
| 1 Corinthians | 
Week 4 Scripture Guide | 1 Corinthians 2:1-16 

 
Biblical Context 

Drawing from the immediately preceding context, Paul continues to diminish the value placed on worldly 
wisdom to instead focus on the central message of the cross. In the previous passage, we saw how God effectively 
eliminated human boasting evidenced by the seemingly foolish scandal of the cross (1 Cor 1:18-25) and even by 
choosing the unwise, unpowerful, and ignoble Corinthian church (1:26-31), that our boast may be in Christ alone. 
Paul evidenced the same reality (that he also has no grounds for boasting) because he did not try to win the 
Corinthians over with “lofty speech or wisdom.”  Rather, he writes, “I decided to know nothing among you except 1

Jesus Christ and him crucified” (2:2).  Paul is not saying that he has forfeited knowledge or reason, but rather he 2

is emphasizing the central message of Jesus’ redemptive work on the cross. Paul first takes emphasis off of the 
form of the preaching and next takes the focus off the form of the preacher. 

 In contrast to professional public speakers that frequented Corinth, Paul describes himself as being with the 
Corinthians “in weakness and in fear and much trembling” (1 Cor 2:3).  The message he proclaimed was not 3

based on his own ability or physical presence but on the simple message of the gospel. Paul contrasts two ideas 
regarding his preaching; it was not with “persuasive words of wisdom” but rather in “demonstration of the Spirit 
and of power” (2:4).  The first attempts to gain the trust of mankind in the words and eloquence of the individual, 4

putting confidence in the flesh; the second bolsters confidence in God as it confirms the simple message, “Jesus 
Christ and him crucified” (1:23; 2:2). Paul was deliberate in his delivery of the gospel. Though he was well 
trained in the law (Acts 22:3) and had rhetorical ability (2 Cor 10:10a), he spoke the simple message of the gospel 
“so that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God” (1 Cor 2:5).   5

In 1 Cor 2:6, Paul switches from the first person singular (2:1-5) to the first person plural. Within the context 
of divisions and disunity, the change likely emphasizes the unity held among the teachers and their message.  6

Though the church is divided for the wrong reasons, the teachers themselves are not teaching from the world’s 
wisdom, but from the mind of Christ (2:16). The church was culturally trained to pursue new knowledge (cf. Acts 
17:21) and was divided over the form and content of the teachers, seeking after the knowledge and wisdom of 
mankind. It should be noted that Paul is neither against wisdom nor knowledge, as he is a proponent of both (Rom 
11:33; Eph 1:17; Col 1:9, 28). Rather, Paul is against the cognitive elevation of wisdom and knowledge over the 
word of the cross. To the mature, Paul and the other teachers impart the “secret and hidden (μυστήριον, mysterio) 
wisdom of God” (1 Cor 2:7) which “no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man imagined, what God has 
prepared for those who love him” (2:9); but it is only revealed by the Spirit of God.  “The mystery (mysterio) 7

hidden for ages and generations but now revealed to his saints...is Christ in you, the hope of glory” (Col 1:26-27). 
The Spirit of God is freely given to those who are called (1 Cor 1:24), and respond to the gospel with belief 
(1:21). The teachers, by the help of the Spirit of God, “interpret spiritual truths to those who are spiritual” (2:13). 

1 “Lofty speech”=form and eloquence of preaching. “Wisdom”=content of preaching. 
2 Paul uses rhetoric with the Corinthians to prove his point, he uses hyperbole, “I claimed to know nothing among you…” 
3 In 2 Cor 10:10, Paul references the Corinthian description of him, “His letters are weighty and strong, but his bodily presence is weak, and his speech 

of no account.” In 2 Corinthians, Paul highlights his weakness (and that of all believers) which puts emphasis on the power and strength of Jesus. The phrase 
“in fear and trembling” may refer to Paul’s overwhelming sense of responsibility to minister to the Corinthians (cf. Acts 18:9-10). 

4 The idea of “words of wisdom,” here viewed in a negative and carnal sense, is later reframed in 1 Corinthians 12 as “utterance (word) of wisdom” 
through the Spirit. The word “power” (Gr. δύναμις, dynamis) occurs 15 times in 1 Corinthians. Most all occurrences refer, in some way, to the power of God, 
or the power associated with one walking in the Spirit.  

5 The “power of God” can possibly refer to “signs and wonders” that Paul performed among them (2 Cor 12:12). In this context, it is also could be that 
it refers to the actual conversion of the Corinthians in spite of the lack of persuasive speech, and also the giftings of the Spirit (1 Cor 12-14) as the 
Corinthians responded to the message of the gospel.  

6 Effectively saying, “We, the teachers, are not divided and you should not be either. We did not get what we have from pursuing worldly wisdom and 
neither will you. We only understood this because God’s Spirit revealed it to us and that is the only way you will come to understand it.”  

7 In 1 Cor 2:10-11, Paul shows how the Spirit of God is God’s means of revealing his truth and wisdom to his people. 



Though the Corinthians view themselves as both spiritual and mature in their pursuit of both knowledge and 
wisdom, some do not fully grasp the wisdom of God.  Paul must articulate what is meant by “spiritual” and thus 8

draws contrast between the “natural” person and the “spiritual” person in 1 Cor 2:14-15. The “natural” person 
seeks worldly wisdom from the rulers of this age who did not accept the wisdom of God through Christ’s sacrifice 
and thus is unable to understand “the things of the Spirit of God.”  The “spiritual” person, however, discerns not 9

by reason, but only by the Spirit of God. This begs the question: Which applies to the Corinthians? Those who do 
not accept the “foolish things” of God do not have the Spirit and are “natural” (ψυχικός, psuchikos). Those who 
have the Spirit of God and understand the things of God are considered “mature” (τέλειος, teleios) and “spiritual” 
(πνευματικός, pneumatikos). Paul will introduce a third category in 1 Corinthians 3 where he is neither calling the 
Corinthians “natural” nor “spiritual” but rather “people of the flesh” (σάρκινος, sarkinos; carnal minded).  The 10

“natural” people are those without Christ, living in the lost condition in which they were born. The “spiritual” 
people are believers in Christ who have been born of the Spirit. “Carnal” people are believers in Jesus who remain 
immature in the faith and are allowing the cultural mindset to stunt their growth—keeping one foot in the church 
and one foot in the world. Many in the church of Corinth are in this camp. Notwithstanding, we must remember 
that the Corinthians are “called to be saints together with all those who in every place call upon the name of our 
Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 1:2). Paul is in anticipation of the Corinthians being “sustained until the end” (1 Cor 
1:8) with the final goal of salvation, that God’s people share in God’s glory (2:7).  11

 
Connect to our Context 

Many in the Corinthian church believed in Jesus but had allowed the mindset and value system of the world to 
influence them. These cultural lenses colored their view of the gospel, the church, and the world around them. 
They saw the power of God first hand, had experienced deliverance, freedom, spiritual gifts, etc. Nevertheless, 
they defaulted to the mindset of the culture. They were called to be saints (1 Cor 1:2, 24), and though later called 
infants in Christ (3:1), they are nonetheless believers in Christ, and not because flesh and blood revealed it to 
them, but rather because the Spirit of God revealed it to them. Those who believe in Jesus have not come to 
believe because of the eloquence of a teacher or because of profound worldly wisdom. The Spirit of God revealed 
himself to sinners in need of a Savior. We are not won over by good arguments, but by the Spirit of God. 

 
Principle and Application 

In Matthew 16, Jesus asked his disciples, “Who do you say that I am?” Peter replied, “You are the Christ, the 
Son of the living God.” Peter did not come to this conclusion by deductive reasoning or worldly wisdom. Jesus 
said, “For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven” (Matt 16:15-17). Like the 
disciples, we only come to know Jesus as Savior because the Spirit of God reveals it to us. We are called to a 
Spirit-lead maturity that is not dependent on good arguments by eloquent teachers. There will always be better 
arguments and more eloquent teachers. We walk in the faith because God has revealed this mystery to us through 
his Spirit (1 Cor 2:10a). We must take responsibility for our own faith, not putting our faith in a well-spoken 
authority figure, but in the life-changing and life-giving sacrifice of Jesus Christ, so that our faith “might not rest 
in the wisdom of men but in the power of God” (1 Cor 2:5). Whatever the argument, however eloquent the 
teacher, our faith remains in Jesus. Only the Spirit of God reveals this and only the Spirit leads us into maturity. 

8 In 1 Corinthians 3, Paul does not address them as spiritual and mature, but rather as carnal and infants in Christ. Infants becomes opposite of spiritual 
and therefore, in 1 Cor 2:6, mature must refer to those who have received the Spirit. 

9 If they understood God’s wisdom and what he would ultimately accomplish through Christ, they would have never crucified him.  
10 The word psuchikos is antithetical to pneumatikos. Outside of 1 Corinthians, it is found in James 3:15, “This is not the wisdom that comes down 

from above, but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic.” It also occurs in Jude 19, “It is these who cause divisions, worldly people, devoid of the Spirit.” The uses 
outside of 1 Corinthians have to do do with a counterfeit wisdom and people who cause divisions.  

11God calls us into his kingdom and his glory (1 Thess. 2:12). God will be glorified in his saints (2 Thess. 1:10). Christians are to be heirs of God and 
fellow heirs of Christ (Rom. 8:17), conformed to the image of Christ (8:29–30). When Christ appears, we shall be like him (1 John 3:2), appearing with him 
in glory (Col 3:4). 


