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18 For the word of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being 
saved it is the power of God. 19 For it is written, 
“I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, 

And the cleverness of the clever I will set aside.” 
Verses 18 and 19 give us the themes for this section. The three topics are: 

I. The	Gospel	According	to	Paul	is	the	Message	of	the	Cross	
The gospel according to Jesus was the proclamation of the Kingdom. The gospel 
according to Paul was the proclamation of the cross, a shortened reference to the 
sacrifice made by Jesus by means of crucifixion. Both are valid aspects of the good 
news, but Jesus was not at liberty to preach the message of the cross as good news 
since it that would not be a relevant message until after the fact.  
We clearly see Paul insisting the cross should be the centerpiece of the gospel 
message. However, we might wonder at this point if Paul has strayed from the subject 
matter at hand – the factionalism splitting the Corinthian church apart.  
But Paul hasn’t lost his direction. He not only identifies the problem with the church as 
being an issue of factionalism, but he identifies the problem of factionalism being the 
result their fundamental bungling of the gospel message. Here are two fundamental 
errors the people in the Corinthian church made regarding the gospel message.  

A. They	valued	style	over	substance	
“I am not sure what he just said, but I sure like the way he said it!”   
This typifies one problem found in the church. They were mesmerized by fancy orators, 
but this was a feature of the culture that carried over into the church. There are hints in 
Paul’s letter that Apollos was a gifted orator and Paul was not. When Paul said in his 
second letter, “I have not come to you with enticing words of man’s wisdom, but in the 
power and demonstration of the Holy Spirit”, he may have been referring to his own 
limitations as a speaker, at least in comparison to Apollos and others. So, if there was 
any impact from his preaching, it was solely due to the power of the Holy Spirit and not 
his own oratorical skills.  
But the Corinthians were drawn to the skilled orator, even to the point of ignoring the 
essence of the message. Even to the point of excusing sloppy theology, and this is what 
drove Paul crazy. Paul had the truth, but some were drawn more to the messenger than 
the message.  
This is not an uncommon problem today. I have spent 44 years ministering from the 
pulpit. Through the years I have observed people latching on to some clever little saying 
they heard some preacher say on television and they took it for gospel truth because of 
the way it was presented. In that respect, we are not much different from the church at 
Corinth.  

B. They	were	ashamed	of	the	message	of	the	cross	
First, observe that the particular translation I have chosen states it is the “word of the 
cross” that is offensive to those who are perishing. I found 21 out of 23 translations of 
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the Bible either say “the word” or “the message” of the cross”. KJV almost stands alone 
in rendering this “the preaching of the cross.” I don’t think KJV translators missed it that 
badly, but that particular translation has led subsequent generations of readers to 
occasionally turn the focus of the offense on the preaching rather than the message. 
Paul indicates that the cross delivered its own message, and in that culture and in that 
context it most certainly did. But this is a point that is easily missed by today’s culture.  
Many commentators have observed that the offensive message of the cross is a lost 
concept to modern day Christians who have come to worship the cross and use it as 
beautiful decorative jewelry and used to enhance the décor of our churches. We love the 
cross. We adore the cross. It is physically been turned into a thing of beauty for us. And 
that is the reason we don’t grasp the offensive nature of the cross Paul spoke of. That is 
the reason we don’t understand why Paul had to address the congregation at Corinth for 
quietly trying to ignore the issue of the cross in their message. The cross was culturally a 
very ugly and embarrassing thing to have attached to their religion. Their founder was 
crucified in a most shameful and humiliating way on the despised cross. Teachers and 
preachers at Corinth were determined to somehow put the shame of the cross behind 
them. They didn’t want to talk about it. It was shameful. They wanted to hide that part of 
the message. They felt it was a blemish on Christianity. They didn’t like having to defend 
the fact that their founder died like a criminal.  
But in so doing, they cheapened the gospel message. We can’t remove the cross from 
the gospel message. The Corinthians were tempted to do so to avoid the shame and 
stigma of the cross. But we don’t try to do that today because we don’t have the same 
sense of shame over the cross as did the culture in those days. But if there is a modern 
day equivalent, it might be the offense of Biblical truth. Biblically based truth is often 
inconvenient. It can be abrasive. Hell is not a popular topic these days. It is too 
offensive. God’s judgment is not a popular topic. People prefer to talk about God’s love. 
People get nervous when we start talking about specific sins because we might sound 
too judgmental.  
But John the Baptist feared no man. He stood before King Herod and said, “It is not right 
for you to have your brother’s wife.” Who speaks to a king like that?  
The message of the cross was offensive, but it was a vital part of the gospel.  
Biblical truth is offensive to those who are perishing, but it should never be an 
embarrassment to us.  We can’t change the gospel to make it more appealing. We can’t 
water it down. We can’t throw parts of it out. We can’t let the Politically Correct 
movement get their tentacles wrapped around the church.  

II. The	Impact	of	the	Message	of	the	Cross	
A. We	can’t	save	everyone	

When we compare the modern church to the early church, we tend to go to the book of 
Acts and point out to the phenomenal revival that broke out in Jerusalem after the 
outpouring of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost. Literally thousands were saved, 
and scholars estimate that more than half the city of Jerusalem believed. It is unfortunate 
that we set that as the standard by which we judge the contemporary church. Why are 
we not impacting our community like happened in Jerusalem?  
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But Paul paints a different picture. He labored tirelessly in Asia taking the gospel to the 
lost, but Paul never saw a major revival that compared to the Jerusalem revival. Paul 
never pastored a mega church. Paul was never treated like a rock star. He was so hated 
by some that they tried to kill him and even put out a contract on his head. Paul was not 
even the most popular spiritual leader in the Corinthian church, the church he personally 
planted. On top of all this, Paul writes about how the message of the cross was accepted 
by some and totally rejected by others. There was nothing magical about the preaching 
of the cross that forced even the coldest and hardest of people to surrender to God.  

B. Two	groups	of	people	
Paul divides the world into two distinct groups – those who are perishing, and those who 
are being saved. Those who are perishing are the wise of this age, who think the 
message of the cross is foolish, or scandalous.  

First,	notice	the	tense	of	the	verb	used	here:	“are	being”.	This	is	a	present	progressive	
passive	tense	that	indicates	an	ongoing	process	that	will	be	completed	at	some	future	
time.		
To	say,	“I	am	saved”	merely	expresses	a	confidence	in	God’s	word,	his	promise,	his	
guarantee.	But	technically	speaking,	we	are	all	still	in	a	process	while	here	on	earth.	The	
unbelievers	are	in	the	process	of	perishing	and	believers	are	in	the	process	of	being	
saved.	In	a	sense,	it	speaks	about	which	boat	you	are	on	and	where	it	is	going.	
This	is	not	a	minor	point	as	it	has	to	potential	to	shape	our	theology	of	salvation	and	
missions.	In	particular,	we	must	not	forget	we	are	a	project	in	the	works.	We	cannot	
become	slack	in	our	desire	to	please	God	and	do	His	will.	We	can’t	earn	his	salvation,	but	
we	can’t	ignore	God’s	expectations	for	our	salvation	to	be	manifested	in	our	daily	
transformation.		
Also,	we	have	to	be	careful	not	to	write	off	the	lost	as	hopeless.	I	am	shocked	how	often	I	
see	something	of	this	nature	coming	from	people	who	otherwise	profess	themselves	to	
be	Christians.	We	might	talk	about	evil	people	and	someone	will	say,	“They	need	to	be	
killed.”	Or	we	might	hear	of	the	death	of	an	evil	person	and	someone	rejoices	over	their	
death	and	say,	“Our	world	is	better	off	without	them.	I	hope	they	rot	in	Hell.”	Years	ago,	
a	popular	television	evangelist	found	he	was	able	to	say	about	anything	he	wanted	to	say	
and	he	could	get	the	people	standing	on	their	feet	and	clapping	for	him.	One	time	he	
said,	“I	think	drug	dealers	should	be	lined	up	against	a	wall	and	shot!”	and	the	crowd	
went	crazy	with	approval.	Something	is	wrong	when	we	hate	sinners	so	much	we	want	
them	killed.	These	people	are	in	the	process	of	perishing,	but	they	haven’t	perished	yet.	
It	has	never	been	the	mission	of	the	church	to	help	accelerate	the	process	and	to	
gleefully	look	forward	to	the	day	they	truly	perish.	It	has	been	the	mission	of	the	church	
to	rescue	the	perishing,	not	celebrate	their	destruction!			
Next,	Paul	defines	two	kinds	of	wisdom	associated	with	each	of	these	groups,	which	
leads	us	into	the	next	and	final	point.		

III. God’s	Wisdom	vs	Man’s	wisdom	
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20 Where is the wise man? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God 
made foolish the wisdom of the world? 21 For since in the wisdom of God the world through its 
wisdom did not come to know God, God was well-pleased through the foolishness of the message 
preached to save those who believe. 22 For indeed Jews ask for signs and Greeks search for 
wisdom; 23 but we preach Christ crucified, to Jews a stumbling block and to Gentiles foolishness, 
24 but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the 
wisdom of God. 25 Because the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God 
is stronger than men.  

A. First,	the	context	
Paul is still arguing for the importance of keeping the message of the cross at the center 
of the gospel message. The congregation at Corinth had indulged teachers who are 
watering down the gospel by de-emphasizing the message of the cross. Their division is 
due to their carnality and their immaturity, and their carnality and immaturity is tied to 
their weak and flawed gospel message. They were embracing a compromised message. 
We can’t grow and mature on a false gospel. There is no power in a false gospel.  

B. Next,	idolatries	of	the	ungodly.		
Gordon Fee observes in verse 22 “two idolatries of our fallen world.” Let’s read it again. 
For indeed Jews ask for signs and Greeks search for wisdom; 
The two idolatries are the demand for power and the pursuit of wisdom. The 
commentator calls them “the self-centered expressions of man in rebellion against God.”  

C. Third,	two	kinds	of	wisdom	
Two groups of people, those who are perishing and those who are being saved, and two 
kinds of wisdom, foolish wisdom of those who are perishing, and wise wisdom of those 
who are being saved.  
I know that is a broad statement. We know there some who are being saved who can be 
extremely foolish at times. Paul certainly isn’t suggesting being a part of a group 
guarantees each member of the group is perfect. But those who are perishing don’t look 
to God for wisdom. Their wisdom is totally derived by human means. Those who are 
being saved at least understand where our wisdom should come from.  
21 For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not come to know God, God 
was well-pleased through the foolishness of the message preached to save those who believe. 

Again quoting Fee, “A God discovered by human wisdom will be both a projection of 
human fallenness and a source of human pride, and thus constitutes the worship of the 
creature and not the Creator.” 
Those who reject the gospel message, but think they have discovered God through 
other means, have not found the one true God.  
The god people discover through philosophy proves only to be a god of their own 
making.  
The god people discover through their deep appreciation for nature will always be a god 
that takes on their own characteristics, because they truly do not know who God is, only 
that something, someone more powerful than themselves exists.  
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The one true God is only truly God discovered through the message of the Cross. He is 
not the god of the ocean, or the god of the volcano, or the god of the sky, or the god of 
war, or the god of love, or the god of nature, or the god of thunder, or the god of the sun. 
He is the God of the cross. He is the one the cross points to. He is the God who gave his 
only begotten Son for the salvation of all mankind. He is the God who paid the penalty 
for fallen man. He is the God who redeemed humankind from scrap heap.  
Worldly wisdom can’t find God.  
Worldly wisdom rejects the message of the cross.  
In verse 23, Paul talks about the different ways the Jews and Gentiles reject the cross. 
23 but we preach Christ crucified, to Jews a stumbling block and to Gentiles foolishness, 

Gentiles think the message is foolish, but Jews thought it was scandalous (translated 
“stumbling block”). The Jews stumbled over it because for them, the message was 
disgraceful. They could not get by the stigma to accept their true Messiah. They refused 
to believe their Messiah would come in such a lowly way, live such a lowly life, die such 
a lowly death and fail to set up a new Kingdom. They were offended at the suggestion 
God was speaking to them through a cross.  

D. The	power	of	the	cross	
24 but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the 
wisdom of God. 

For those who are being saved, for those who believe, the message of Christ crucified is 
a message of power. We see the message of the cross not as foolishness, but as the 
unequaled wisdom of God. And Paul puts it beautifully, “The foolishness of God is wiser 
than men and the weakness of God is stronger then men.” Nothing can be added to that! 


