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Biblical Context

Paul’s preaching in Corinth focused on the central message of Christ crucified. The Corinthians, however,
were more fascinated with rhetorical ability and words of wisdom than with the simple message of the gospel. The
message of the cross goes against all purely rational thought, and those with worldly wisdom as their aim miss it."
In 1 Cor 1:18, Paul contrasts the “word of the cross” with the preceding “words of eloquent wisdom” (1:17). To
those who are in futile pursuit of the world’s wisdom and are perishing (&moA v, apollumi) apart from God, the
“word of the cross” is folly; yet to those being saved, the cross is the power of God to save. At its core, the
message of the cross is both powerfully simple and simply powerful; so much so that it does not require eloquent
words or persuasive speech to proclaim this truth, as that would detract from its power (1:17).

In 1 Cor 1:19, Paul quotes Isaiah, “I will destroy (apollumi) the wisdom of the wise...” (Isa 29:14).> The
unquoted part of the verse reads, “Therefore, behold, I will again do wonderful things with this people, with
wonder upon wonder” (Isa 29:14).* Paul’s use is effectively stating that God has made good on his promise—he
has destroyed the wisdom of the wise through the wonderful work on the cross.* The Corinthians who still value
“the wisdom of the wise” have failed to notice God’s judgment on this worldly wisdom through the crucified
Christ. Their “fascination with the rhetorical ability of the ministers rather than their message demonstrated that
they were living contrary to the power of the cross.” The world cannot know God through wisdom, but rather
through “the folly of preaching” the gospel (1 Cor 1:21).

The cultural expectations and desires of both Jews and Gentiles missed the mark. “For Jews demand signs and
Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block (ckdvdarov, scandalon) to Jews and folly
(uwpia, moria) to Gentiles” (1 Cor 1:22-23).° To the Jews, the Messiah “meant power, splendor, triumph;

crucifixion meant weakness, humiliation, defeat.””

They had a triumphant Messianic expectation, not knowing
that it was necessary for Christ first to die (cf. Acts 17:3). A crucified Messiah was scandalous to an unbelieving
Jew because a man who hanged on a tree (i.e. the cross) was viewed as cursed by God.* Yet, the power of God
was to make Christ a curse on our behalf, to make atonement for our sins through his sacrifice.

Conversely, the Gentiles, who seek after wisdom found the cross of Christ to be folly. This culture used
crucifixion as “the ultimate penalty, reserved mainly for rebellious subjects of various kinds (insurrectionists and

the like) and slaves.” Corinth, and Roman culture in general, worshipped many gods, including the god of
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? Paul is quoting from the Septuagint (aka, LXX; the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures).
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¢ The word “stumbling block” is the Greek word okévdalov (scandalon), from which we get the English word, “scandal.” Likewise, the word “folly” is
the Greek word pwpia (moria) from the root word pwpog (moros) from which we get the English word, “moron.” The simple message of Christ crucified
was scandalous to the Jews and moronic to the Gentiles.
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Reason.'” They believed that the gods “operated above the limitations of people and would not have allowed
themselves to be treated as Jesus was.”'" This Jesus, who is claimed to be God, allowed himself to be crucified.
To the Gentiles, this either makes him a foolish god, or no god at all. Yet, the wisdom of God was for Christ to
come in the likeness of flesh and die the death that we deserved (Rom 8:3). Whether Jew or Gentile, the cross
defies the logic of the culture. Human wisdom cannot make sense of this. Yet, to those who are being saved,
Christ is the power of God and the wisdom of God.

Paul is not writing to those who are perishing, but to those who are “being saved” (1 Cor 1:18)—those who
are both called (1:24) and believe (1:21)."> Paul reminds them that their very existence as the church in Corinth
validates the message of the cross, and that this was not earned by their wisdom, power, or position (1 Cor 1:26)."
The irony is that these are the standards by which the Corinthians seem to be judging Paul. Rather, God chose that
which is considered “foolish” to shame the wisdom of the world."* He chose the weak to shame the powerful, and

the insignificant, lowly, and despised “nothings” to shame the “somethings.”"

Connect to our Context

Paul addresses the various cultures represented in the Corinthian church. Time and again, he points out how
the cultural condition and expectations are not adequate to lead someone to God. In contrast to the surrounding
culture, the gospel—Christ crucified—flew in the face of all logic and expectation. Our surrounding culture
attempts to answer the deep questions of life—origins, suffering, and expectation of something better. Our culture
values status, fame, success, ability, income, etc., as things that indicate identity and security. Pick the culture,
pick the religion; their best answer (i.e., the wisdom of the world) pales in comparison to the power of God and
the wisdom of God in Christ’s redemptive work on the cross.

To the dying world around us, the concept of sin, the need for a Savior, and Christ’s death on the cross is
absurd. But to those who are being saved, the cross is the power and wisdom of God—sinners redeemed. Like the
Corinthians, many of us have certain expectations or desires. Thus, we are presented with a conundrum: “trust
God and be saved by his wise folly, or keep up our pretensions and perish.”'® Just how the existence of the first
century Corinthian church was evidence of the validity of the gospel, so the existence of the twenty-first century
church is evidence that God is still calling a people to himself, saving those who believe in Jesus.

Principle and Application

Neither the wisdom nor power of the world can accomplish what the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus has
done for humanity. God presented the ultimate foil for the best the world has to offe—both then and now—Christ
crucified (1 Cor 1:23). God chose not the “wise,” but the “foolish things of the world”’; not the “influential,” but
the “weak things of the world”; not the “well born,” but the “lowly things of the world” (1:27-28). God is not
moved to save us based on what we bring to the table. In our wisdom, we are foolish. In our power, we are weak.
In our position, we are nobody. Our boast is not in our wisdom, power, or position. Our boast is in Christ
alone—the power of God and the wisdom of God. It is around this gospel we unite.
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"' John D. Barry et al., Faithlife Study Bible (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2012, 2016), 1 Co 1:18.

" In 1:24, Paul harkens back to his introduction, identifying himself as “called by the will of God” and the church as “called to be saints.”
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