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Dan Nighswander. 1 Corinthians. Harrisonburg, VA: Herald Press, 2017.

This volume, part of the Believers Church Bible Commentary series, attends 
to trends in biblical scholarship, textual details, and applications of the text 
in contemporary society, and thus offers a valuable resource for pastors, 
students, and laypeople alike. Following Margaret Mitchell’s Paul and the 
Rhetoric of Reconciliation: An Exegetical Investigation of the Language and 
Composition of 1 Corinthians (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1991), Nighswander 
agrees with many currents in biblical scholarship that recognize the centrality 
of Paul’s call for unity (32). He reminds readers of this point at several places. 
Similarly, he uses the central theme to offer valuable insights about how 
the text (especially chapter 14) might contribute to the pursuit of unity in 
worship communities today (309-12). The commentary maintains a sense of 
coherence even as it addresses the biblical text pericope by pericope.

Nighswander pays careful attention both to the contextual elements 
that contribute to the letter (e.g., authorship, audience, social context) and to 
the implications for modern communities of faith that receive it as a part of 
a larger scriptural collection. He persistently attends to issues of economic 
and social status that pervade Paul’s language, noting how matters of wealth 
seem to be in the background of the Apostle’s words. Examples include the 
Corinthians’ acceptance of a man who has his father’s wife on the grounds 
that the man might be a wealthy patron (134), access to court litigation 
available primarily to the wealthy (146), and the ability of the wealthy to 
obtain and eat meat on a regular basis (195, 198). In attending to these 
realities, the author shows how the call for unity pervading the epistle goes 
beyond spiritual issues.

Nighswander also addresses social issues that might be influencing 
the text, including honor and shame. He discusses how Paul uses shame as 
a motivator to change his audience’s behavior both in the case of pursuing 
court litigation (1 Cor. 6:1-6; 147) and in the case of the use of head coverings 
(1 Cor. 11:4-15; 242). Additionally, in brief essays in an appendix, the 
author considers the larger social function of honor and shame within the 
Corinthian context (368-69). In translating these issues to a modern context, 
he also helpfully notes how constructions of what is shameful are “culturally 
defined” (249) and require cultural translation for different times and places.
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In attending to cultural differences between 1st-century Corinth and 
the 21st-century Western world, Nighswander pauses at several points to 
suggest how the ethical principles that Paul is promoting might be translated 
to a modern audience. In general, these connections are fair and sympathetic. 
For example, in his discussion of 1 Cor. 13, Nighswander observes the ways 
in which Paul’s words have been used to coerce victims of abuse to remain 
in unhealthy situations, and he suggests an alternative understanding of 
the text that would allow for correcting problematic behavior (291). One 
might wish, however, for this sympathetic position to be more consistent. 
Nighswander acknowledges that toxic family relations could make Paul’s 
positioning of himself as a parental figure (1 Cor. 4:14-21) difficult to hear 
for some audiences. However, he brushes this concern aside rather quickly, 
suggesting instead that readers in healthy families will understand Paul’s 
intention (123). Likewise, the author’s uncritical use of John Howard Yoder’s 
scholarship evidences a lack of sensitivity that is a bit surprising from an 
author with extensive pastoral experience. 

This volume offers an interpretation of the biblical text that is easily 
accessible to a layperson. Although Nighswander occasionally makes points 
that rest on nuances in Paul’s usage of Greek grammar or vocabulary, he 
explains these matters clearly. For example, as he examines Paul’s use of the 
verb “raised” in chapter 15, he provides a clear description of what the voice, 
tense, and mood of the verb suggest about Paul’s meaning (323). Likewise, a 
lightly annotated bibliography of resources offers good direction to laypeople 
interested in pursuing these topics in more depth. Preachers preparing 
sermons on texts from 1 Corinthians will appreciate the connections made 
to other lectionary texts that are read on the same days as those the author 
examines. Upper-level undergraduate students or early graduate students 
will also benefit from Nighswander’s understandable introduction to several 
interpretive issues. This recent addition to the Believers Church Bible 
Commentary series thus has much to recommend it.
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