











Introduction: The Foolishness of God and the Wisdom of Friends


A Letter Written for the Quakers

If the Gospel of John gave the early Friends their light, the First Epistle to the Corinthians gave them their church. No book of the New Testament was nearer to the practical genius of Quakerism, for none deals so unsparingly with the very questions on which the first Friends staked everything: the emptiness of human wisdom and eloquence, the inwardness of the cross, the immediate teaching of the Spirit, the silence and order of worship, the refusal of a hireling and lording ministry, the spiritual nature of the supper, the headship of Christ over the gathered body, the equality of every member, and — crowning all — the supremacy of love over every gift. Paul wrote to a congregation torn by parties, puffed up with knowledge, intoxicated with spiritual gifts, and careless of one another; and in answering them he laid down, point by point, nearly the whole of what the seventeenth-century Friends would recover and live.

The Corinthians cried, “I am of Paul; and I of Apollos; and I of Cephas” (1:12), and the Friends heard in it the sectarian babel of their own age — the world parted among Presbyterian, Independent, Baptist, and Episcopalian, each glorying in a man, a form, or a confession. Paul’s answer was not a better party but the death of partisanship in the cross: “we preach Christ crucified, unto the Jews a stumblingblock, and unto the Greeks foolishness; but unto them which are called… Christ the power of God, and the wisdom of God” (1:23–24). That cross, the Friends insisted, is no mere historical event to be believed about, but an inward and present power that crucifies the self and the world in the soul that takes it up. The whole epistle, read in this key, becomes a single sustained argument for the religion of the inward Christ against the religion of the outward man.



The Foolishness of Preaching and the Wisdom of the Spirit

The first two chapters of Corinthians were, for the Friends, a battle-axe against the learned ministry of the steeple-house. Paul — a man of no small learning — deliberately renounced “excellency of speech” and “the enticing words of man’s wisdom,” preaching instead “in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, that your faith should not stand in the wisdom of men, but in the power of God” (2:4–5). Here was the Quaker quarrel with the universities in a sentence. The Friends did not despise knowledge; they despised the pretension that human learning, Greek and Hebrew and the schoolmen’s logic, could of itself make a minister of Christ or open the things of God. “The natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God… neither can he know them, because they are spiritually discerned” (2:14). If saving knowledge comes only by the Spirit, then the scholar without the Spirit is as blind as the ploughman, and the unlettered believer who has the anointing knows more of God than all the doctors of the age. From this single conviction flowed the Quaker ministry of the unschooled, the preaching of women and labourers, and the refusal to set a man apart for the work by ordination and salary rather than by the gift of God.



One Body, Many Members, and the More Excellent Way

The middle of the epistle handed the Friends the charter of their common life. Chapter eleven they read as no warrant for a sacramental supper but as Paul’s recall of the Corinthians from disorder to the inward feeding upon Christ. Chapter twelve gave them the doctrine of the church as a living body, animated by “diversities of gifts, but the same Spirit” (12:4), in which “the manifestation of the Spirit is given to every man to profit withal” (12:7) — not to a clerical caste, but to every member, “dividing to every man severally as he will” (12:11). This was the theological ground of the gathered meeting, where any soul might be moved to minister and the community’s task was only to discern the Spirit’s voice. And it bound the members into one: “whether one member suffer, all the members suffer with it” (12:26) — the very law of mutual aid by which Friends relieved their imprisoned brethren and bore one another’s burdens.

Yet over all the gifts Paul set “a more excellent way” (12:31), and the thirteenth chapter — his hymn to charity — the Friends took as the summit of the whole. Tongues, prophecy, knowledge, faith, even martyrdom, are “nothing” without love (13:2); and love alone “never faileth” (13:8), passing whole into the face-to-face vision when every partial gift has ceased. Charity, to the Friends, was no mere sentiment but the very nature of God grown up in the heart, the fruit of the inward Seed, and the only thing of earth that goes whole into heaven.



Worship, Order, and the Resurrection

Chapter fourteen the Friends prized as Scripture’s own portrait of Spirit-led worship: a meeting in which “ye may all prophesy one by one, that all may learn, and all may be comforted” (14:31), governed not by a fixed liturgy but by the rule that “God is not the author of confusion, but of peace” (14:33). And the great fifteenth chapter, Paul’s defence of the resurrection, anchored Quaker hope in the triumph of life over death — “O death, where is thy sting?” (15:55) — read as both the final victory yet to come and the present raising of the soul out of the death of sin into newness of life. The epistle closes, as the Friends believed all true doctrine must, in practice: a collection for the poor saints, plain exhortations to “watch ye, stand fast in the faith… be strong” (16:13), and the binding command that “let all your things be done with charity” (16:14).



The Voices in This Commentary

This commentary draws upon the first generation of Friends and their immediate heirs — the men and women who, between roughly 1650 and the early eighteenth century, articulated the Quaker vision with unsurpassed power. Chief among them are Robert Barclay (1648–1690), whose Apology for the True Christian Divinity supplies the systematic argument against the outward sacraments and the hireling ministry; Isaac Penington (1616–1679), whose interior writings on the cross, the Spirit’s judgment, and the one baptism into one body run through these pages; Edward Burrough (1633–1663), the “son of thunder,” on the universal Light and the swallowing-up of death; George Fox (1624–1691), on free ministry and the discerning of spirits; and William Penn (1644–1718), on the inward cross and the plainness it works. We hear also from Stephen Crisp on the law of charity, Job Scott on confessing Christ by the Holy Ghost, Thomas Story and George Whitehead on worship and resurrection, John Banks and Ambrose Rigge, John Crook, and the gathered Letters of Early Friends; and, among the women, Mary Peisley Neale, whose meditation on charity catches Paul’s argument exactly.



A Note on Sources and Citation Convention

Every quotation from the early Friends in this commentary is drawn directly from a digitized corpus of their collected works and traced to the exact passage cited. Rather than a system of shorthand abbreviations, each quotation is followed by a plain reference giving the author, the work, and the indexed text-chunk from which it is taken — for example, (Penington, Works, Vol. 3, chunk 257). This makes every citation verifiable down to the paragraph: a reader can locate the precise span of text in the source edition behind every blockquote.

The primary sources cited across these chapters, with the short reference form used in the citations, are:








	Reference (as cited)
	Full Source





	Banks, Journal
	John Banks, A Journal of the Life, Labours, Travels, and Sufferings of John Banks



	Barclay, Apology
	Robert Barclay, An Apology for the True Christian Divinity (1678)



	Burrough, Memorable Works
	Edward Burrough, The Memorable Works of a Son of Thunder and Consolation (collected works, 1672)



	Crisp, Life
	Stephen Crisp, A Memoir of the Life of Stephen Crisp, with his collected letters



	Crook, Memoir
	John Crook, A Short History of the Life of John Crook (memoir)



	Fox, Journal
	George Fox, Journal (collected, multi-volume)



	Fox, Memoir of George Fox
	A Memoir of George Fox (selected works/memoir)



	Letters of Early Friends
	A. R. Barclay (ed.), Letters, etc., of Early Friends



	Neale, Life of Mary Neale
	Some Account of the Life and Religious Exercises of Mary Neale (Mary Peisley Neale)



	Penington, Works, Vol. 1–4
	Isaac Penington, The Works of Isaac Penington, Volumes 1–4



	Penington, Letters
	Isaac Penington, Letters of Isaac Penington



	Penn, No Cross, No Crown
	William Penn, No Cross, No Crown



	Penn, Life and Writings
	William Penn, The Select Works / Life and Writings of William Penn



	Rigge, Some Account of Ambrose Rigge
	A Brief and Serious Warning… with Some Account of Ambrose Rigge



	Scott, Salvation by Christ
	Job Scott, Salvation by Christ Alone (collected works)



	Story, Life and Journal
	Thomas Story, A Journal of the Life of Thomas Story



	Whitehead, Christian Progress
	George Whitehead, The Christian Progress of… George Whitehead





Where a source survives only in rough optical-character-recognition form, obvious scanning artifacts (broken spacing, mis-read letters, long-s confusions) have been silently normalized in the quotation; the sense and wording of the original are preserved. The text of Scripture throughout is the King James Version, the Bible of the early Friends.



A Word to the Reader

The early Friends read First Corinthians not as a museum of ancient church problems but as a mirror of their own meetings and a manual of the inward life. They found in it the death of party-spirit, the emptiness of worldly wisdom, the immediate teaching of the Spirit, the order of Spirit-led worship, the dignity of every member, and the sovereignty of love. Read these chapters, then, as they did — listening past the words for the Light that gives them life — and the epistle that once divided Corinth may yet gather the reader into the one body, the one bread, and the one love that “never faileth.”
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