, Paul warns the be-
lievers that the “word of the cross” is “foolishness to those who are perish-
ing” (1:18), and in 2:1–5 Paul delights that the power of this story is not con-
tingent upon his eloquence to convey it.3  In contrast to Paul’s confidence in 

                                                
1 John J. Collins, Between Athens and Jerusalem (New York: Crossroad, 1983), 1–2. 
2 See Judith Lieu, Christian Identity in the Jewish and Graeco-Roman World (Oxford: 

University Press, 2004), 62–63, 312–316. Regarding the importance of the exodus story in 
particular see e.g. M. Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Claren-
don, 1985), 358–379; D. Daube, The Exodus Pattern in the Bible (London: Faber and 
Faber, 1963).   

3 Defining “story” is no easy task.  The enterprise is further complicated by the fact that 
Paul is writing letters, not narratives. For larger discussions of the complexity and difficul-
ties of outlining a narrative substructure to Paul’s gospel see the essays in Bruce W. 
Longenecker, Narrative Dynamics in Paul: A Critical Assessment (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 2002). The definition of story in Paul’s letters must, by necessity, be a loose 
definition. The following is a working definition of story:  “Story is a series of events that 
can be perceived as sequentially and consequentially connected.  Typically, stories have 
characters, settings, and a trajectory” (Edward Adams, Narrative Dynamics, 23). Story is a 
means to pass along a tradition. In the case of Israel’s exodus, Paul is appealing to tradi-
tions that have been narrated already in Israel’s scriptures.  For our purposes, the stories 
and traditions of interest are those that help explain the origins of a people, and these have 
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the wisdom of the cross, however, the letter of 1 Corinthians reveals glimpses 
of a community that, in Paul’s eyes, is failing to reconcile their everyday 
lives with a seemingly “foolish” story.  The church is fractured, and this lack 
of unity so early in the history of the church’s formation threatens the distinc-
tiveness of the community and the allegiance of its own members.  For exam-
ple, when Paul reprimands the behavior of the Corinthians’ eucharist practic-
es, he frames their behavior as a threat to the church:  “Do you despise the 
church of God and humiliate those who have nothing?” (11:22; cf. 1:10; 5:1–
13; 6:12–20; 8:1–11:1).  The apostle counters the church’s divisiveness by 
rearticulating the gospel in which they all believed (1:18–3:23; 11:23–26; 
15:1–11) and by reminding the Corinthians of what they all have in common, 
“You are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s” (3:23).4  Through Christ, their identi-
ty is bound to God, as the title “church of God” conveys (1:2; 10:32). The 
power of the gospel grants the Corinthians a new heritage in a faithful God. 
God is the source of their life in Christ (1:30). God is the one who called 
them into fellowship with his Son (1:9), and it is the coming of the Lord that 
they all await (1:7; 11:26; 16:22).  Every facet of the Corinthians’ existence 
as a church is bound to the work of a jealous and faithful God (1:9; 10:13, 
22).  For Paul, the sum of their identity – who they are, where they have been, 
and where they are going – hinges upon God’s work through Christ. 

While the word of the cross frames Paul’s instructions to this community 
(1:18–2:5), Paul also turns to scripture to instruct the church (10:11).  Indeed, 
for Paul there is an intricate connection between God’s good news of the 
cross and God’s deeds in scripture.  The “gospel of God” was promised in the 
holy scriptures (Rom 1:1–2). Christ died and was raised in accordance with 
scripture (1 Cor 15:3–4). Paul, however, did not come to this interpretation of 
scripture until God revealed his Son to him (Gal 1:16; cf. 1:12). This “revela-
tion (ἀποκαλύψεως) of Jesus Christ” (Gal 1:12) forced Paul to revisit every-

                                                
been given various titles. Alan Kirk refers to them as “master commemorative narratives” 
which do more than preserve the past but help shape perceptions of the present (“Social 
and Cultural Memory,” in Memory, Tradition, and Text:  Uses of the Past in Early Christi-
anity, ed. A. Kirk and T. Thatcher, Semeia Studies [Atlanta: SBL, 2005], 15). My use of 
the term “story” here has been greatly influenced by tradition theory, particularly how 
elements of traditions may be, and at times have been, told in narrative form (See the 
discussion of traditions in Chapter One). The biblical witnesses appeal to multiple ele-
ments of the traditions of the exodus and of the gospel. Sometimes these traditions are 
transmitted in narrative form, but at other times only specific elements of these traditions 
are highlighted.  Paul, for instance, highlights different elements of the gospel to meet his 
rhetorical needs (consider 1 Cor 1:18–2:5; cf. 15:1–11) and alludes to various features of 
exodus traditions (5:6–8; 10:1–22).  

4 Margaret Mitchell has demonstrated that a direct objective of this letter is to establish 
unity in the Corinthian church, Paul and the Rhetoric of Reconciliation (Louisville: West-
minster John Knox, 1991). 
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thing he thought he knew about God’s work in the world.  Since scripture is, 
first and foremost, about God, the revelation of Christ prompted Paul to rein-
terpret scripture in light of God’s ἀποκαλύψεως through the cross. Scripture 
helps Paul articulate the identity of this God and the implications of being 
identified as “God’s people.”  Thus, Paul finds in scripture a formative tool to 
instruct believers how to live faithfully as the church of God (Rom 15:4; 1 
Cor 10:11).5  

To demonstrate how completely the believers depend upon God for their 
very existence, Paul, at two points in 1 Corinthians, appeals to a story associ-
ated with Israel’s origins – the exodus story.6  To urge the Corinthians to live 
in a manner that glorifies God, Paul relies upon Israel’s exodus traditions – 
either through paschal imagery as in chapter 5 or through a rehearsal of exo-
dus traditions in chapter 10.  These appeals to Israel’s exodus may not seem 
like such a radical move for a “Hebrew of Hebrews” (Phil 3:5), but it is a 
rather bold strategy when one considers that the Corinthian church is largely 
composed of Gentiles, not Jews (1 Cor 6:11; 12:2).7  Why would Paul appeal 
to the origin stories of the Jews to instruct a predominantly Gentile communi-
ty?   

The answer to this question requires some framing.  First, it is necessary to 
view the exodus not solely as a story that sheds light on the origin of a peo-
ple, but also as a story that reveals to a people the identity of their God.  As 
will be argued in Chapter One, the exodus is first and foremost a story about 
God.  Second, this same God has been revealed through the wisdom of the 
cross.  This God is the one who has acted through Jesus and has called the 
Corinthians to be the church.  It is only through Christ that the Corinthians 
can claim the Israelites as their “ancestors” (10:1). As Paul reminds the Co-
rinthians twice in this letter, the God who called both the ancestors and the 
Corinthians is faithful (1:9; 10:13).  In what follows, I argue that Paul’s use 
of exodus traditions in this letter teaches the Corinthians how to live faithful-
ly as the church of God. 

A.  Situating this Study 
A. Situating this Study 

The present examination of Paul’s use of exodus traditions in 1 Corinthians 
weds two conversations: one concerning Paul’s use of Israel’s scripture and 

                                                
5 See discussions below, pages 19–25. 
6 It is not the intention of this project to offer a comprehensive account of Paul’s use of 

scripture in 1 Corinthians.  Examining how Paul uses exodus traditions in these specific 
texts, however, illumines how scripture can inform Paul’s arguments. 

7 See discussion “Paul and the Corinthian Congregation as Readers of Scripture,” be-
low. 
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the other regarding the identity formation of the early church.  First, at the 
heart of this study is an investigation of Paul’s appeal to Israel’s exodus tradi-
tion in 1 Corinthians.  Although there is only one explicit citation of this 
tradition in 1 Corinthians (1 Cor 10:7),8 Paul’s most extensive use of scripture 
in this letter involves repeated allusions to Israel’s exodus story (10:1–22).  
This project has benefited from the abundance of scholarship on Paul’s use of 
scripture, but is particularly indebted to two key insights.   

First, Paul’s thought is profoundly shaped by scripture.9 As Christopher 
Stanley acknowledges, “Paul remains deeply engaged with the Jewish Scrip-
tures throughout his life, so that his thinking and mode of expression were 
continually shaped by the symbolic universe of the Bible and the language of 
specific passages.”10  Furthermore, Francis Watson has strongly argued that 
scripture does not merely float on the surface of Paul’s letters.  Rather, “it 
goes all the way down.”11  The revelation of Jesus Christ to Paul does not 

                                                
8 1 Cor 10:7 includes the quotation formula “as it is written” before citing Exodus 32:6.  

This format of quotation meets the requirements defined by Christopher Stanley for a 
“citation.”  Stanley argues for three criteria used to determine which verses might be con-
sidered a citation of scripture:  “(1) those introduced by an explicit quotation formula (“as 
it is written,”  “therefore it says,” etc.); (2) those accompanied by a clear interpretive gloss 
(e.eg. 1 Cor 15.27); and (3) those that stand in demonstrable syntactical tension with their 
new literary environment (e.g. Rom 9.7, 10.18, Gal 3.12)”  (Paul and the Language of 
Scripture: Citation Technique in the Pauline Epistles and Contemporary Literature [Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992], 56–57). 

9 Investigations of Paul’s use of scripture have also strongly argued that Paul’s argu-
ments have been influenced by scripture rather than simply using scripture as prooftexts.  
Scripture informed Paul’s perception of the world. See Sylvia Keesmaat, Paul and His 
Story: (Re)Interpreting the Exodus Tradition, Journal for the Study of the New Testament 
Supplement Series 181 (Sheffield:  Sheffield Academic, 1999); J. Ross Wagner, Heralds of 
the Good News:  Isaiah and Paul “in Concert” in the Letter to the Romans (Leiden: Brill, 
2002);  Francis Watson, Paul and the Hermeneutics of Faith (London: T & T Clark, 2004); 
Richard Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1989); idem, Conversion of the Imagination: Paul as Interpreter of Israel’s Scrip-
ture (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 2005); James W. Aageson, Written Also for Our 
Sake: Paul and the Art of Biblical Interpretation (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 
1993); R. H. Bell, Provoked to Jealousy: The Origin and Purpose of the Jealousy Motif in 
Romans 9–11, Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 2.63 (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 1994); F. Wilk, Die Bedeutung des Jesajabuches für Paulus, Forschungen 
zur Religion und Literatur des Alten und Neuen Testaments 179 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
& Ruprecht, 1998); C. A. Evans and J. A. Sanders, eds., Paul and the Scriptures of Israel, 
JSNTSup 83 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993). 

10 Christopher Stanley, Arguing with Scripture: The Rhetoric of Quotations in the Let-
ters of Paul (New York: T & T Clark, 2004), 1. 

11 Francis Watson, “Scripture in Pauline Theology: How Far Down Does It Go?” Jour-
nal of Theological Interpretation 2 (2008): 181–192, 183.  Similarly, Hays, “The Scrip-
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erase his many years of scriptural study but reconfigures that study in light of 
the crucified and resurrected Christ.  Paul’s proclamation of the gospel is not, 
nor can it be, divorced from the faithful God who is encountered in the pages 
of Israel’s sacred texts.  Instead, there is in Paul’s thought an ever-flowing 
interrelationship between scripture and gospel.  Paul uses scripture to inter-
pret his world, and Paul reads scripture through the lens of the cross and the 
circumstances of his mission. As Watson rightly observes, Paul never stops 
learning from scripture.12  The revelation of the risen Christ challenges him to 
revisit the sacred texts again and again.  Watson contends, “The Christ Paul 
encounters is one who has died and been raised according to the scriptures 
(cf. 1 Cor 15:3–4), and what is encountered in Christ is therefore the true 
sense of scripture.”13  What God has accomplished through Christ is Paul’s 
interpretive key to explain how God is rectifying the world and to understand 
how this same God has been acting faithfully for generations.   

This relationship between scripture and gospel in Paul’s thought world, 
however, is inseparable from Paul’s mission.14  Paul utilizes scripture in his 
communication with Gentile churches.15  In this letter to the Corinthians, 
scripture, read through the lens of the cross, is a key piece of the theological 
matrix informing Paul’s advice to this fledgling community.  Paul believes 
that God is moving and working among the Gentile believers (14:25).  The 
letter reveals their real struggles to wed their new faith with their daily lives 
(e.g. 5:1–13; 6:1–11; 7:1–40; 8:1–13; 10:23–11:1).  Paul uses scripture to 
teach them how to be the church of God.  In Israel’s sacred stories, particular-
ly the exodus tradition (5:6–8; 10:1–22), Paul finds ready examples to com-

                                                
tures of Israel were embedded deeply in his [Paul’s] bones,” Conversion of the Imagina-
tion, 143. 

12 Watson, “Scripture in Pauline Theology,” 191. 
13 Watson, “Scripture in Pauline Theology,” 191. 
14 Wagner, Heralds of the Good News, 1–5. 
15 Although direct scriptural quotations are missing in 1 Thessalonians, Philippians, and 

Philemon, the case can be made that there are scriptural concepts or allusions undergirding 
Paul’s arguments in 1 Thessalonians and Philippians.  For example, see M. D. Hooker, 
“Adam Redivivus: Philippians 2 Once More,” in The Old Testament in the New Testament: 
Essays in Honor of J. L. North (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2000), 220–234; J. A. D. 
Weima, “1 and 2 Thessalonians,” in Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old, 
ed. G. K. Beale and D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007), 871–890; M. Silva, “Gala-
tians,” in Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old; 785–812; E. Springs Steele, 
“The Use of Jewish Scriptures in 1 Thessalonians,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 14 (1984): 
12–17; Ronilick E. K. Mchami, “Paul’s Use of the Instruction of the Mosaic Law in his 
Paraenesis: 1 Thessalonians 4:1–8,” Africa Theological Journal 29 (2006): 74–90; Craig E. 
Evans, “Ascending and Descending with a Shout: Psalm 47:6 and 1 Thess 4:16” in Paul 
and the Scriptures of Israel, ed. C. E. Evans and J. A. Sanders (Sheffield: Sheffield Aca-
demic, 1993), 238–53. 
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municate the need for the Corinthians to take seriously their new identity as 
God’s church.  

The interrelationship between scripture, gospel, and mission leads to the 
second insight that has shaped this study:  Scripture informs Paul’s under-
standing of how the “church of God” should live.16  In 1 Cor 10:11, Paul 
writes that Scripture has been written for the instruction of the church, and in 
Rom 15:4 he makes a similar claim:  “For whatever was written in former 
days was written for our instruction, that by steadfastness and by the encour-
agement of the scriptures we might have hope.”  In these passages, Paul him-
self acknowledges the critical role that scripture plays in the formation of 
these communities who are called together by God for the proclamation of the 
gospel.  By using 1 Corinthians 5–7 as a test case, Brian Rosner has persua-
sively argued that Israel’s scriptures are a “crucial and formative source for 
Paul’s ethics.”17  Scripture has shaped how Paul perceives the world, God, 
and the rest of humanity.  It has informed a fundamental part of his identity.  
Scripture has taught him what it means to be a child of God, and the language 
of scripture gives him the vocabulary to instruct the church how to be people 
of God.  

This book expands the conversation about Paul’s use of scripture in two 
ways. First, more work needs to be done on Paul’s use of Israel’s stories.  
Most of the recent studies have focused on Paul’s citations, his Vorlage, and 
the rhetoric of scriptural quotations in Paul’s letters.18  The present work 
focuses on Paul’s employment of Israel’s exodus traditions.  Sylvia Keesmaat 
has already made important strides in this area in her extensive study of po-
tential exodus traditions influencing Paul’s arguments in Romans 8 and Gala-
tians. 19   In her book, Paul and His Story, Keesmaat notes the significance of 
the exodus tradition in Israel’s scriptures and uses tradition theory to help 
interpret ways in which adaptations occur in traditions to make them relevant 

                                                
16 For an excellent overview of the consideration of scripture in the study of Pauline 

ethics and a lengthy list of those who reject in the influence of scripture in Paul’s admoni-
tion, see Brian S. Rosner, Paul, Scripture, and Ethics: A Study of 1 Corinthians 5–7, Ar-
beiten zur Geschichte des antiken Judentums und des Urchristentums 22 (Leiden: Brill, 
1994), 1–15.  See also Hays, The Conversion of the Imagination, 1–24, 143–162; idem, 
Echoes, 158–159. 

17 Rosner, Paul, Scripture, and Ethics, 24. 
18 For a thorough overview see Stanley, Paul and the Language of Scripture, 8–28. 
19 Her study particularly concerns Rom 8:14–39 and the pattern of the exodus in Gala-

tians (especially important for her argument are Gal 4:1–6 and 6:15), Keesmaat, Paul and 
His Story. Others have devoted articles or sections of books to this topic.  See, for exam-
ple, W. D. Davies, “Paul and the Exodus,” in Christian Engagements with Judaism (Har-
risburg: Trinity Press International, 1999), 123–126. 
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to each new generation. 20  My investigation makes extensive use of her in-
sights on living traditions.21 By examining appearances of the exodus in ca-
nonical and non-canonical Jewish writings, Keesmaat assembles a large num-
ber of texts to form a scriptural matrix within which to compare Paul’s vo-
cabulary and imagery to the vocabulary, imagery, and themes often found in 
rehearsals of Israel’s exodus tradition.  In her comparison she has chosen 
Hays’s intertextual approach.22  Keesmaat is careful to maintain that Paul 
may have been alluding to some passages intentionally while other allusions 
may have arisen out of an intertextual matrix which informed his cultural 
consciousness and which he echoed almost unconsciously.23  Ultimately, she 
finds that Paul reinterprets the exodus tradition in ways that are both continu-
ous and discontinuous with the exodus tradition, yet she concludes that this 
scriptural story – reconfigured in light of Christ – is critical to shaping Paul’s 
thought.24  Keesmaat’s work has much to commend it, although her method 
has been subject to the same criticisms leveled at Hays’s intertextual ap-
proach.  Chiefly, her work has been criticized for finding too many echoes of 
the exodus in Romans 8 and Galatians with little evidence in the context of 
the proposed echo to support the allusion.25  However, Keesmaat’s overall 
project demonstrates that more attention needs to be granted to the role of 
Israel’s stories in Paul’s rhetoric.  

Part of the dilemma of studying Paul’s allusions to scriptural stories is de-
fining what constitutes an allusion.26   In the most basic terms, allusion is a 
type of “literary borrowing” or “(1) a species of reference that (2) refers, 

                                                
20 For the importance of traditions in shaping culture see Edward Shils, Tradition (Chi-

cago:  University of Chicago Press, 1981), 328–330; George Allan, The Importances of the 
Past:  A Meditation on the Authority of Tradition (Albany:  State University of New York 
Press, 1986), 237; cf. Clifford Geertz, Interpretation of Cultures (New York:  Basic Books, 
1973), 46, 49, 140 with reference to organizing “symbols.” 

21 See Chapter One. 
22 Hays, Echoes, 1–33. 
23 Keesmaat, 34–53, esp. p. 50. 
24 She cites Gal 6:15 as a particularly subversive feature of Paul’s reinvention of the ex-

odus, and she concludes that the Romans and the Galatians are each handling Israel’s 
traditions in a different way.  In Romans, Keesmaat argues that Paul is countering an 
abandonment of tradition while in Galatians he must challenge those who cling to Israel’s 
traditions without adapting them in light of Christ (223–231). 

25 See Bruce W. Longenecker, review of Sylvia Keesmaat, Paul and His Story, Evan-
gelical Quarterly 73 (2001): 351–53; Brad Eastman, review of Sylvia Keesmaat, Paul and 
His Story, Studies in Religion/Sciences Religieuses 30 (2001): 106–07. 

26 The lines between allusion and echo are blurred by multiple definitions of these 
terms. For example, according to Hays (Echoes, 14–21), “allusion” and “echo” are virtual-
ly interchangeable, yet Porter makes a rigid distinction between the terms (“Allusions and 
Echoes,” in As It Is Written: Studying Paul’s Use of Scripture, ed. S. E. Porter and C. D 
Stanley [Atlanta: SBL, 2008], 40).   


