Chapter 2: The Foolishness and Weakness of God

1 Corinthians 1:18-25

In the previous passage, Paul addressed the growing divisions within the Corinthian church (1
Cor. 1:10-17). Why, though, have those divisions arisen? More importantly, what is the antidote to
those divisions? As Paul moves into his next section, he makes clear that much of what stands behind
their quarreling is the desire to be wise according to the standards of this age and this world. This
world admires those who build the tallest towers of human learning, as though human wisdom could
assist humanity to climb their way up to God. Fundamentally, this was the same sin committed by
the builders of the Tower of Babel, but this desire to be wise goes all the way back to the Fall itself:
“So when the woman saw...that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and
ate, and also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he ate” (Gen. 3:6). The desire to seek
wisdom apart from God has been the fundamental characteristic of human sin from the beginning.

Against this human arrogance, Paul holds up the shameful, scornful, despised cross. Jesus prayed
to avoid the cross (Mark 14:36), and Jesus knew that he could demand that his father send twelve
legions of angels to his defense at any moment (Matt. 26:53). Nevertheless, he submitted to the cross
in obedience all the way to death, even when his Father forsook him (Matt. 27:46). He did not seek
his own human will, according to the wisdom of his human nature, but he submitted to the will of
his divine Father. In doing so, the cross became the power of God unto salvation for all those who
believe. In 1 Corinthians 1:18-25, Paul explains how God calls fools to faith through the folly of the

Cross.

The Folly of the Cross (1 Cor. 1:18-20)

As we mentioned in the last study, 1 Corinthians 1:17 is a transition from Paul’s discussions of
the disunity at Corinth (1 Cor. 1:10-16) to God’s power and wisdom in the weakness and foolishness
of the cross (1 Cor. 1:18-25). Paul makes this connection explicit through the conjunction “for” at
the beginning of v. 18, which offers an explanation and an expansion upon what Paul only hinted at
in v. 17." In the earlier passage, Paul insisted that there must be no divisions among the church at
Corinth (1 Cor. 1:10). Now, Paul explains why those divisions have arisen at all: the Corinthians
have overestimated the value of human wisdom and reasoning, and, therefore, they have
misunderstood the gospel that Paul preached to them.’

Paul’s emphasis becomes clearer when we recognize another connection between v. 17 and 18:
the repetition of the word logos (“word/speech/logic/doctrine”). In v. 17, Paul spoke of “words of
eloquent wisdom” (lic., “wisdom of word [logou]”), and then in v. 18, Paul speaks of the “word [logos]
of the cross.” Concerning this observation, Gordon Fee writes, “There is a logos (speech) that belongs
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to wisdom, and there is a logos (message) whose content is the cross—but they are mutually
exclusive.” The wisdom that the Corinthians prized refers both “to the possession of exalted
knowledge and to the ability to express that knowledge in a powerful and rhetorically polished
way.” That is, they were not merely interested in wisdom as knowledge, but “wisdom of word [i.e.,
speech]” (1 Cor. 1:17). They applauded the most sophisticated human learning and the most
eloquent human speech. Still, however, it is important to remember that Paul gave thanks to God
that the Corinthians were enriched in “all speech [logs] and all knowledge” (1 Cor. 1:5). Apparently,
the Corinthians have twisted the gifts that God gave to them for their good into instruments of
division.

In contrast to this human “wisdom of word” is the “word of the cross™—or, perhaps we might
translate this as the preaching or doctrine or message or the cross.” This word of the cross is the opposite
of human sophistication, brilliance, beauty, strength, and eloquence. To the contrary, the cross
represents human shame, degradation, and humiliation. From a human perspective, it is no surprise
that the word of the cross would be considered as “folly”; however, Paul insists that the word of the
cross is folly only to those who are perishing. To those who “are being saved,” however, this same
word of the cross is “the power of God.” We should note that Paul does not contrast “folly” with
“wisdom,” as we might expect, but with “power.” On this point, Leon Morris observes that the
gospel “is not simply good advice, telling us what we should do. Nor is it information about God’s
power. It is God’s power.” That is, the word of the cross alone has the power to save in a way that all
the wisdom of the world fails to accomplish.” In this, we should observe that the gospel does not
represent God’s threatening of his power over believers, but of his unleashing his power for believers.’

Next, Paul cites a prophecy from the Old Testament (Isa. 29:14) to demonstrate that destroying
human wisdom and thwarting human discernment has always been God’s intention—an intention
that God has now accomplished through the cross of Christ.” When we consider the wider context
beyond the verse Paul has quoted, it does not seem that Paul has chosen this passage at random. Just
as Paul has been confronting eloquent speech (“wisdom of word”), the Lord similarly addresses false
speech in the preceding verse of the prophecy: “Because this people draw near with their mouth and
honor me with their lips, while their hearts are far from me, and their fear of me is a commandment
taught by men...” (Isa. 29:13)." This is an important point, since in Isaiah 29, the Lord is addressing
the people of Israel, not the wider Gentile world. As Paul will go on to make clear in vv. 22-24, the
temptation toward idolizing human wisdom is not something that plagues only the Greeks, with
their great tradition of philosophy and rhetoric, but even the Israelites. No human being can “match
wits with God,” and God’s unexpected, paradoxical, counter-intuitive, and foolish choice of the cross
proves the feeble limitations of human wisdom once and for all.”

Indeed, as mentioned earlier, this human drive to seek wisdom apart from God goes all the
way back to the original Fall. In the garden of Eden, the woman rebelled against God’s
commandment when she “saw that the tree was to be desired to make one wise” (Gen. 3:6). The
word for desired in that context is the same word used in the Ten Commandments to refer to
coveting (Ex. 20:17). The insatiable desire for human wisdom is bound up in the covetousness of
our hearts, where we give ourselves to anything other than God in order to satisfy the desires that
God created to lead us to him. Indeed, Paul elsewhere remarks that covetousness is the same thing
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as idolatry (Col. 3:5). From the Fall, God has been combatting the covetousness of human
wisdom-seeking. Remarkably, God has won the decisive victory in that battle in the least
desirable way, humanly speaking: at the cross.

So, in v. 20, Paul asks where the wise, the scribe, and the debater are after God’s grand display of
his own wisdom and power. Some have suggested various identities for these three classes of wise
people; however, it is better and simpler to see this as a general challenge to every kind of wise
person, summarized in these three general terms.” More important are the terms “of this age” and “of
the world” in the last two questions of v. 20. No matter how brilliant these wise people may be, their
intellects are limited to this age and to this world." Because of this, they are no more capable of
reasoning their way up to God’s wisdom than the eye of a blind man is capable of discerning color.”
There is nothing left to dispute, philosophize, argue, or debate, for God has already revealed the
bankruptcy of their wisdom by the cross that they continue to despise and reject.

The False Wisdom of Confusion (1 Cor. 1:21-23)

Although the general sense of v. 21 is clear, the specific force of Paul’s argument in the first half
of the verse is debated. Literally, Paul writes, “For since in the wisdom of God the world did not

”»

know God through its wisdom...” (my translation). What is clear is that Paul is continuing to
contrast human, worldly wisdom against God’s wisdom. What is unclear surrounds the meaning of
the phrase “in the wisdom of God.” Does this mean that the current state of confusion among the
worldly wise is taking place according to the wise, sovereign, foreordination of God, or that the
worldly wise reject God’s in spite of being surrounded by endless manifestations of God’s wisdom in
creation and providence (cf. Rom. 1:18-23)?" Certainly, the latter interpretation is true; however, in
this context, the former interpretation probably makes the most sense. As David Garland summarizes
this idea, “God was wise enough not to let human wisdom be the key to knowing God” (cf. Acts
14:16; 17:30; Rom. 1:24; 11:32)."

Because worldly wisdom entirely misses the mark of God’s wisdom anyway, God delighted (“it
pleased God”) to make an ultimate display of his power and wisdom in the weakness and foolishness
of the cross. By the folly of the cross, God saves those who believe in the message of the cross that
Paul preaches. By implication, Paul intimates that the only way for anyone to be saved is by
recognizing first that, in our own wisdom, we are fools.” Second, God’s salvation requires sinners to
embrace what seems like folly to them: Jesus Christ crucified. This message, Paul insists, comes
through “the folly of preaching” (lit., ESV: “the folly of what we preach”). By the ambiguity of this
phrase, Paul reveals that this “folly” includes borh the foolishness of the message itself and the foolish
means by which the message is delivered.” Importantly, Paul means something beyond formal
sermons delivered from pulpits on Sunday mornings: “It is to be remembered, however, that
preaching, in the Scriptural sense of the term, includes the inculcation of the truth, whether to an
individual or to a multitude—whether by the road side, or in the school, or lecture-room, or the
pulpit. Philip, as he rode in the chariot with the eunuch, ‘preached to him Jesus,” Acts 8, 35.” It is
not only that God has displayed his power through the crucifixion of Jesus, but that he continues to
display his power when Christians share this message with others. Specifically, God displays his
power by saving those who believe this preached message of the cross of Christ.
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In v. 22, Paul repeats the same word “since” (ESV: “for”) that appeared in v. 21 in order to restate
his point more pointedly.” So, Paul takes the general statement about the whole world’s (flawed)
wisdom and applies it to the specific cases of the failures of the Jews and the Greeks to embrace
Christ by faith.” The way in which the Jews fail intellectually is by their insisting upon a sign (e.g.
Num. 14:11, 22; Mark 8:11; John 6:30): “It implies a refusal to take God on trust; he must present his
credentials in the form of visible and identifiable acts in which his claim upon men, and his ability to
meet their need are validated. The attitude in question, though often very religious in form, is
fundamentally sceptical, and essentially egotistical.”™ The Jewish failure becomes even more apparent
when the Jews continued in their unbelief in spite of the signs that Jesus did perform (e.g., John 7:31;
9:16; 11:47).

Next, Paul contends that the failure of the Greeks from seeking “wisdom.” Of course, this does
not mean that wisdom in itself is wrong.” Instead, Paul is echoing themes from the wisdom literature
of the Old Testament by insisting that true wisdom begins not with the folly of human speculation,
learning, philosophy, and rhetoric, but with the fear of the Lord (Prov. 1:7). For the Greeks
specifically, wisdom was an entire worldview where man is the central figure, with God only playing
a marginal, supporting role: “Such ‘wisdom’ from the Greeks is a celebration of the subtlety of
Socrates, the elegance of Aphrodite in marble, and the athleticism of Olympic competitors portrayed
in red on an amphora. In a few words it is about ‘cleverness’, ‘power’ and ‘style’, things so important
to the Greeks, but expressed in every society where those values become dominant.™

Thus, while Jews and Greeks have built their intellectual structures in different directions, both
have built new versions of the Tower of Babel (Gen. 11). That is, both Jews and Greeks believe that
their human wisdom will eventually allow them to reach up to God in heaven, so they reject the
message that the Son of God has come down to them to be crucified for their salvation. To the Jews,
the proclamation of a crucified Christ is a stumbling block that trips them up from faith. To the Jews,
“Christ crucified’ is a contradiction in terms, of the same category as ‘fried ice.” One may have a
Messiah, or one may have crucifixion; but one may not have both—at least, not from the prospective
of merely human understanding. Messiah meant power, splendor, triumph; crucifixion meant
weakness, humiliation, defeat.”™ To the Gentiles, “Christ crucified” seems as foolishness in
comparison with their great traditions of human learning: “Nothing in the apprehension of
rationalists can be more absurd than that the blood of the cross can remove sin, promote virtue, and
secure salvation; or that the preaching of that doctrine is to convert the world.” While Jews and
Gentiles reject Christ crucified for different towers reasons, they have both engaged in the same
foolishly ambitious project that the Babylonians failed to finish so many years earlier. In fact, we
might even say that those who reject Christ now are more foolish than the Babylonians, since the
Babylonians abandoned their construction after God confused their speech (Gen. 11:7-9), while Jews
and Greeks alike are now reveling in their confused speech, considering their confusion to be
“wisdom of word” (1 Cor. 1:17).

The Faith of the Effectual Call (1 Cor. 1:24-25)

In contrast to all human wisdom, God continues to hold forth Christ crucified as the salvation of
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those who believe. The word “crucified” (1 Cor. 1:23) is a perfect tense participle, indicating “that he
remains the crucified one.” It continues to please God to hold out salvation to the world through his
crucified Son. And, although many Jews and Greeks continue to reject Christ crucified in the folly of
their wisdom, Paul points out that other Jews and Greeks do believe. Rather than consider Christ
crucified to be a stumbling block or folly, these believers consider Christ crucified to be the power of
God and the wisdom of God (1 Cor. 1:24).

What accounts for the difference between the unbelief of some and the belief of others? Paul
attributes the difference to the question of calling: “to those who are called...” (1 Cor. 1:24). Paul has
used this word three times already in this letter: (1) Paul is called by the will of God to be an apostle
of Christ Jesus (1 Cor. 1:1); (2) the Corinthian church are those who are sanctified in Christ Jesus and
called to be saints (1 Cor. 1:2); (3) these believers are called into the fellowship of God’s Son, Jesus
Christ our Lord (1 Cor. 1:9). In the latter two uses, along with this use here in v. 24, the word called
refers to “the effectually called, as distinguished from those who are merely externally invited. There
is a twofold call of the gospel; the one external by the word; the other internal by the Spirit.”™
Indeed, Paul has already stated that Christ crucified has been preached to all (external calling), but
rejected by many (1 Cor. 1:23), while yet believed upon by these called who have received an internal
calling (1 Cor. 1:24).”

Thus, this internal calling is itself effectual to bring about faith by the power of the Holy Spirit.
The Westminster Larger Catechism puts it this way: “Effectual calling is the work of God's almighty
power and grace, whereby (out of his free and special love to his elect, and from nothing in them
moving him thereunto) he doth, in his accepted time, invite and draw them to Jesus Christ, by his
word and Spirit; savingly enlightening their minds, renewing and powerfully determining their
wills, so as they (although in themselves dead in sin) are hereby made willing and able freely to
answer his call, and to accept and embrace the grace offered and conveyed therein.”" Therefore, the
called are the same people as “those who believe” (1 Cor. 1:21) and “us who are being saved” (1 Cor.
1:18).” By faith, the effectually called believe that Christ crucified is the power of God and the wisdom
of God. Those who only receive the outward call of preaching cannot discern God’s power and
wisdom in Christ crucified.

Paul summarizes this section with this ironic, yet profound, statement: “For the foolishness of
God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men” (1 Cor. 1:25). Importantly,
Paul here uses a different form of the word “foolishness” than he has used up to now: “Paul does not
use the word “foolishness’ (moria) as in vv. 18, 21, 23, but says ‘the foolish thing’ (maron), i.e., the
cross. So with the weakness; the cross is ‘the weak thing’ of God that is stronger than anything man
can produce.”™ In part, this language reflects the idea that God has concealed his wisdom and
strength through the cross.” Even more, this also means that God has accomplished more through
this foolishness and weakness than all human wisdom and strength ever could.” Thomas Schreiner
summarizes Paul’s logic helpfully: “Weakness becomes the circuit through which strength is
conveyed, and what seems to be foolish—the message of the cross—becomes the vehicle by which
wisdom is transmitted.”
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Discussion Questions

1) Which human wisdom(s) are you tempted to trust? The political wisdom that promises a better
world? The psychological wisdom of soothing your conscience without dealing with your sin? The
American Dream wisdom that hard work will lead to success, ease, and comfort? The pluralistic
wisdom that everyone may define their own truth? How does the cross overturn these wisdoms?

2) If you profess faith in Christ, to what degree does Isaiah 29:13 apply to you? Do you draw near to
God with your mouth? Do you honor God with your lips? Do you merely obey human
commandments taught by men? In all of this, is your heart nevertheless far from God? Why are we
tempted to this kind of hypocrisy? How does the cross confront the hypocrisy of professing
believers?

3) Why has the pursuit of wisdom apart from God always characterized sin (Gen. 3:6)2 Why have
human beings always attempted to build towers to reach up to God (Gen. 11)? What kind of tower
are you trying to build? What actions do you take each day to make your tower a little taller? Why
do you think those actions will enable you to reach God? How does the cross thwart your progress?

4) Why do human beings reject the proclamation of Christ crucified (1 Cor. 1:23)? Why do we need
the effectual calling of God’s Holy Spirit in order to believe that the cross is the power of God and
the wisdom of God (1 Cor. 1:24)? How does this doctrine affect our evangelism? Does this doctrine
tempt us to passivity or drive us to prayer? For whose effectual calling are you praying right now?
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