
Wisdom to Live By 
When God makes foolish the Wisdom of the World 

(1 Corinthians 1:18-2:16) 
 

Introduction:- 
 
In life, there are times when we all have to confess that we end up with “egg 
on our faces”, as the expression goes, when our pet theories or opinions that 
we hold on to so tenaciously, about certain matters, end up to be false, 
resulting in the humiliating exercise of then having to eat the proverbial  
humble pie. One famous example of this situation in the life of our nation was 
the Lindy Chamberlain story, when back on the 17th August, 1980, a dingo was 
claimed to have taken the nine week old Azaria Chamberlain from her tent at 
Uluru. This was stubbornly denied and ruled out by all who investigated this 
case, including the courts, leading to Lindy Chamberlain’s three year 
imprisonment, as well as the break-up of her marriage, until fresh evidence 
was found some three years later, with the baby’s jacket with Azaria’s blood 
still on it, found half-buried near a dingo’s liar, in a remote area, near Uluru. 
This was sufficient evidence to back up Lindy’s original story, as well as make 
foolish, the wisdom and justice served to the Chamberlain family at that time. 
And as we come to this passage in 1 Corinthians, we see something similar, 
where the wisdom of God, seen through the message of Christ crucified, is 
rejected as foolishness by the world, but to those being saved, it is the wisdom 
and power of God unto salvation. Let us now trace this theme a little closer in 
this passage. 
 
1.  First we learn something about the message of the Gospel itself, and how 
it is viewed in an unbelieving world (1 Corinthians 1:18-25) 
 
In this opening section, we discover that the message of the cross is 
foolishness to those who are perishing, but to those being saved, it is the 
power and wisdom of God. And so from the balcony where God views the 
world today, the cross of Jesus Christ either determines whether we are 
currently perishing through ignorance and unbelief, or whether we are being 
saved, as a result of the wisdom and power of God. Then God puts the vital 
question in verse 20 – Where is the wise person in all of this? This includes the 
Jewish intellectual with the words, “The Teacher of the Law”, followed by the 
“Greek or Roman intellectual”, with the words, “The Philosopher of this age.” 
Then the comment follows – Has not God made foolish the wisdom of this 
world?  For since in the wisdom of God the world through its own wisdom did 
not know him; God was pleased through the foolishness of what was 
preached, to save those who believe. This is music to any preacher’s ears, for 
even though the preaching of the gospel is regarded as a “foolish” exercise, 



with no immediate rewards nor accolades, such as song and music may offer in 
abundance, still it is through the exercise of preaching the gospel that souls are 
saved for eternity. Then Paul adds: The Jews demand “signs”, and the Greeks 
look for wisdom, or persuasive arguments, that might induce them to believe – 
But we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews, and foolishness to 
Gentiles, but to those whom God has called both Jews and Greeks, Christ is the 
power of God, and the wisdom of God. That is, God’s power to forgive sins, 
and raise us to new life, as well as God’s mastery over the problem of sin, with 
a cure that will last forever. What wonderful words these are: Christ the power 
of God, and the wisdom of God! We will sing their praise forevermore! But why 
was the cross a “stumbling block” to Jews, and “foolishness” to Gentiles? First, 
with regard to the Jews, a suffering Messiah was a contradiction in terms, for 
not only did their own law proclaim a curse upon all who hanged upon a tree 
at Deuteronomy 21:23, but in their own eyes, the Messiah to come would be 
powerful and politically victorious. This would also be demonstrated through 
“signs” and “wonders”, replicating the exodus of old, and the extraordinary 
events that followed. Never would they consider with Luke that the cross itself 
could be seen as a “second exodus.” With regard to the Gentiles, the message 
of the cross was foolishness, because the idea of God becoming man was 
revolting to the Greek mind, and wisdom was to be found in the silver tongue 
speeches and rhetoric of the wise. Paul then concludes this section in verse 25 
with the words: For the foolishness of God is wiser than human wisdom, and 
the weakness of God is stronger than human strength. Why then is the cross of 
Christ so effective in transforming culture? The answer is simple. It utterly 
confounds two of the great idolatries of humanity; namely persuasive speech 
and power. The elite paid the best orators large sums of money to have their 
sons trained in such techniques, since herein lay power and influence. No first 
century person would have ever dreamed up the cross – the epitome of shame 
and weakness – as a way of changing the world. For the Jew, remembering the 
exodus, God’s Messiah would destroy the wicked through powerful signs. For 
the Greek, in the tradition of Homer and Plato, the world be changed through 
persuasive speech. But if God is going to redeem us, He must first break the 
hold these idolatries have us. And that is what God does in the Cross. By flying 
in the face of our expectations, he demolishes the strongholds of both Jew and 
Gentile, and all the ways by which we try to explain and control the world. It is 
in this act of apparent weakness and folly that the transforming power and 
wisdom of God’s self-sacrificing love is revealed. 
 
2.  Next we learn something about the church and its true reason for boasting 
(1 Corinthians 1:26-2:5). 
 
To begin this passage, Paul takes us back to beginnings. He says think of what 
you were, when the Lord called you. Not many of you were wise by human 



standards; not many were influential, and not many were of noble birth. But 
the nature of the church also now corresponds to the message of a crucified 
Saviour in verses 26-31. The believers in the Corinthian church were living 
proof that salvation does not depend on philosophical arguments and brilliant 
rhetoric. But, in verse 27 God chose the foolish things of the world to shame 
the wise, and the weak things of the world to shame the strong. In fact, God 
chose the lowly things of this world, as well as the despised things, and the 
things that are not, to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast 
before Him. And it is because of what God has done, that believers in Corinth 
can now reckon themselves as being in Christ Jesus, who has become for us 
the wisdom of God in three ways:- (1) First our righteousness, meaning that 
Christ now enables to stand before God as justified, and forgiven sinners. (2) 
Secondly as our holiness, meaning that we are now sanctified, and can stand in 
God’s presence as His holy people, made clean by the blood of Christ. (3) 
Thirdly as our redemption, meaning that we are saved and delivered by His 
grace, through the forgiveness of our sins. Following this there is only one 
appropriate response reflecting Jeremiah 9:23-24 – If we should boast at all, 
our boast should be in the Lord, and not in any human thing or teacher. Finally, 
to close this section out, Paul applied this same teaching to himself at 1 
Corinthians 2:1-5. When Paul first came to the church, he did not come to 
them displaying rhetorical competence or human wisdom through clever 
argumentation. But he resolved to know nothing in their presence except Jesus 
Christ and him crucified, in a spirit of weakness, with great fear and trembling, 
and his message and preaching were not in the form of wise and persuasive 
words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith may 
not rest on human wisdom, but on God’s power. In the end, Paul’s real proof 
was not found in words, but in changed lives, through the power of the Spirit, 
whose chief love and witness is to the person and cross of our Lord Jesus Christ 
(Acts 1:8). 
 
3. Finally, the mystery of God’s Wisdom is revealed by the Spirit (1 
Corinthians 2: 6-16). 
 
In many ways, this final section is a natural development and progression from 
the sections before it. In the previous section, Paul acknowledged the stark 
difference between wise and persuasive words, and the Spirit’s power, in 
proclaiming the crucified Christ. Now, this will lead Paul to talk about the 
revelation of Paul’s message, made only possible through the inspiration and 
revelation of the Spirit. This message also qualifies as God’s wisdom, as distinct 
from human wisdom and rulers, who have not understood the fact that Jesus’ 
death upon the cross was a demonstration of God’s wisdom, a mystery hidden 
before time, and now revealed. Had they understood Jesus as the Lord of 
Glory, they would not have crucified Jesus. This then leads to the promise of 



verse 9, quoting Isaiah 64:4, proving that neither human perception nor human 
reason can perceive the wisdom of God that is revealed in Jesus death upon 
the cross. And therefore the promise of this verse is that God helps those who 
love him, that is, believers in Christ, in order to understand the wisdom of the 
cross, hidden before time, but now fully and finally revealed for us. But God 
has revealed this truth and mystery to the church by His Spirit. And because 
spiritual truths and realities come from the Spirit, those outside the church 
without the Spirit cannot understand them, because they are spiritually 
discerned. Therefore the key to discerning all things, including God’s provision 
of a crucified Christ, in verses 14-16, begins with the Spirit, and ends with the 
cross. Those who do not have God’s Spirit consider Jesus’ death upon the cross 
as foolishness. Finally, our life in the Spirit also enables us to make judgments 
about all things that are honouring to God, for God is our ultimate source of 
authority, wisdom, and enjoyment.    
 
Conclusion:- 
 
What does this passage teach us about wisdom? Amongst other things, it tells 
us where true wisdom may be found. And quite surprisingly, it tells us that God 
has made foolish the wisdom of the world, by also telling us that God has been 
pleased through the foolishness of what has been preached, to save those who 
believe. For Paul, this was summed up in the words, “when I came to you, I did 
not come to you with eloquence or human wisdom, as I proclaimed to you the 
testimony about God. For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you 
except Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Corinthians 2:1-2).  For the Jews this 
message was a stumbling block, and for the Greeks it proved to be foolishness. 
What might this message mean for us today?  Our eternity depends upon it! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


