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1:18 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.   
1:19 For it is written, "I WILL DESTROY THE WISDOM OF THE WISE, AND THE CLEVERNESS OF 
THE CLEVER I WILL SET ASIDE." 
1:20 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? 

 
Verses 18–31 contrast God’s wisdom to human wisdom and demonstrate that the power of the Gospel 
is attributable to God, not human reasoning or insight.  
 
To those who are lost the message of the cross is foolishness, for human wisdom cannot understand it. 
To those who are saved it is a message of power, for it changes their existence and destiny. 
 
The folly of men’s thinking and God’s condemnation of human wisdom is nothing new. In verse 19 Paul 
alludes to Isaiah 29:14, though does not quote it directly. In that passage the prophet said, “the wisdom 
of their wise men shall perish, and the discernment of their discerning men shall be concealed.” Isaiah’s 
comment falls in a context where people are warned that it is foolish to try to match wits with God. God 
had told Israel that He would use foreign nations as a rod to punish them (Isa. 29:5–6). Nevertheless, the 
wise thought they could stop the threat by making an alliance with Egypt (Isa. 30:1–3; 31:1). In spite of 
man’s wisdom, all that God had predicted came to pass and the wisdom of men proved to be delusional 
(Isa. 47:10–11).  Paul is making a similar challenge in relationship to the cross.  Hasn’t the cross proven 
that the wisdom of men has been annulled?  Man’s wisdom could not save a nation; neither can it save 
men from eternal destruction. 
 
Where is the wise man? Greeks in particular valued philosophy, learning, and “wisdom” (cf. v. 22), but 
“wise man” is applicable to all men of all ages who depend upon human wisdom to find truth (see Acts 
6:9; 9:29; 28:29 for its application to Jews, as well).  
 
Where is the scribe? A scribe was a Jew who was learned in the law. He not only copied it, he also 
interpreted it.  
 
God has not consulted with the world as to how men would be saved.  The wise man cannot understand 
the cross through his wisdom, nor the scribe by his knowledge, nor can the debater through his logic. All 
men fall short of having the necessary resources in order to understand the cross. When this age closes 
and God opens the doors into the age to come, all the wisdom of man will come to an end. 
  

1:21 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. 

 
Verse 21 tells us why human wisdom falls short in understanding the Gospel.  
 
First, in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not come to know God. That is to say, 
that God decided, by His wisdom, to make it impossible for people to know Him through their wisdom. 
God’s wisdom involves concealing knowledge of Himself from those who rely on human wisdom. 
Humanity in its fallen state, separated from God, has no resources available to it to seek or know Him. 
“A ‘God’ discovered by human wisdom will be both a projection of human fallenness and a source of 
human pride, and this constitutes the worship of the creature, not the Creator” (Fee, 73).  
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Secondly, God was well-pleased through the foolishness of the message preached to save those who 
believe. Knowledge of God is tied to faith in the message of the cross, not the reasoning and intellect of 
man. As Paul says, it saves those “who believe.” “Belief” explains how God works salvation through 
foolishness. Salvation is attained through faith (Ro. 1:17; 3:25). 
 
Faith is not just an intellectual assent to facts; it is a complete confidence or trust in God and His saving 
work through Christ. It is placing no confidence in one’s own righteousness, goodness, or ability to 
please God, but places its confidence in what Jesus did on the cross. God desires faith, and that is the 
only vehicle through which He reveals Himself. 
 
The message preached (note the emphasis on the message, not the messenger who proclaims it) is the 
word of the cross (1:18); that is, Christ crucified is the central message in the gospel.  
 

1:22 For indeed Jews ask for signs, and Greeks search for wisdom; 
1:23 but we preach Christ crucified, to Jews a stumbling block, and to Gentiles foolishness, 

 
Jews ask for signs. The Jews demanded that God provide some sort of supernatural sign in order for 
them to believe. They wanted external evidences to ground their faith in. They felt if something 
happened that would dazzle their minds they would know that it was true (Matt. 11:38–39; 12:39–40; 
Mk. 8:11; Lk. 11:16; 16:31; Jn. 6:30; Acts 17:18, 21, 32). Part of this is based on Jewish messianic 
expectations of a Deliverer who would vindicate who He was by the signs that accompanied Him. Thus, 
part of Israel’s rejection of the cross was based on the fact that historically the Jews have refused to take 
God by faith alone. The belief that God “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. . . [is] 
often very religious in form. . . [but is] fundamentally skeptical and essentially egotistical” (Barrett, 54). 
 
Greeks search for wisdom. Greeks were an advanced civilization and would only accept something as 
true if it could be proven on rational grounds. They demanded rational proof to base their faith upon. 
Greeks thought that those who believed in a crucified Savior believed a hopeless contradiction (Ro. 9:33; 
I Pet. 2:8); if the Savior is dead who can He save? 
 
But we preach Christ crucified. It should be noted that in the ancient world crucifixion as a form of 
punishment was fairly widespread. In the Roman world it was inflicted on the lower class, particularly 
slaves and unruly criminals. It was often accompanied with flogging and was an especially painful and 
degrading way to die. Josephus refers to it as “an extreme form of punishment.” The victims were often 
first whipped and stripped naked before being tied or nailed to the cross. Death was often slow so 
people could walk by for days and watch them die. The victims were the objects of public scorn. The 
impact and social significance of crucifixion could hardly be missed by the Corinthians (Collins, 91, 92). 
 
For the Jews, those who were crucified were thought to be under God’s curse: “Christ redeemed us 
from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us—for it is written, ‘Cursed is everyone who is 
hanged on a tree’” (Gal. 3:13; Deut. 21:23). Therefore, the cross was a blasphemous scandal to them. 
Jesus, the one to whom Christians pledged their complete loyalty, died like a common criminal!   
 
Yet, it is the cross of Christ (not simply His death) that is the focal point of God’s wisdom. Both Jews and 
Greeks alike have a prerequisite to belief. But God doesn’t respond to their demands. Instead, He offers 
the message of the cross. For that reason, Paul preaches Christ crucified, the power of salvation.   
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1:24 but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the 
wisdom of God. 
1:25 Because the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger 
than men. 

 
The crucified Messiah is the ultimate display of God’s wisdom and power (Christ the power of God and 
the wisdom of God; 1:24).  
 
What God has done in Christ is a direct contradiction to human ideas of wisdom and power. However, 
through the cross, God has nullified the wisdom of humanity and accomplished something that human 
wisdom could not obtain. This is because God is both stronger and wiser than men (1:25). 
 
The cross reveals more wisdom than could ever enter the mind of man; it displays more power than 
men can ever muster.  But the wisdom and power of the cross is only available to those who are called. 
To be called doesn’t just mean to be invited; rather, it is the action whereby God draws men irresistibly 
to Himself.  Only those who are called believe; all those who are called believe. They see the wisdom 
and the power of the gospel in the message of their crucified Lord.  
  

1:26 For consider your calling, brethren, that there were not many wise according to the flesh, 
not many mighty, not many noble; 
1:27 but God has chosen the foolish things of the world to shame the wise, and God has 
chosen the weak things of the world to shame the things which are strong, 
1:28 and the base things of the world and the despised, God has chosen, the things that are 
not, that He might nullify the things that are, 
1:29 that no man should boast before God. 

 
Verses 26–29 remind the Corinthians of their humble origins. God’s choosing them had the same 
purpose and design as the cross. Just as the foolishness of the cross nullified the wisdom of the world, so 
the choosing of the lowly cancels out the world’s wisdom. God’s purpose in choosing the despised of the 
world is so that every reason for boasting is removed. Man is forced to trust completely in God (v. 31; 
2:5). 
 
In 1:24 Paul spoke of both Jews and Greeks “who are the called.” In verse 26 he wants the Corinthians to 
personally consider their own calling; that is, he wants them to think about what they were like at the 
time that God called them to be saved. Not many were wise according to human standards (The “flesh” 
is often used by Paul. Here it refers to human existence that is tied to the world rather than God—Gal. 5; 
Ro. 8), not many were influential (i.e. “mighty”), nor did many come from noble birth or hold prominent 
positions in society. Yet these are the kinds of things that the people in the world value and boast in. 
These were also the things that the Corinthians wanted. But Christian honor comes from a different 
source.  
 
In Luke 10:21 it says that Jesus “rejoiced in the Holy Spirit and said, ‘I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven 
and earth, that you have hidden these things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to 
little children; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will’” (cf. Matt. 11:25–26). “Infants” is figurative 
for those without position and power. They are the opposite of “the wise and intelligent.” They are 
those who in their weakness must be helped by God (Lk. 1:51–54; Ro. 1:22; 1 Cor. 1:26–31; 2 Cor. 4:3–4; 
Ja. 2:5; 4:6; Dan. 2:26–30). 
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Unbelievers do not stumble onto Christianity, and then in their own wisdom choose Christ.  God chooses 
people; people don’t choose God (1:27). This process nullifies the world’s wisdom and power and 
instead magnifies the marvelous grace of God. At the same time, God does not choose men on account 
of their weakness and ignorance. God’s purpose for choosing the foolish things is to shame the wise. He 
chooses the weak to shame the strong. Those who come to Christ are the lowly (the base), the despised, 
the “nothings” of the world (i.e. the “things that are not” [v.28] = people that are so insignificant that 
they are not noticed at all). He chose them in order to nullify “the things that are.” (i.e. those who make 
their presence felt, the opposite of “nobodies”).  
 
Social position, money, prestige, rank, ancestry, or brilliance are all erased by the foolishness of God’s 
choice. Jesus shared table fellowship with the outcasts while the religious “somebodies” were left 
outside complaining about it (Matt. 9:10–13). Mary and Joseph were poor; they had no name or 
reputation, or worldly influence. The disciples were mostly fisherman, not scholars. Jesus had no place 
to lay His head. God brings wellbeing and blessing to the weak, insignificant nobodies of the world. He 
turns the world’s values upside down. “This should render the exalted humble, and the humble content” 
(Hodge, 26).  
 
God’s sovereignty is seen in the word “that” in verses 28 and 29. “That” is a word that expresses 
purpose—in this case it is a purposeful, deliberate action by God. God’s purpose in choosing the weak, 
etc., was so that He might nullify the wisdom of the world and that He might remove all ground for 
boasting. “God, it turns out, deliberately chose the foolish things of the world, the cross and the 
Corinthian believers, so that He could remove forever, from every human creature, any possible grounds 
on their part of standing in the divine presence with something in their hands” (Fee, 84). No man can 
attribute his salvation to his own wisdom, birth, or anything else that he believes can favorably 
distinguish him from his fellow man.  
 
 [Note: Paul probably uses neuter adjectives (base things, foolish things, things that are not), instead of 
masculine adjectives (foolish people, etc.) to state a generalization; this was a common practice in Greek 
(Barrett, 58).] 
 

1:30 But by His doing you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God, and 
righteousness and sanctification, and redemption, 
1:31 that, just as it is written, “Let him who boasts, boast in the Lord.” 

 
Verses 26–29 reminded the Corinthians that their own calling, like the cross, reveals the foolishness of 
God that is wiser than man’s wisdom. This was purposeful on God’s part so that there would be no 
ground for boasting before God. By way of contrast, verses 30–31 express positively what God has done 
in saving the believer (Fee, 84–85).  
 
Paul has already said that believers are called by God (1:24, 26). He now states that our salvation is “by 
God’s doing.” We owe our existence to the work of God who placed us into Christ Jesus. Salvation is His 
gift.  
 
To be in Christ is (1) to be united to Him as our representative in the same way we were represented in 
Adam (Ro. 5:12–21; I Cor. 15:22). (2) We are also united to Him vitally, as a branch is in a vine, or a 
member in a body (Jn. 15:1–7). (3) Lastly, we are consciously and voluntarily joined to Christ by faith (Ro. 



  5 
Ted Kirnbauer   1 Corinthians 1:18–31 5/5/19 

8:1) (Hodge, 26). Because we are in Christ, Jesus has become our wisdom from God and righteousness 
and sanctification, and redemption.  
 
God’s wisdom is found in Christ in the gospel. Thus, God gives wisdom, but the wisdom He gives is not 
found in logic (Gentiles—1:22), or in higher spiritual experiences (Jews—1:22). The wisdom God offers is 
found in the salvation which is in Christ Jesus. This wisdom is specifically said to be “for us.” 
 
Christ is also our righteousness. Because Christ is righteous and we are in Christ, we are righteousness  
(II Cor. 5:21); God sees us not as we are in ourselves, but as we are in Christ (Barrett, 60). It is the 
righteousness achieved by the cross which is mediated to us, placing us in a right standing before God 
and resulting in the divine acquittal of the guilt of sin. 
 
Sanctification, or holiness, moves us into an ethical as well as a positional sphere. Being in Christ sets us 
apart for God but in the end will effect moral purification in us as well.  Paul’s emphasis is probably that 
man can draw near to a Holy God because he is holy in Christ (Barrett, 60, 61). 
 
Redemption is the result of the ransom Christ paid by His death that delivered us from the bondage and 
consequences of sin. In Greek, “ransom” has more of the idea of freeing a slave or purchasing back 
prisoners of war held by the enemy than it does paying for someone who has been abducted. 
Redemption is our liberation at Christ’s expense.  
 
In the Bible, “boasting” can be almost synonymous with “trust,” or “putting confidence in something.” 
Paul uses the word in both good and bad senses, but the key to understanding which meaning is 
intended is simply by observing who or what one boasts in. “Boast” in verse 29 had the usual 
connotation of taking pride or glorying in something. God’s method of salvation leaves no opportunity 
for man to take pride in himself (1:29). However, it does give the saved opportunity to boast in the 
goodness and mercy of God. As Paul says in 1:31, “Let him who boasts, boast in the Lord” (Jer. 9:24). 
Boasting in the Lord eliminates every other form (Cf. 3:21; Rom. 2:23; 3:27).  
 
The foolishness of the cross and the lowly people who are saved by it are evidence of the working of 
God in ways that direct all glory to Him. These are the things that the Christian glories (boasts) in.   
 

Galatians 6:14 

But may it never be that I would boast, except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through which the 

world has been crucified to me, and I to the world. 


