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The Message Remains the Same  
 

1 Corinthians 1:18-31 
In the previous section, Paul pleads for unity in the 
church in Corinth. Those divisions were in large part due 
to the Christian’s adherence to the word’s categories of 
influence and status. The Apostle then launches into an 
extended meditation on the cross of Christ, arguing that 
the gospel stands in opposition to worldly notions of 
wisdom and power. He rests his argument, in part, upon 
two Old Testament passages cited in verses 19 (Isaiah 
29:14) and 31 (Jeremiah 9:23). Both passages point to 
God’s sovereign freedom in saving sinners in a way that 
defies human expectations and demands. As he will 
state later in chapter 15, here, Paul portrays the message of the cross as the matter of first importance.  
 
1. The Message of the cross is not the what the world wants. 
Vv. 18-22 

 The church has been placed in the peculiar position of proclaiming a message which the world has no 
desire to hear. In response to this challenge the church has often modified and even rejected the message 
of the cross in futile efforts to “reach” people. This is always a failing project. The world of Paul’s day was 
no more willing to listen to the message of the cross than is the world in our own day. In fact, it may well 
be argued that the apostles faced far more cultural resistance to the gospel message than is faced in the 
west today. 

 Paul sums up the world’s resistance to the message of the cross in two words: wisdom and power. For 
the Greeks the message of the cross was incompatible with their understanding of wisdom. For the Jews, 
the cross stood in contradiction to their craving for political and religious power.  

 For the Jews the cross was a scandal and an impediment to Christian faith because the Law of Moses 
taught that anyone hung on a tree was under God’s curse. They could not conceive of the need for a 
Savior who would bear their curse. Further, their revulsion toward crucifixion had been deepened by the 
fact that so many of their own had been crucified by the Romans. The mere thought that the Messiah 
would be God in the flesh, that he would not rise in power and lead a successful revolt against the 
Romans, but instead die at their hands by crucifixion was revolting to the Jews.  

 Gentiles were scandalized by the message of the cross because it proclaimed that the meaning of life 
was rooted in a man, specifically a crucified Jew. Like the Jews, the Gentiles would have been revolted 
by the crucifixion. The early Christians were mocked for worshiping a criminal who died in the most 
grotesque and humiliating way. The message of the cross was far too “earthy” for the wise Greeks who 
preferred esoteric religions and philosophical speculation. The gospel demanded faith in a God who 
became a real flesh and bone man who was willingly humiliated, tortured, and killed to bear His own just 
wrath for the sake of sinners. 

 
2. The Message of the cross is what the world needs.  
Vv. 23-32 

 Paul has taken the central event at the heart of the Christian story – the death of Jesus – and used it as 
the lens through which all human experience must be projected and thereby seen afresh. Thus, Paul 
provides the categories necessary for a fresh critical evaluation of…wisdom, power, and wealth.1 

 Philosophers, Torah scholars, and, most significantly, popular orators – all the esteemed pundits of Paul’s 
day – failed to understand what was really going on in the world. Their vaunted wisdom had failed to 
grasp the truth about God. Paul suggests that this failure is itself a mysterious part of God’s own purpose. 
It is “in the wisdom of God” that the world has failed to know God through wisdom (vs. 21). Why? Because 
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God’s ways are, as Isaiah declared, shocking and amazing, contrary to what our fallen minds would 
consider common sense.2 

 
3. The Message of the cross is what the church has been given.  
Vs. 21-25 

 In chapter 15 Paul writes that after his own conversion he was “given” the message that he then passed 
along to the Corinthians. That message was likely the very first Christian confession of faith: “That Jesus 
died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third 
day in accordance with the Scriptures” (vv. 3-4). That message, says Paul, is “the matter of first 
importance.” Whatever else the church does it must not ever lose as its highest priority the proclamation 
and application of the message of the cross (1 Corinthians 2:1-5). 

 The church, therefore, must possess discernment and a resolute willingness to say no to any message 
or priority which would undermine, contradict, weaken, or compete with this “matter of first importance.” 
That means, of course, rebuking any false gospels. It also means saying no to some things which are 
good in and of themselves but represent a distraction from the church’s central message.  

 
Theology Applied: 
1. The church’s mission is a message: Proclaim it. 

 The church has not been called to heal every ill or repair all the damage in this fallen world. While certainly 
the message of the cross speaks directly to the sin and brokenness in the world, the message must not 
ever be compromised in sincere but misguided efforts to bring heaven to earth. That is not to say that we 
are to adopt a detached sort of “quietism” which ignores the various ways in which our neighbors are 
suffering. Quite the opposite in fact. Rather, the church is to understand that her chief duty to her 
neighbors is to attend to their need for reconciliation with God.  

 Paul’s rebuke of worldly notions of wisdom and power in no way suggest that such notions do not present 
a genuine threat to the church’s message.  

The essential characteristic of worldly wisdom is that it can empty the word of the cross of its 
power (vs. 17). That is the measure of its serious threat to the gospel and to the church. We are 
dealing, therefore, not with anything peripheral or superficial, but with a subtle enemy that strikes 
at the very heart of our message. If we cannot identify it and isolate it, our gospel will be puny 
and empty.3 

  
2. The church’s unity is a message: Apply it. 

 The message of the cross is what secures our unity. 1 Corinthians begins with Paul’s astonishment over 
the divisions within the church. In their case they had divided over various leaders of the church. Paul 
was scandalized by these divisions because they revealed that the church was still caught up in worldly 
notions of power and status. What is the solution? The message of the cross. The gospel subverts what 
the world believes about power and status. It trains us to lay aside our impulse to secure advantage over 
one another and instead seek what is good for our brothers and sisters. The cross moves us away from 
power seeking and instead goads us on to love and service. 

 
3. The church’s power is a message: Trust it.  

 Think of the people in the church at Corinth. They had experienced the transformation of their lives. They 
had changed in many good and necessary ways. But the change they experienced was wrought by the 
message of the cross which they believed. In believing the gospel they received the forgiveness of their 
sins, the power to repent of those sins, and the hope of eternal life in the world to come. Paul came to 
Corinth with no other message than the message of the cross: Our sin, God’s wrath, Christ’s substitution 
of himself for us and bearing our punishment. Paul (and the other apostles) preached that message even 
though it was a stumbling block to their audience. He preached this message because it was the truth 
that all people must hear and the only message capable of saving them from perishing. The fact that they 
did not know they were perishing didn’t stop Paul. He preached their sin and God’s wrath and Christ’s 
redemption and the Holy Spirit worked that truth into their hearts and transformed their lives by it. 
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