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September 27-28, 2008   

Natural Versus Spiritual 
1 Corinthians 2:6-16 

Pastor Bryan Clark 
 
One of the most common objections to the Gospel in our culture today is that people are 
offended by this idea that there’s only one way to God, this idea that it’s only through the 
death, burial and resurrection of Jesus that anyone can get to God.  Therefore they think that 
message is exclusive, and they don’t really think that Christians should be pushing that view 
onto everyone else. 
 
But that’s interesting when you think about it because these people—we refer to them as 
pluralists, whose idea is that all religions ultimately lead to God—the pluralists, believe there’s 
only one way to think about religion, and they're constantly pushing their view on everyone 
else.  So aren’t they guilty of the very same thing that they criticize? 
 
The truth of the matter is, it’s true.  We as Christians do believe there is only one way to God—
through the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus. 
 
This morning we want to talk about why we do believe that, and why there are some people 
that seem to get it, and some people that do not. If you have a Bible, turn with me to 
1 Corinthians, chapter 2.   
 
Last week Paul reminded us that the message of the Gospel, the message of the Cross, is 
foolishness to those who are perishing.  It’s silly, seems ridiculous.  But to those who believe, it 
is the power of God unto salvation. The reason the world finds the message of the cross foolish 
is because it seems so contrary to everything we’ve ever known or experienced in this world.  
The message of grace is scandalous!  You just simply don’t get something for nothing! 
 
 What does make sense to people in our world is “religion”.  That’s why religion is so very 
popular.  Religion is driven by the idea that somehow, if we do more good than bad, if we 
follow these religious rules and requirements, somehow the best performers get in, and 
everybody else doesn’t.  Religion makes sense; it seems reasonable.  That’s the way everything 
else in the world works. 
 
But God in His infinite wisdom, according to Paul, understood the greatest temptation we have 
as people, made in the image of God, is the temptation to believe that we can be our own gods, 
and that we can define our own way to God based on our own performance or merit. Therefore, 
Paul said God determined a way of salvation that would not even have the slightest potential to 
tempt the desire deep within us, to believe somehow we’ve deserved or earned or merited our 
way to God.  It would totally be a work of God, and in brokenness and humility we would have 
to say, “I can't do it.  I’m totally at the mercy of my need for a Savior.” 
 
Paul talked a lot about the wisdom of man and, based on his discussion, it’s possible to think, 
“Well, maybe Paul’s opposed to wisdom.  Maybe Paul doesn’t really think we should “think”, 
or that there should be “knowledge”, and a “well-reasoned argument”; maybe he’s opposed to 
all that.”   
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So that’s where we pick up the discussion in Chapter 2, verse 6: 
 

 Yet we do speak wisdom among those who are mature…  (*NASB, I Corinthians 2:6a) 
 

So now he’s going to respond to that and say, “Yes, there is a ‘wisdom’.  There is a knowledge that 
is important, and we speak that to those ‘who are mature’.”  This is the same word from Colossians 
1:28 that shows up in our mission statement, “…presenting every person complete in Christ.”  
Sometimes it’s translated perfect.  Sometimes it’s translated complete, sometimes mature.  The 
word literally means “to reach a goal”, so it has to be defined by the context it’s in. 
 
In this particular text, the issue is not between believers who are mature and believers who are 
immature.  The contrast is between those who believe and those who don’t believe, those who are 
spiritual and those who are natural.  So what he is saying is, “There is a wisdom that they proclaim 
that is wisdom to those who believe, to those who respond to it.”  
 

…a wisdom, however, not of this age, nor of the rulers of this age, who are passing 
away;  but we speak God's wisdom in a mystery, the hidden wisdom which God 
predestined before the ages to our glory; the wisdom which none of the rulers of this 
age has understood... (vs. 6b-8a) 
 

He’s probably referring to the “movers and the shakers”, to people of influence—the philosophers, 
the religious leaders, the political leaders—those people that were the influences, the movers and 
shakers of the day.  They have a philosophy.  They have a wisdom.  They have a religion.  But he 
says it’s passing away; it comes and it goes.  At the end of the day it doesn’t really last.  But the 
wisdom from God is the message that was “a mystery”.  Whenever you see this word mystery in the 
New Testament, it’s not a mystery as in something kind of creepy and eerie. It’s actually a very 
technical word.  It’s a reference to something that previously was hidden, that could have only been 
known through the revelation of God.  And what he is saying is this message of salvation has been 
part of the plan of God since the beginning of time, predestined, in order that you would share in 
His glory. 
 
One of the reasons we believe there is only one way of salvation, is we believe from the beginning 
of time, in the mind of God, He knew the end from the beginning, and He had a plan of salvation 
that began to unfold in Genesis 3, the very moment sin entered into the picture, and He’s been 
unfolding that plan for thousands of years.  And now, having seen the fulfillment of that plan on the 
cross, we can go back thousands of years and say, “Okay, I can see how it was unfolding.  I can see 
how it was hinted at.  I can see how it was pictured.  This has clearly been God’s plan for thousands 
and thousands of years.” 
 
Every world religion has a starting point, and every starting point is with a human being—a man or 
a woman that started that movement. The only exception to that is the message of the Gospel that 
started in the Garden of Eden, at the very beginning of time, which has been unfolded by God 
throughout the passing of time.  When he says “predestined”, it is predetermined in the mind of God 
for your glory, meaning God determined that you would share in His salvation and share in His 
glory. 
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He says: 
 

…the wisdom which none of the rulers of this age has understood; for if they had 
understood it, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.  (vs.8) 
 

Again, “rulers” means the religious leaders, the government leaders, the movers and shakers.  He 
says they didn’t understand what God was doing.  If they would have understood, they certainly 
wouldn’t have executed “the Lord of glory”.   
 
A lot of commentators think the Lord of glory is the grandest of all titles that’s attached to Jesus in 
the New Testament.  It’s a magnificent picture of the God of creation in all of His glory.  You’ll 
hear people today say, “If God really exists, why doesn’t He come to Earth and why doesn’t He 
clearly reveal Himself so everyone will believe?”  And God’s answer to that is, “He did!” in a 
spectacular way, born of a virgin, announced by the angels, lived a perfect life, and demonstrated 
without doubt that he truly was God in the flesh!  He made the lame to walk.  He made the blind to 
see.  He raised the dead back to life.  And He proclaimed to them over and over and over again that 
He was the Messiah—God in the flesh!  And the response to that was they executed Him! 
 
It’s important to remember that the conflict in the first century was not between Jesus and the 
Roman government.  It was between Jesus and the religious establishment, because the message of 
Jesus—this scandalous message of grace—was so contrary to everything that religion is about, that 
they simply could not tolerate it; and the only way to stop it was to have Jesus executed. 
 
If you’ve ever doubted that there’s conflict between religion and the message of grace, you need to 
look no further than the Cross.  That is the greatest example of the tension between religion and the 
message of grace. 
 

but just as it is written, 
         "THINGS WHICH EYE HAS NOT SEEN AND EAR HAS NOT HEARD, 
         AND which HAVE NOT ENTERED THE HEART OF MAN, 
         ALL THAT GOD HAS PREPARED FOR THOSE WHO LOVE HIM."  (vs.9) 
 

Verse 9 is a very interesting verse to think about.  It’s a quotation from probably Isaiah 64.  It’s kind 
of a “loose” quotation.  You can’t find an Old Testament verse that fits exactly.  But Paul, under the 
inspiration of the Spirit of God, kind of loosely takes a verse from Isaiah, and the point he’s making 
is that the message of grace is so contrary to everything we've ever known or experienced, it simply 
is not possible that a man or a woman could have ever conceived of this as the way of salvation.  
Therefore it could have only come from the mind of God. 
 
It’s very similar to the argument we make concerning moral responsibility to those who believe 
there is no God.  We raise the question, “Then where does morality come from if there is no moral 
God?”  What’s very similar is, “Where was this wild, nutty, scandalous, so out of everything we’ve 
ever known as people in this world, where would this message of grace possibly have come from if 
it didn’t come from the mind of God? 
 
One of the reasons why we believe that there is only one way to God is because the message of 
grace is so out of sync with everything religion is about, everything we’ve ever known, everything 
we’ve ever understood. There is no way that someone could have dreamed up this as a possibility to 
experience the riches of God and the salvation of God, if it didn’t come from God Himself. 
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It goes on to say in verse 10: 
 

For to us God revealed them (meaning these things) through the Spirit; for the Spirit 
searches all things, even the depths of God.  For who among men knows the thoughts 
of a man except the spirit of the man which is in him? Even so the thoughts of God no 
one knows except the Spirit of God. (vs.10-11) 
 

Now he’s raising this question, “Who could possibly know what is in the mind of God except the 
very Spirit of God Himself?”  Religion comes from the minds of men and women.  It’s based on 
what we’ve experienced in this world; and because it’s based on logic and reason, then the 
conclusion is, “That makes sense.”  But God has established a way of salvation so out of sync with 
everything that we understand, so who could possibly know that way of salvation other than the 
Spirit of God? 
 
Then he uses a human illustration.  If you're thinking about something this morning, we could 
speculate on what that is.  We could guess, “I think you're thinking ‘this’ or I think you're thinking 
‘that’.”  But at best, it’s just a guess.  All of religion is man’s best guess based on what we 
experience in this life, as to how to get to God.  But all we’re doing is guessing. Who would 
actually know what is in the mind of God?  Who would actually know what God has defined as the 
only way to Him, other than the Spirit of God? Therefore, what we’re left with is, “Do we think men 
and women are guessing correctly or do we think God Himself best understands what He has 
determined as the way of salvation?” 
 
Verse 12: 
 

Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, so 
that we may know the things freely given to us by God, which things we also speak, 
not in words taught by human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, combining 
spiritual thoughts with spiritual words. (vs. 12-13) 
 

Paul reminds us that it is the Spirit of God who has opened up our minds, who has opened up our 
eyes, opened up our ears to hear the truth of the Gospel that we might know and receive the truth. 
 
You may or may not know this today, but the fact of the matter is the basis by which you heard the 
Gospel, by which it makes sense to you, by which you responded or received the Gospel, is not 
because you’re smarter; it’s not because you're more clever; it’s not because somebody made such a 
convincing presentation to you.  It is because the Spirit of God opened up your eyes to see, opened 
up your ears to hear; and in that moment you were able to understand something you otherwise 
could never have understood. It goes to this magnificent and mysterious doctrine known as God’s 
election, or God’s predestination, God’s choosing.  
 
Ephesians 1 says, “God chose you before the foundation of the world that you would be holy and 
blameless before Him.”  Now how is that possible?  Somehow, before you ever existed, before the 
world ever existed, God chose those whom He would put his Spirit on, that your eyes would be 
opened, that your ears would be opened, that you would hear and understand the Gospel and 
respond to it. Balance that with the fact that the Bible clearly teaches human responsibility.  As a 
matter of fact, chapter 1, verse 21, said that the Gospel is for those who believe.  Jesus said it 
clearly, “Whosoever may come.” 
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Do you mean to tell me that you think God chose those on whom He would place His Spirit, that 
they would be able to understand and respond to the Gospel, but that it’s also true that anyone who 
chooses to…whosoever will, may come?  And the answer is “Yes”.  You say, “How can both of 
those exist at the same time?”  And the answer is (get your pen ready), “I haven’t the slightest idea.”  
I only know that if you deny one or the other, you are clearly denying something that the Bible 
teaches.  Nowhere in the scriptures does God say, “Figure it out.”  We can understand what the 
teaching is.  We can understand what the application is.  We don’t necessarily have to resolve the 
tension.  Just because, in our little pea-sized brains, we can't figure it out doesn’t mean that God, in 
His infinite wisdom in a world outside of time, can't resolve the tension.  But the fact of the matter 
is you could not have understood the scandalous message of grace without the Spirit of God 
opening up your eyes to the truth of Jesus. 
 
He goes on to say it is the same Spirit that has inspired the message of the apostles and now today, 
the scriptures, the truth of God that we have before us, inspired by the Spirit of God who knows the 
mind of God, to the extent of not only spiritual thoughts, but spiritual words. In other words, what 
he means is, the Spirit of God didn’t just inspire some thought, and then Paul wrote about it and 
John wrote about it and Peter wrote about it; then we could argue which one of them had it right.  
But God inspired it all the way down to the specific words used to communicate the thoughts from 
the mind of God. 
 
There is a reason why we painstakingly move our way through every word, every “jot and tiddle” of 
the scripture.  It’s because we believe right down to the very verb tenses that God’s Spirit inspired 
their words, so that we would get His truth exactly right.  Who is more capable of understanding the 
mind of God than the Spirit of God?  And the Spirit of God is the one who has opened up your mind 
to hear and respond to this scandalous, foolish message of grace.  The natural man, apart from the 
Spirit, is not like that. 
 
Verse 14: 
 

But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God; for they are 
foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually 
appraised.  
 

The natural man is simply that person who does not have the Spirit of God.  Based on your own 
natural ability, your own natural wisdom, the message of the Gospel simply will not make sense.   
“Spiritually appraised” means spiritually examined, spiritually judged.  We know from the Book of 
Romans that every person is spiritually dead apart from the life-changing power of Jesus.  When 
you're spiritually dead, you cannot process spiritual truth.  That’s what he’s saying there.  He 
doesn’t say it’s really hard for them.  He doesn’t say it’s much more of a struggle for them.  He says 
they cannot understand it; it simply is not possible. 
 
This is very important for us to remember when we are sharing the Gospel with others. We need to 
understand that unless God steps in with His Spirit and opens up the eyes of the unbeliever, they 
simply will not get it.  No matter how clever you are, no matter how clear you are, no matter how 
hard you push, there is a God factor.  And until God opens the eyes, there is nothing you can do to 
change that. 
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Sometimes what gets us in trouble when we’re sharing the Gospel is we forget what part is God’s 
and what part is mine.  When I forget that, I start pushing; I start offending; I start trying to get 
somebody saved without the realization the Spirit of God has not opened their eyes. No amount of 
pushing is going to change that.  Stop pushing!  You have to partner up with the Spirit of God.  You 
have your part and God has His part.  Until God does His thing, they’re simply not going to 
understand the scandalous message of grace. 
 
Verse 15: 
 

 But he who is spiritual (meaning the one who does have the Spirit) appraises (or 
examines) all things, yet he himself is appraised by no one.  For WHO HAS KNOWN 
THE MIND OF THE LORD, THAT HE WILL INSTRUCT HIM? But we have the 
mind of Christ.  (vs. 15-16) 
 

But the man or the woman who is spiritual (does have the spirit), examines all things (meaning God 
has opened up your mind to understand and appreciate the wonders of all that God has done for you 
and given you in Christ); your ability, based on the Spirit of God, is to understand things that the 
people around you could never understand apart from the Spirit of God.  But he goes on to say, 
“But those who don’t see, those who don’t get it, those that are natural, do not appraise or judge 
you.”  In other words, what he’s saying is the people in this world, based on their own opinion, 
based on logic and reason, based on what we know about life, have devised religion as the logical 
way to God.  And apart from a touch from the Spirit, they cannot see it any other way. So they're 
very critical of you in your view, that Jesus is the only way.  And so they put pressure on us by 
saying, “You know, that’s really an offensive message.”  But we need to recognize that, at the end 
of the day, we don’t answer to them.  At the end of the day, they don’t judge us.  And so you have 
to make a choice:  Who do I think has it right?  Men and women who are spiritually dead, guessing 
at the best way to get to God, or the Spirit of God, who actually knows the mind of God, and has 
recorded this scandalous message of grace? 
 
And that’s what he says in that verse.  Who could possibly (one who is spiritually dead) instruct 
God on the best way to God?  That’s the view of the pluralist.  Even though they’re spiritually dead, 
they are saying to God Himself, “I don’t think You have it right; I don’t think that is the way to 
God.  We think this is the way to God.”  So, again, we’re left with a choice: Who do you think has it 
right? People in the culture who are spiritually dead, giving their best guess, or the very Spirit of 
God who knows the mind of God and has revealed it through His inspired scripture? Then the end 
of the text is, “But we have the mind of Christ”, which is kind of the launching pad into what we’ll 
talk about next week. 
 
As we close this passage, there are a couple things I would invite you to think about.  One is this 
remarkable truth that the only reason you're here today with an understanding of the message of the 
Gospel, this scandalous message that, based on the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus, that God 
offers salvation as a free gift, and all I must do is receive it, the only reason that makes any sense to 
you and you’ve experienced His forgiveness, you’ve experienced His joy, you’ve experienced His 
peace, is because before the foundation of the world, God chose you! He said, “I want you to share 
in My Glory, and My Spirit will give you what you need to get it.  You're not smarter; you're not 
more clever; somebody didn’t make a better presentation to you.  For whatever reason, only God 
knows, God chose you. We need to understand that.  We need to celebrate that.  We need to 
appreciate that for what it is, and to recognize there is no basis for spiritual arrogance.  It is purely 
100 per cent a work of God. 
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Second of all we need to remember when we are proclaimers of the Gospel that I have my part and 
God has His part. My job is to be loving, to be kind, to be gentle, and to present the message as 
clearly as possible.  But, unless God steps in and does His thing, it’s not possible for someone to 
understand this message of grace.  So I have to understand there is my part and there is God’s part.  
Let God do His part, and we need to be faithful to do our part. 
 
And lastly, we need to understand that the culture is not going to understand this message of grace.  
It is contrary to anything they’ve ever known or experienced.  To them it seems absolutely foolish, 
and they're offended by the idea that there is only one way to God.  We need to sort out the fact that 
religion comes from the minds of men and women who, based on logic and reason, are trying to 
guess at the best way to get to God, versus a scandalous message of grace that could only have 
come from the mind of God, a plan that started the moment sin entered the picture, a message that is 
so contrary to anything we’ve ever known, a message that is known and revealed by the very Spirit 
of God Himself.  So you have to sort out who you think has it right. 
 
The danger in our culture today is that the pluralists say, “You know, it’s unreasonable to think 
there’s only one way to God.  There are all these religions in the world, and there are people in 
different places in the world, and they can't all be wrong.”  And the Christian comes back and says, 
“You know, that kind of makes sense.  I mean that does seem kind of logical.  Maybe they have a 
point there.” And we start backing down because now, based on logic and reason, we’re thinking 
maybe man has it right and God has it wrong.   
 
Lovingly, gently, carefully we absolutely cannot back down.  The basis by which we think there is 
one way of salvation is because God has been unfolding His plan from the beginning. It’s a message 
so contrary to anything we've ever known; it could have only been born in the mind of God.  It is 
revealed through the very Spirit of God.  Therefore, we do believe that man and his religion have it 
wrong, and God and His Spirit have it right.  And there we stand. 
 
Our Father, we’re thankful for Your goodness and Your grace.  Lord, we don’t understand this 
strange teaching that sometime before the foundation of the world You chose us, that Your Spirit 
would lift the blinders and open our eyes and our ears and our hearts to understand and respond 
and receive the Gospel.  But Lord, we are thankful today that You have allowed us to understand 
this scandalous message of grace.  Lord, I pray for those who are here today that perhaps have 
never understood this.  Perhaps, in the past, it’s always seemed foolish to them.  But maybe today 
Your Spirit is opening up their eyes and their ears and their hearts, and for the first time they 
understand, Lord, that today would be their day of salvation, that they would experience the 
wonder, the power of Jesus that has so transformed our lives. 
 
Lord, I pray that you would help us to be diligent to take our stand, to clearly declare that we 
believe that the Spirit of the Almighty God has it right, that there is one way of salvation—this 
scandalous, offensive message of grace.  Lord, in brokenness and humility, we acknowledge our 
need for a Savior.  This we pray in Jesus’ name.  Amen. 
 
 

Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE 
Copyright 1960, 1962, 1963, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1987, 1988, 

The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission 
Lincoln Berean Church, 6400 S. 70th, Lincoln, NE 68516 (402) 483-6512 

Copyright 2008 – Bryan Clark. All rights reserved. 
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September 27/28, 2008    

Study Questions 
Living Like Christians 

Natural Versus Spiritual 
I Corinthians  2:6-16 

Pastor Bryan Clark 
 
Opening Discussion 
 

1. How would you respond to someone who claims it’s arrogant to believe there is only one 
way to God? 

 
2. Why does the Gospel seem like foolishness to people in our culture today? 

 
3. What is the big difference between religion and the Gospel and why does religion make 

more sense to people in our culture? 
 
Bible Study 
 

1. Review 1:18-2:5.   Why is spiritual arrogance incompatible with the Gospel? 
 

2. Read 2:6-16.  Is Paul opposed to wisdom?  Explain. 
 

3. What is the difference between God’s wisdom and man’s wisdom? 
 

4. What is our basis for “exclusivity” meaning only one way to God according to this text? 
 

5. How does this text support a word for word study of the Bible? 
 

6. What does Paul mean by a “natural man?”  Why can’t he/she understand spiritual things? 
 

7. How does this truth help us respond correctly to people around us who either can’t seem to 
understand the Gospel or who seem to think it’s just silly? 

 
 
Application 
 

1. What is the most significant thing you have learned in the first two chapters of Corinthians? 
a. How does this truth affect your daily walk with God? 

 
2. How does this truth in Corinthians regarding the Gospel affect how you present the message 

to others?  List what might be considered the “do’s” and the “don’ts” for sharing the Gospel 
based on the first two chapters of Corinthians. 
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