PAGE  
7

1Corinthians 1:18 to 3:4


In verse 18 Paul sort of goes off on a tangent, to talk about how foolish the cross is to people of this world.  We Christians accept the cross as a logical part of God’s plan of salvation.  But step outside of these doors and you know, we meet a lot of people who just don’t “get it”.  They just don’t understand how a man dying 2000 years ago can help us today.  Verse 18.


Read v. 18


There are two different ways of looking at what Jesus did for us on the cross.  You can either look at it as “foolishness”, (the Greek word is “moria”, from which we get the word “moron”), or you can look at it as “the power of God”.   And it’s almost like God intended it to be this way – like he wanted to make the person who thinks they’re so smart without Him in their life look dumb.


Read vv. 19-21


How are we “saved”?  We’re saved from our sins by what we “believe”.  Believe what?  That our salvation is in the foolish cross of Jesus.


The “wise man” and “scholar” of this world laughs at that.  And all you have to do is drive about 10 minutes east of here to find out how true that is.  Go to California University, or any college campus, and ask almost any professor you see on the sidewalk, “What do you think of Jesus dying on the cross 2000 years ago?”  If they’re polite, they’ll probably say how important that Jesus is for a lot of people, even, perhaps, their mother, or their grandmother.  But if you press them, or if they’re not very polite, they’ll probably laugh a little, (like you’ve just told them you know of a stock that’s a sure thing), and then go on to talk about how the story of Jesus on the cross is just a myth that “primitive” people needed to believe long ago.  But, they’ll tell you, we informed, intelligent, computer-literate people of today don’t need that myth anymore.  Today, we know that people reach their full potential not by believing in myths, but through education, through exercise and through helping their fellow man.  Education, exercise (caring for mind and body) and acts of service to others are the “Big 3” on college campuses today.  It is through them, most professors will tell you, that people are made happy and self-actualized.  Not through religious myths, like Jesus on the cross.


Truth is, it wasn’t much different in Paul’s day.  Paul goes on to mention two groups of people in his time who also laughed at the “myth” of the cross.  Verse 22.


Read vv. 22-25


Let’s break that down.  Paul mentions two groups of people who laughed at the cross:  the Jews and the Greeks.

The Jews

Paul says that the cross is a “stumbling block” (“scandalon” in the Greek) for the Jews, because the Jews “demand miraculous signs”.  In other words, the Jews might have accepted Jesus, if he hadn’t of died on the cross.  That’s what tripped them up.  That’s what they stumbled over - the cross.  Why?  Because they were looking for “miraculous signs” from their Messiah.  You and I say, “But Jesus did miracles and gave them signs.”  And the Jews might have believed Jesus was the Messiah because of his miracles and signs.  But . . . there’s the cross.  How could the Son of God, the Messiah, the Anointed One, allow himself to be killed on a cross, like a common criminal?  The Bible says that anyone who is crucified is under a curse from God.  Did you know that?  Deuteronomy 21:22-23 says:

“If a man guilty of a capital offense is put to death and his body is hung on a tree, you must not leave his body on the tree overnight.  Be sure to bury him that same day, because anyone who is hung on a tree is under God’s curse.  You must not desecrate the land. . .”

The Jews were looking for a wonder-working military leader, like King David, to be their Messiah.  The cross ruined that image for Jesus.  

Do people today have the same problem with the cross?  Do any non-believers today expect God’s messenger, if and when he comes, to die for them?  No.  People today also expect God’s messenger, if and when he comes, to come with miracles and wonder-workings.  What they’re looking for are proofs that he is who he claims to be.  Proofs.  And the cross ain’t no proof.  In fact, it’s just the opposite of proof.  To most people, the cross is a sign of failure.  If you’re going to convince people today that God’s messenger has come to earth, you better show them miracles and wonders.  Don’t show them the cross.  

People still reject Jesus today for the same reason that the Jews rejected Jesus 2000 years ago – he doesn’t fit their image of what God’s messenger will look like.  He offers them no proof.

What do you and I say to those people – the people we work with, go to school with, live with?  What can we tell them other than, “You gotta believe.  There is no proof.  Every miracle Jesus did can be explained away if you want to do that.  You gotta believe.  But when you do, you’ll see.”

You and I have a difficult message to “sell” to a world that’s looking for signs and wonders.

The Greeks


But there’s another kind of “proof” that people are looking for, other than signs and wonders.  Paul said the Greeks rejected Jesus because they were looking for God’s messenger to bring them, what?  To bring them “wisdom” (v. 22).  To them, God’s messenger would be a wise teacher, teaching deep philosophical and spiritual truths.  To the Greeks, logic was the proof that they needed.  The needed a teacher who could logically lead them to happiness.


Problem.  The cross isn’t logical.  To the Greek in Paul’s day, and to many people today, God (as a spirit) feels nothing.  He is pure spirit, unaffected by what we do on this earth.  The whole idea that God came to earth and took the body of a human is preposterous to them.  The idea that God came to earth and suffered on a cross is disgusting to people who only care about the world of pure ideas and philosophy.  They expect that a messenger from God, if and when he came, would come floating down to earth in a white robe, and dazzle them with the sheer brilliance of his logic and wisdom – like some yogi from India sitting cross-legged on a Himalayan mountain top.  


But to tell them that God’s messenger was whipped, and spat upon, and nailed to a cross and died – to them, that a totally illogical things to claim.


What can you and I say to people like this?  I think all we can say is that sin is ugly.  And it can only be dealt with in an ugly way, on an old rugged cross.  And you either believe that about sin and its’ cure, or you don’t.


Boy, those poor Corinthians.  One of the things that I fear we don’t grasp yet is the sheer courage that it took our early Christian fathers and mothers to be a Christian in their culture.  If you were a Corinthian Jew who became a Christian, you had to forget all that you were ever taught about the coming victorious military leader Messiah.  If you were a Corinthian Greek who became a Christian, you had to forget all that you were ever taught about the emotionless God who sits in heaven, far removed from the affairs of this world, uninterested in our lives – a pure spirit who feels nothing.


Here’s the bottom line.  Verse 25.


Read v. 25


In Jesus, God turned the wisdom and the strength of this world upside down.  In Jesus, what looks stupid, foolish, moronic (dying on a cross) is actually wise.  That’s hard for intellectual people to accept.  And, in Jesus, what looks weak (dying on a cross) is actually strong.  That’s hard for those who are looking for miracles to accept.  But this is how God works.  He takes what looks stupid and weak in the eyes of this world, (Jesus, on the cross), and makes it wise and strong.


God does this all of the time.  Paul cites an example.  And it’s the Corinthian people themselves.  We learn in verse 26 that most of the people in the Corinthian church weren’t very wise, influential (powerful) or of the upper class of their society.  In the eyes of their Corinthian world they were stupid and weak.  But, as it turns out, because of their faith in Jesus, they were actually the wisest and strongest people in their city!  Verse 26.


Read vv. 26-31


How does that last verse act as a knot, to tie together all that Paul’s said so far?  They were boasting about their leaders:  “I follow Paul; I follow Apollos; I follow Cephas.”  Their boasting is ridiculous.  If a Christian boasts at all, we need to boast about Jesus.  Again, it’s all about Jesus.  Without him, we are nothing.  Jesus unites us.  And concentrating on him will keep us united.  And that’s Paul’s main point.


In chapter two, Paul looks back to the time, about 3 years ago, when he first came to the Corinthians.  You remember that Paul was a Jewish scholar.  He could have tried to dazzle the Corinthians with his knowledge, his wisdom, his speaking abilities.  But when he first came to Corinth, he had just tried all of that in Athens, across the sea.  And it didn’t work.  Acts chapter 17 records one of Paul’s few failures, as his wisdom and logic failed to persuade the philosophers of Athens to accept Jesus.  So, when he got to Corinth, it’s almost as if he told himself, “I’ll never do that again.  All I’m going to preach is the simple gospel:  ‘Jesus died for you sins.’”  And that’s exactly what he did.  


Read 2:1-5


You and I know all about telling others about our faith with “fear, and with much trembling”, don’t we?  It’s a scary thing to talk with someone about Jesus as the answer their problems, because we don’t want them to reject us.  So, we try to think of smart things to say, clever stories to tell, maybe even a few jokes.  Paul is teaching us here that that’s all unnecessary.  Just tell them about the cross.  Just tell them, “Jesus died for you.  Will you accept his forgiveness?”  Most will say, “No”, as they said, “No” to Paul, and to Jesus himself.  But some will say, “Yes, I’m ready to start all over.”  And they’ll let you pray the sinner’s prayer with them.


Paul’s message to us:  “When telling others about Jesus, don’t rely on your human cleverness or human wisdom.  Just keep it simple:  Jesus died for you sins.  Are you ready to accept his forgiveness?’”


In the rest of chapter two, Paul talks more about “wisdom”.  Because it’s not like there isn’t any wisdom to learn as a Christian.  Once you become a Christian, is that all there is?  No.  There’s a lot to learn, to know how to live in this crazy world.  


So, Paul talks about the “wisdom” he taught to the Corinthian Christians.  He calls it “God’s secret wisdom”.  Everyone go, “Oooooh.”  “God’s secret wisdom.”  See that in verse 7?  Circle that in your Bible.  When I read that I want to know two things – what is this secret wisdom, and do I have it yet?  Do you?  Let’s see.  Verse 6.


Read vv. 6-10a


Let’s list the things Paul tells us about this “secret wisdom” in these verses.

1. What do we learn about it in verse 6?  That it’s a wisdom that God only gives to the “mature”.  Who are the “mature”?  As we read on we see that this is another word for you and me, for Christians.  God’s secret wisdom is only given to believers, like you and me.  Whew!  For a minute there I was afraid that I had to be a Christian for 50 years before I was told God’s secret wisdom.  No.  It’s available to any Christian who wants it.

2. What do we learn about it in verse 7?  That it’s a wisdom that God has kept hidden until the time when Paul’s generation was born.  It wasn’t available in the Old Testament times.

3. What do we learn about it in verse 8?  That it’s a wisdom that, if they had had it, would have stopped the rulers who killed Jesus from killing him.

4. What do we learn about it in verse 10?  That it’s a wisdom that is taught to us by the Holy Spirit.  (This is how any Christian who wants to know it can know it.)

Paul goes on to explain this last point, starting in the second part of 

Verse 10.


Read vv. 10b-12


The Holy Spirit is the one who teaches us God’s secret wisdom, because the Holy Spirit knows the mind of God, since the Holy Spirit is God.  Verse 13.


Read vv. 13-16

5. What’s the fifth thing we learn about God’s secret wisdom, in verse 14?  That it’s a wisdom that is not understood by those who do not have the Holy Spirit.

6. And what’s the sixth thing we learn about God’s secret wisdom, in the last part of verse 16?  That it’s a wisdom that gives us the mind of Christ.

OK.  We still don’t know what this “secret wisdom” is yet.  But we’re

close.  One more thing we need to know.  Chapter 3, verse 1.


Read 3:1-4

7. Back to that, huh?  The divisions inside of their church teach us the seventh thing we learn about God’s secret wisdom.  What is it?  That when we have it we will love each other.

All right.  Now, scholars disagree over exactly what “God’s secret

 wisdom” is.  Whatever it is, it has to meet all 7 of the criteria that we just listed.  So, what is it?


I believe “God’s secret wisdom” is this:  God is love and he wants us to love too.  Let’s see if that meets all 7 of the criteria:

1. This is a wisdom that Christians understand, and the “rulers of this age” (v. 6) do not.  And I don’t think the believers of any other religion understand fully that God is love.  You’ll remember that Christianity is the only religion that provides a way for God to forgive our sins.  Why do we believe that God did this for us?  Because Jesus taught us that God is love.  I don’t think you find this in any other religion.

2. This wisdom was not generally revealed in the Old Testament times.  The picture we get of God in the Old Testament, though not devoid of love, is more of a God who is a law-giver and punisher.  And although the Old Testament tells us to love others, (“Love your neighbor as yourself.” Leviticus 19:18), the “others” we’re told to love in the Old Testament are usually limited to fellow believers (i.e. fellow Israelites and Jews).  That’s why the parable of the Good Samaritan (a group of people whom the Jews hated) was so radical in Jesus’ day.  Did Jesus really mean to say that God wants us to love Samaritans too?

3. This is a wisdom that, if the rulers in Jerusalem had understood, they would not have killed Jesus.  Instead, they would have seen Jesus as the embodiment of God “in the flesh”, and they would have loved him, as he had tried to love them.

4. This is a wisdom that can only come to us from the Holy Spirit.  This isn’t something we can go out and buy a book to learn, or attend a seminar to learn.  God is love?  What about all of the evil in the world?  We should love others?  What if they take advantage of me?  No.  Only the Holy Spirit can teach this to us.  But here’s the good news: he’s trying to do that all of the time.

5. This is a wisdom that isn’t understood by those who don’t have the Holy Spirit.  They just don’t get it.  They don’t understand how they can watch the devastation of the World Trade Towers and still believe that God is love.  And they don’t understand that we’re here on this planet to love others, not to get ahead of them, manipulate them or take advantage of them.  They just don’t get it.

6. This is a wisdom that gives us the mind of Christ.  What is the mind of Christ?  I think the best place to see that is in Philippians 2, beginning in verse 1.  Will you turn there?

Read Phil. 2:1-8

To have the “mind of Christ” is to think of yourself as the servant of other people.  It’s to love them as he did, and to do nothing for selfish reasons.  It’s to consider others as better than yourself.  Love.

7. This is a wisdom that will create a community of love, where there are no divisions, no jealousies, no quarrellings.

Do you know “God’s secret wisdom”?  To know it in your head is to live it in your life.  Are you?  Am I?  Are we, as a church?

