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Background to 1 Corinthians  
Acts 18:1-17 recounts Paul’s visit to Corinth on his second missionary journey.  Paul spent 18 
months in Corinth.  Every Sabbath he would be in the synagogue speaking to the Jewish 
community.  He spent time with the Gentiles as well.  When the Jewish leaders opposed him 
and his teachings, Paul worked primarily among the Gentiles.  The Jewish leaders continued 
their attack on Paul and brought charges against him in civil court.  The charges were dismissed 
but the climate was still volatile for Paul.  
 
At the end of the eighteen months, Paul left to go to Ephesus, Jerusalem, Antioch, and Galatia.  
During that time Apollos, a Jewish man from Alexandria, started teaching in the synagogue at 
Ephesus.  Apollos then went to Achaia (of which Corinth was the capitol) where he bore witness 
in a powerful way to the gospel message of Jesus Christ.   
 
Around this time Paul wrote some letters to the Christians at Corinth.  He references one letter 
where he warned the early Christians to stay away from promiscuous sinners but there is no 
record of that communication.  Paul then wrote concerning the divisions within the Corinthian 
church.  He wanted to address those issues directly.  
 
Paul uses his opening greeting to introduce a number of topics that he will deal with in the body 
of the letter.  The topics include his call as an apostle and the ways the people have failed to 
live holy lives.  Keeping to our theme of wisdom, we will concentrate our readings to those that 
speak of the people’s eloquent speech and great knowledge.  Paul will explain how such things 
were to be centered on their love of Christ.  His comments about spiritual gifts lay the 
foundation for him to invite them to strive for greater gifts.  Finally he holds up the ideal of the 
church as the fellowship of believers that should not be torn apart by disharmony. 
 
1 Corinthians 1:1-3 
It was important that Paul establish upfront that he was an apostle.  Early Christians questioned 
his authority.  He could not fulfill the work to which he was called without that acknowledge-
ment from them.  If Christ called him to be an apostle then the people needed to listen to him.  
Paul further confirms his authority by stating that his call by Christ was in accordance with the 
will of God.   
 
1 Corinthians 1:4-9 
In these verses Paul specifies some of the blessings the Corinthians received from God.   
In Greek the word for speech is logos (same word that is used in John 1:1). 
It has centered on their ability to communicate well.    
Oratory was a power gift and was used to convince and persuade. 



In Greek the word for knowledge is gnosis. 
The Corinthians were prosperous and sophisticated. 
They became prideful because of their knowledge.   
 
Their gifts of speech and knowledge became occasions for sin. 
The people saw them as personal achievements rather than gifts from God.  
They did not turn their gifts toward service to others.   
God gave them these gifts to empower the people to bear witness to their faith. 
Gifts of speech and knowledge (when used properly) were to be part of that empowerment.  
 
1 Corinthians 1:10-17 
Paul invoked the authority and power of Jesus Christ as he addressed the serious divisions in 
the Corinthian church.  Paul appealed to them to live together in unity. 
 
1) They were to say the same thing and proclaim the same gospel about the same Christ.  Paul 

did not intend for them to be mirror images of each other.  Each person had distinct 
personalities and went about their work in different ways which was a good use of the 
diversity of gifts.  But when they spoke they were to agree on the same core issues of the 
Christian faith.  Where there was serious disagreement they were to come together to 
resolve those issues.  It is the language that we hear in Chapter 12.  Each member of the 
body is distinct but all the members are dependent one on the other.   

 
2) They were to have no divisions (schismata) among themselves.  In this letter Paul is 

addressing the kinds of internal divisions that result from differing opinions.  When Paul 
called on the Corinthians to have no divisions among themselves, he is calling them to 
change their way of thinking about each other (to see each other as God sees them).  They 
were to regard divisions as contrary to the will of God.   
 

3) They must be united in mind and understanding.  Their thoughts will determine the matters 
of their hearts and the actions of their hands.  They must be united in judgment (purpose or 
will).  Otherwise they will pull in different directions and the work of one person will cancel 
the work of another.  The best way for them to be united was for all of them to face in the 
same direction and to keep a vision of the Lord Jesus Christ always before them.   

 
Starting with verse 17 Paul will now contrast human wisdom with the Godly wisdom that sent 
Christ to the cross.  Greeks prized both wisdom and its outward expressions in rhetoric (the art 
of preparing persuasive arguments) and oratory (the art of public speaking).  In this verse Paul 
did not want his teachings or methods to be associated with human wisdom.  In his own 
understanding of the gospel message if his proclamation of the good news suggested human 
eloquence it would distract from the cross of Christ.  Paul did not want the people to admire his 
eloquence and wisdom.  He wanted them to keep their eyes focused on Jesus Christ.   
 
 
 



1 Corinthians 1:18-30 
Now we get into the heart of Paul’s discussion on wisdom.  He contrasted the wisdom of the 
world with the wisdom of God (which finds it highest expression in the foolishness of the cross).  
For those who pride themselves on their wisdom the cross will indeed seem foolish.  Why 
would God send his Son to die on a cross?  By our standards (and the limitations of our minds) it 
makes no sense.  Paul argues that human wisdom has no saving power.  People who depend on 
human wisdom alone are perishing.   
 
Those who are being saved accept the fact that they cannot defeat the sin that threatens to 
dominate their lives and so have learned to trust in the grace of God.  That grace was shown 
most fully at the cross of Christ, where Christ not only prayed that God would forgive those who 
crucified him but also opened the door to forgiveness for all who came to believe in him.  
Therefore the cross (which seems like foolishness to those who are steeped in human 
knowledge) is really the instrument of salvation for those who are being saved. 
 
Paul quotes the prophet Isaiah to tell the Corinthians that God will destroy the wisdom of the 
wise and thwart the discernment of the discerning.  The quotation comes from Isaiah 29:14 
which says: the wisdom of their wise men will perish and the understanding of their prudent 
men will be hidden.  Human wisdom (Sophia) and discernment (synesis – understanding) have 
their roots in disciplines such as history and science.  Such disciplines promise to enlighten us so 
that our future will be brighter than our past but the wisdom of God holds the real promise.  
 
We enjoy a quality of life.  Modern medicine makes it possible for us to live longer and more 
pain-free than ever before.  However, the lessons of history and science have failed to bring us 
real security, and new solutions often create new problems.  For example we are no closer to 
solving the problem of evil than did our ancestors as found in the Old Testament.  We still have 
wars and rumors of wars.  Even modern medicine (for which we have reason to be very grateful 
especially during this pandemic) has left us with such problems as financing the medical needs 
of an aging population. 
 
So God (through Isaiah and Paul) says – I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, I will bring the 
discernment of the discerning to nothing.  Paul continued his argument by listing some 
examples of people known for their wisdom.  

The philosopher was the traditional mediator of wisdom for the Greeks. 
The scribe or teacher was the traditional mediator of wisdom for the Jews. 
The debater was skilled in the art of rhetoric and oratory. 
 

When Paul speaks about the debater of this age he is talking about a person who enjoys power 
now but whose power is limited.  Such power is not transferable to the kingdom of God.  God 
did not structure things so we can know him through our wisdom.  We can know him only by 
revelation.  It is only as God chooses to reveal himself to us that we can know him and that 
revelation is most clearly seen through the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus 
Christ. 
 



God (in his wisdom) chose to reveal himself (not through human wisdom) but through the 
apparent foolishness of how the life of Jesus unfolded.  It was by those actions that God chose 
to redeem the world. 

 
     Once more the cross of Christ seems like  
     foolishness to those who refuse to believe.   
 
     Why would God send his Son to die on a 
     Cross?  Why not make him the head of a 
     mighty army?  Why not allow him to use 
     magical powers to set everything right? 
 
 
 

God saved the world (not by coercion) but out of our free will to choose. 
 

To demand a sign is to insist that God prove himself.  It is to insist that God jump through our 
hoops and to do it our way.  Jesus did work miracles but he had no use for those who 
demanded signs.  Paul said that the Jews demanded signs (and truth be told we all want signs 
and miracles).   
 
As noted above Greeks cherished their wisdom (their philosophies).  That was the temptation 
to which Greeks were most susceptible.  So the Jews demanded signs and the Greeks desired 
wisdom but Paul had something quite different to offer them.  He proclaimed Christ crucified.  
It was a scandal to the Jews and foolishness to the Gentiles.  Crucifixion was not only a cruel 
way to die but it was also shameful.  Crucifixion was designed to inspire fear and loathing.   
 
Christ crucified is what God gave us. 
 
Paul continues that to those who believe in the power of the cross it all makes sense.  What 
seems crazy when we are on the outside looking in comes into focus once we have an insider’s 
view.  We are able to see that the cross is not foolishness at all but is instead the power and 
wisdom of God.  It is powerful because it has the power to save.  It is wise because the death of 
Christ on the cross says more clearly than anything else that the love of God has no bounds. 
 
The cross of Christ is also wise and powerful because it is God’s initiative.  God is both wise and 
powerful, so any initiative of God’s will proceeds out of wisdom and will have a powerful effect.  
That is not true of human plans because our plans proceed out of our limited understanding 
and often fail to accomplish what we intended them to do.  Many people find it difficult to see 
that because we are invested in their personal knowledge or strength and cannot find it in our 
hearts to defer to God’s plan of salvation. 
 
 



Paul uses the word call when speaking to the Corinthians in order to build them up.  He 
emphasized that God did not call them because they were wise or powerful or of noble birth.  
God did not need for them to be wise and powerful because that was the role of God.  God 
called them to become wise, powerful, and noble by virtue of their relationship to him. 
 
So God (in his wisdom) chose the foolish and the weak to shame the wise and strong.  Nobody 
would be distracted by the towering presence of the Corinthians because they had no towering 
presence.  If something good happened in their lives the people would give God the glory and 
others would be drawn to the God who did marvelous things with people who would otherwise 
go unnoticed. 
 
God calls us to be grounded in him so that we can walk in confidence (not in our own abilities) 
but in his power and in our relationship with him.  We can find strength in his presence.  Being 
in Christ involves an all-encompassing relationship with Christ Jesus (a relationship that has 
saving power).  That relationship involves receiving justification as a gift rather than as an 
achievement.  It also makes us equal at the foot of the cross.  When we are in Christ there is no 
room for boastfulness because we have all received the same gift. 
 
Jesus is the wisdom from God. 
He is the embodiment of God and the embodiment of God’s wisdom. 
He makes it possible for us to be righteous, holy, and redeemed.   
 

 
 
 
1 Corinthians 2:1-16 
Paul repeats his mantra that the wisdom of the world and the wisdom of God stand in sharp 
contrast to one another.  The wisdom of God leads the people of God to glory and is made 
known by the Spirit.  Paul sets the disputes in Corinth on a cosmic stage: to side with those who 
advocate worldly wisdom is to side (not with the God who saves by means of the cross) but 
with those who blindly fought against the wisdom of God by crucifying God’s Son. 
 
Paul will then ask: If human wisdom is seen most plainly in the wisdom of the rulers of this age 
who put Jesus to death, how are we ever to be capable of knowing the wisdom of God?   
 



In the final section of this chapter Paul insists that it is only by receiving the Spirit that one can 
know the things of God.  Because God has given the Spirit, those who receive the Spirit can 
know the mysterious wisdom of God.  Paul maintains that the Spirit whom believers receive is 
none other than the Spirit of God. 
 
We see once more that the stories we tell about the cross of Christ become the measure by 
which the stories of our own communities are judged.  Paul leaves us in this section with a 
challenge:  Do we hope to draw people to our faith communities based on our ability to achieve 
great things or are we participating in the upside down economy of the cross that can only be 
known and understood and believed and lived by the power of God and his Son, Jesus Christ, 
and the Holy Spirit? 
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