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“Stephen Um’s dynamic ministry in downtown Boston is grounded in his faithful, weekly ministry of the Word of God. His experience there makes him an ideal expositor of 1 Corinthians, because today’s secular city is an ideal context for understanding and applying the same gospel message that Paul first preached to the Christians in cosmopolitan Corinth.”


Philip Graham Ryken, President, Wheaton College


“1 Corinthians: The Word of the Cross is not only a journeyman’s exposition of 1 Corinthians; it’s also a demonstration of a culturally astute pastor at work. Stephen Um combines his pastor’s heart, his disciplined mind, and his communicator’s gifts to bring us a commentary that will remind the Church of the gospel Paul preached to us.”


George W. Robertson, Senior Minister, First Presbyterian Church, Augusta, Georgia; author, Deuteronomy: More Grace, More Love


“Stephen Um demonstrates the intellect of a scholar, the heart of a pastor, and the experience of the city to relate the truths of the gospel for city dwellers of the apostles’ time that were no less cultured, urbane, or sophisticated than we imagine ourselves to be.”


Bryan Chapell, President Emeritus, Covenant Theological Seminary; Senior Pastor, Grace Presbyterian Church, Peoria, Illinois


“Stephen Um’s pastoral and preaching ministry has been a bright spot in the evangelical world. I have benefited from his wisdom and insights for a long time, so I am glad to see the arrival of this volume. Pastors will benefit from Um’s ability to apply the Biblical text to the human heart and the idols of our culture. Stephen is a wise exegete and good pastor.”


John Starke, Pastor of Preaching, Apostles Church, New York City, New York; coeditor, One God in Three Persons
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A Word to Those Who Preach the Word


There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the pleasure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. The ever-present coughing ceases, and the pews stop creaking, bringing an almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.


There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers have similar experiences, even greater ones.


What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.


The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the significance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hearers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.


The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.


Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will know the smile of God.


The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!


R. Kent Hughes


Wheaton, Illinois









Preface


Having been involved in full-time pastoral ministry for over twenty-five years, I’ve had the opportunity to preach the Word of God in many contexts. I’ve preached numerous sermons, but have heard my fair share of sermons as well. When it comes to delivering God’s Word, every preacher wants to preach a good sermon for the glory of God and the benefit of his listeners. However, preachers are merely called to present good sermons through careful exegetical study. In terms of crafting a good sermon to potentially become a great one—that is the work of the Holy Spirit. Just as priests were called to set up the altar to make sacrifices to honor God, and only God could provide the fire; so it is with preaching. It is the preacher’s responsibility to do all the preparatory work necessary to deliver a good sermon, but it will be the work of the Holy Spirit to take a hold of it and change the hearts of its listeners. 


I believe a sermon needs to do three things to the glory of God: (1) contain a careful exposition; (2) create sensation for the listener; and (3) provide contextual application. In this sense, the sermon has to be tri-perspectival. It first needs to explain the text. Then it needs to understand the people’s existential needs to help them gain a sense for what the Word of God is saying. And finally, it should apply gospel truths into every dimension of life and ministry.


Another tri-perspectival way of looking at a sermon is to understand it within the context of the three offices of the Messiah: prophet, priest, and king. The sermon has to be prophetic, in that it needs to explain the normative truth of God’s Word. It has to be priestly by recognizing human need and addressing the hearts of its hearers. And lastly, it needs to be situational, recognizing the immediate context for which these truths will be applied and implemented in the life of the Christian.


When developing the material for this commentary, many of the thoughts and reflections were directly created from my weekly sermon preparation. In all, I preached nearly thirty sermons through the entire book of 1 Corinthians to my urban congregation in Boston. This particular setting often reminds me that there are always mildly curious skeptics who are present in the audience while I am preaching. With that in mind, I cannot assume that people have basic biblical categories for what the gospel is. I believe that the gospel is the power onto salvation; it is the power that not only gets people into the kingdom of God, but also the power that sustains them in the kingdom. And so, in the context of the city, I am always aware of the apologetic sidebars; or the so-called “Christian defeaters.” Countless times throughout my preaching through 1 Corinthians, questions, doubts, and rebuttals are going through the mind of many of the listeners.


In addition, I was forced to be aware of the cultural and corporate idols that exist within my current setting and city (Boston, MA). In order to address them, the bulk of my preaching effort was directed to present the person of Jesus, who is the only satisfying answer to the longings of our culture. When I was expositing a given text, my approach was not only to merely explain the main idea of a given text—which is the authorial intent—but also to situate that idea within the context of the big idea. Therefore, these sermons understood Paul’s immediate context in light of the one-story plotline of Scripture which finds its fulfillment in Jesus.


I would like to express my heartfelt appreciation to Kent Hughes for inviting me to participate in this series. I’ve thoroughly enjoyed our friendship and partnership in the gospel these past few years, and praise God for the work he is doing in putting together such great pastoral resources. I want to express a deep sense of gratitude for Ted Griffin at Crossway for spending meticulous hours in editing this volume. For all their support and encouragement, I am indebted to my pastoral staff (Nameun, Ben, Andrew, Daniel, Tim) at Citylife Presbyterian Church for assisting me with their amazing editorial work. I would like to especially thank Justin Ruddy and David Cho for helping me to preach through this series. They are two young preachers whose preaching I greatly admire. Lastly, I would express my deep appreciation, love, and acknowledgement to my family for their constant grace and perseverance, particularly my wife, Kathleen, and my daughters, Noël, Adeline, and Charlotte. I am forever grateful to God for calling and equipping me to be a preacher of his.
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Surprised by Encouragement


1 CORINTHIANS 1:1–9
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WHEN APPROACHING A BOOK OF THE BIBLE it is not uncommon to sense a tangible difference between the ancient setting and our own context. While all of Scripture is clear and understandable, there are admittedly some portions that demand more of the reader than others. Unlike some of the more thorny passages of Scripture, the book of 1 Corinthians is one that presents the modern reader with numerous touch points. Yes, there will be interpretive questions to ask and cultural differences to comprehend, but on the whole 1 Corinthians presents us with an original context that looks strikingly like our modern-day setting. Here we meet a church that faces issues much like the ones we face. How are we to handle disagreements among God’s people? What does a Christian sexual ethic look like when promiscuity is the cultural norm? In what ways does the gospel shape the institution of marriage? How should we relate to the cultural customs and practices of those with whom we disagree on matters of faith? How can the gospel tear down barriers that we have built between others and ourselves? We could go on.


The one who sets about answering these and other questions in the book of 1 Corinthians is the Apostle Paul (v. 1).1


He writes specifically “to the church of God that is in Corinth,” and generally to “all those who in every place call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 2). A little bit of digging reveals that the city of Corinth2 shared much in common with the cities of our own time. So we’ll find that Paul’s explication and application of the gospel happens on the ground level. He’s working out the implications of God’s grace in the context of a pluralized, influential, cutting-edge city.


Corinth was an aspirational city.3 Its citizens were looking to advance on the ladder of upward social mobility,4 and they did this by aspiring to affluence5 for the sake of establishing their own honor.6 “The core community and core tradition of the city culture were those of trade, business, entrepreneurial pragmatism in the pursuit of success,”7 and “perhaps no city in the Empire offered so congenial an atmosphere for individual and corporate advancement.”8 David Garland gives us a feel for the culture of the city and the way it overlaps with our own experience in the West:


To use terms from American culture: schmoozing, massaging a superior’s ego, rubbing shoulders with the powerful, pulling strings, scratching each other’s back, and dragging rivals’ names through the mud—all describe what was required to attain success in this society.9


Alongside the clamoring for affluence and honor, Corinth was also an explorational city. It was characterized by a cosmopolitan spirit and religious diversity. Being a center for trade, Corinth was occupied (and regularly visited) by a diverse group of people from all walks of life. As a result, “Corinthians were rootless, cut off from their country background, drawn from races and districts all over the empire.”10 It was a city that contained a variety of religious faith communities so that the everyday Corinthian had any number of potential options when thinking about which religion or belief system might fit him best. Garland states that “as a cosmopolitan city, Corinth was a religious melting pot with older and newer religions flourishing side by side”; in other words, “they could choose from a great cafeteria line of religious practices.”11


As an aspirational and explorational city, Corinth looked much like the individualistic cultures in which many of us find ourselves in the twenty-first century.


The ideal of the Corinthian was the reckless development of the individual. The merchant who made his gain by all and every means, the man of pleasure surrendering himself to every lust, the athlete steeled to every bodily exercise and proud in his physical strength, are the true Corinthian types: in a word, the man who recognized no superior and no law but his own desires.12


It is into this context that Paul has occasion to speak. And in doing so he will address Christians who were being forced to ask many of the questions that we now find ourselves asking. Though the letter will go on to reveal significant issues within the Corinthian community, Paul begins with a note of profound, surprising encouragement. We’ll consider this encouragement in three movements:




	The Truth of Encouragement


	The Tension of Encouragement


	The Basis of Encouragement





The Truth of Encouragement


Encouragement is a basic human need. Few people flourish in the absence of affirmation, approval, or some external declaration of worth. We long to be inherently valued—to have someone say, “I approve of who you are.” We want to be respected for the contributions that we make (i.e., “I approve of what you do”). And we long deeply for assurance that the direction we are heading is one worthy of our investment and commitment (i.e., “I approve of where you are headed”). Paul will have to say some hard things to the Corinthians in the pages ahead; so he begins his letter with a surprising, well-rounded dose of encouragement.


Identity Encouragement


The apostle encourages the Corinthians in their identity in his opening salutation by addressing them as “those sanctified13 in Christ Jesus, called to be saints14 . . .” (v. 2). In this way he reminds them that they have been set apart by God—that they are important and unique because someone has declared them to be. In a city that measured one’s honor by the importance of the patron15 and friends to which a person was attached, to be set apart by God would have been the ultimate reassurance of one’s identity. Though all the surrounding voices might tell them otherwise, to be sanctified in Christ—past tense—was to have already received the ultimate word of approval, acceptance, and identity encouragement. Similarly, the fact that they were “called to be saints” meant that their identity and purpose was externally bestowed upon them. Rather than working to build their identity or to self-manufacture a sense of purpose, they had received theirs by way of the gracious call of God.


Aptitude Encouragement


Along with being settled in their identity, Paul wants the Corinthians to know that they are well equipped to live into that identity. In our common experience, the thing that lies beyond the question of identity (i.e., “Who am I?”) is the question of aptitude (“What am I to do?”). Aptitude is typically made up of the collection of gifts, skills, and abilities that you have been given,16 combined with the steps you have taken to hone them. While still rooting their activity in the gracious activity of God, Paul speaks to the Corinthians as those who have been “enriched in . . . all speech and all knowledge”17 (v. 5). They are able to speak clear, convincing words about the faith. They are also knowledgeable; they are not lacking in their grasp of the intellectual content of the Christian faith.


In a city and culture that placed an incredible amount of value on rhetoric18 and logic, Paul’s compliment about their speech and knowledge is an affirmation that they are not lacking in their culture’s most marketable commodity. Furthermore, their speech and knowledge is not something they achieved by studying under the most prominent rhetoricians and philosophers, but they have been given them as gifts from God (v. 4). In this way both their identity and aptitude are secure because they have been externally bestowed.


Trajectory Encouragement


When you combine an identity with aptitude, you get forward momentum. We are all heading somewhere, and the questions that hang over our heads are: Where? What does my future hold? How can I know that my trajectory is worthwhile? Is it reasonable for me to be hopeful about my destination? Paul answers these questions for the Corinthians when he claims that Jesus “will sustain19 [them] to the end” (v. 8). In essence, he tells the Corinthians that they are on the right trajectory. Their lives are worthwhile, and the path that they are on is clearly leading to the beautiful end that God has in store for them. This sure trajectory is rooted in the faithfulness20 of God (v. 9) who called them and crafted them for his purposes.


We can imagine the substantial encouragement this would have been to readers living in a city where one’s trajectory was perpetually insecure. In a meritocracy, one’s future is only as secure as one’s present success.21 When your temporal future is only as certain as your ability to keep performing at a high level, the comfort of knowing that your eternal future has already been decided is the ultimate encouragement. In this way we can be encouraged that our futures are just as secure. We are not unfamiliar with the demand for high performance and the temptation of embarking on self-security projects, but the Scriptures assure us that no matter the uncertainty or precariousness of our present situation, our Lord Jesus Christ “will sustain [us] to the end” (v. 8), and we will enjoy life with him because we “were called into the fellowship22 of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord” (v. 9).


Surprising Encouragement


Can you imagine receiving a letter like this from a leader? Of course, when we read a letter from a superior or supervisor, we are hoping for encouragement, but we recognize that it is almost always attached to our level of performance. Paul avoids tying their identity, aptitude, and trajectory to their performance, opting instead to encourage them flat-out. He is essentially saying, “Regardless of what you bring to the table, God finds you incredibly valuable and worthy of investment. And on top of that, he is going to ensure that you are sustained and carried through to a joy-filled life with him in the future.” Perhaps we expect to receive praise for a job well done, but no one expects to receive this kind of unconditional encouragement, particularly not when they were conducting themselves the way the Corinthians were. It’s at this point that we are introduced to a significant tension in Paul’s letter.


The Tension of Encouragement


In order to sense the tension in this text, we need to look ahead into the rest of the letter. If you are a first-time reader of the epistle, you may think that the Corinthians are doing an outstanding job of living into their God-given identity in Christ. Perhaps Paul will simply go on praising them. Perhaps this is what the original Corinthian readers might have hoped for. But the reality was that the church was profoundly, tragically flawed. As soon as we leave this section (vv. 1–9), we find a letter written to a church that is riddled with problems. The next heading in your Bible likely says something like “Divisions in the Church.” The truth of the matter is that the Corinthians are the last people in the world who should be getting the kind of encouraging introduction that Paul has just given them. Let’s consider the reality of what was happening in the Corinthian church.


Living Contrary to Their Identity


Although their identity is objectively settled as “sanctified” (v. 2), the rest of Paul’s letter bears out that their subjective and experiential reality is far from saintly. Instead the idols of those within the church overlap with the idols of the city of Corinth. For example, the idolatrous aspirationalism of the culture dominates the church. While they ought to be defined by their primary identification with Christ, they are more concerned with aligning themselves to a particular Christian leader, and this has created stratification and factionalism (3:4–9). In their attempts to set themselves apart as honorable they have perverted the Lord’s Supper, turning it into an occasion to separate the haves from the have-nots (11:17–22). The moral, ambiguous explorationalism of the city is also vividly present. The fifth chapter makes it plain that the unrestrained passion and unbridled lust that was characteristic of the city was alive and well in the church. To their shame, they were engaged in things “not even tolerated among the pagans” (5:1).


Prideful about Their God-Given Aptitude


God had gifted the Corinthians with an identity, and he continued to pour out his blessings by enriching them “in all speech and all knowledge” (v. 5). But rather than seeing these gifts for what they were, the Corinthians began to take pride in them, mistakenly assuming that their aptitude was the actual basis of their identity. We can see this by looking at the sources of the divisions that unfold throughout the book. For instance, they are more concerned with eloquent speech than with grasping the true wisdom of God (1:18–31). And rather than finding unity in the knowledge they have received they have divided minds (1:10–17). They are overly concerned with pedigree and position, and as a result they are choosing to lead with competence in place of character—gifts in place of grace.


This happens each time we unhinge our gifts from their God-given source and neglect to use them the way he intends us to use them in community. Take an exceptional violinist. She may be heads above the others in her section and able to pull off amazing technical feats. However, if she becomes preoccupied with her gift and ignores her responsibility to accept the authority of the conductor, as well as the community of the orchestra, she will end up playing something that draws attention to herself but is out of tune with the rest of the orchestra. She has a phenomenal gift in isolation, but her pride in her gift has hindered her from using it properly. The end result of leading with aptitude instead of identity is communal disharmony.


On a Dysfunctional Trajectory


Though Paul is convinced that Jesus will “sustain [the Corinthian church] to the end” (v. 8), the rest of the book tells us that the church is severely unhealthy. In one case it is so bad that the apostle instructs the church to remove one of their members due to his flagrant sin (5:4, 5). While even that instruction is given with the purpose of ultimate restoration (5:5), the many issues we confront in the book of 1 Corinthians make us rightly question how this is all going to turn out for good. It would seem that the objective reality by which Paul encourages and commends them is being called into question by the subjective experience of the church. How is it possible that people who have received the grace of God and who will be preserved to the end could live this way?


If all of this is true, and if we see it reflected in our own lives and churches, how can we believe the content of Paul’s encouragement? If our subjective experience is one of dissatisfaction and disharmony, then how is it possible to have confidence in believing that this encouragement is true of us? Is there a way to re-ground our identity, to rightly reevaluate our aptitude, and to live lives that are rightly aligned with the promised trajectory of perseverance?


The Basis for Encouragement


In short, the basis for Paul’s encouragement to the Corinthian church is that their past, present, and future have been confirmed, declared, secured, enriched, and sustained in Christ. Take a look at our text again and see just how Christ-saturated it is:


Paul, called by the will of God to be an apostle of Christ Jesus, and our brother Sosthenes,


To the church of God that is in Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus, called to be saints together with all those who in every place call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, both their Lord and ours:


Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that was given you in Christ Jesus, that in every way you were enriched in him in all speech and all knowledge—even as the testimony about Christ was confirmed among you—so that you are not lacking in any gift, as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ, who will sustain you to the end, guiltless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. (1:1–9)


All of the realities of Paul’s surprising encouragement are grounded in Christ. The Christian’s identity is not self-made or self-maintained. It is the result of an outside action of God on our behalf. We are sanctified not in ourselves but “in Christ Jesus” (v. 2). We are “called to be saints” not because we are inherently saintly but simply because we “call upon the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 2). The grace and peace we experience is delivered to us “from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 3). The grace we experience was not earned but was a gift given to us “in Christ Jesus” (v. 4). Our speech and knowledge are “enriched in him” (v. 5). We are confident in our faith because God confirmed the “testimony about Christ” among us (v. 6). Our future hope is not in our manifold gifts or in the potential of our achievements but in “the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 7). In Christ, God sustains us to the end. He has promised to make us—the guilty—“guiltless in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 8). And we are absolutely certain of this because “God is faithful,” and he has called us into “the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord” (v. 9).


It may seem redundant, but Paul’s laser focus on the work of God in Christ is meant to frame the entirety of his reflections throughout the book of 1 Corinthians. He wants the troubled church that he is addressing to know this: God’s objective reality overrides their subjective experience. Christ’s work on their behalf is more foundational to their identity than their ability to sully it with their failings. He is essentially saying, “Look, Corinthian church, you may be falling apart at the seams, but the God who called you has secured your past, present, and future. He is holding you together.”


What does this mean for us? It means that our status as “sanctified” and “saints” is not based upon our work but upon the work of another. Our identity is sure because it was given to us by someone else. Our gifts are sure and sufficient because they were given to us by the gift-maker. And our future is secure because it has been prepared for us by the one who holds the future in his hands.


Because we live in a meritocracy, this sounds alien. The gospel is an anomaly in a culture that runs on self-definition, self-help, and self-realization. But for those who have reached the bitter end of identity building, competency maintenance, and future building, it is the greatest news imaginable. In the gospel, God declares us presentable before he ever even looks at our record. The gospel says, “Stop striving to build an identity; you have been given one free of charge because of the striving of another in your place! You no longer have to live in order to build an identity, but you can live into the identity that has been given to you.”
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The Appeal of Unity


1 CORINTHIANS 1:10–17
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THE APOSTLE PAUL decides to speak into a completely factious Corinthian community that was full of arguments and disagreements. Paul recognized that it was a partisan spirit that led the church into disunity. Given this context, it is worth asking the following questions: What does Paul say to the Corinthians to express the importance of unity? How does Paul effectively and encouragingly communicate this message to them? This passage will be traced through the following three plot points:




	The Appeal for Unity


	Obstacles to Unity


	The Restoration of Unity





The Appeal for Unity (A Picture of Unity)


The undergirding human longing is for unity and not disunity, harmony and not chaos, integration and not disintegration. The desire is to be a unified, shalomic community of people who are able to sacrificially love one another. But in reality this is not the normative structure of communities. In most communities peace is difficult to find, and there is no shalom as the Bible describes it. But the Bible does mention the need for longing for shalom, and the evidence of that longing can also be seen in the human heart. Throughout the Old Testament prophets dreamed about that glorious day when all things that are corrupt and broken down would be rebuilt; the rough places would be made straight; there would be humility in the midst of arrogance; there would be peace among conflict and warfare; lambs could lie down with lions. This beautiful and almost unfathomable picture of reality is what the Bible describes as shalom. Plantinga defines shalom as “a universal flourishing, a wholeness, and delight.”1 In this Biblical shalom, God is introducing an unspeakable beauty that human beings are longing to find—a harmonious, shalomic state of unity. We long for a day when there will be no murder, envy, boredom, shame, racism, fear, stress, war, conflict, terrorism, snobbery, robbery, assault, and malicious gossip.


The Tone of Paul’s Appeal (v.10)


I appeal to you, brothers, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree, and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be united in the same mind and the same judgment.


Paul is very careful in how he handles the Corinthians in this situation. Note that he is making an “appeal.” In other words, he doesn’t begin with a demand, nor does he ignore the reality of the disunity in the church. He is operating by the gospel principle of speaking the truth in love. To leave them in their broken estate by ignoring the issue would be unloving, so he must speak the truth. But on the other hand, to crush them in their broken estate by coming with a heavy hand would be out of step with the truth of the gospel, so he must speak in love. His appeal is tender. Look at the way he chooses to use familial language: “brothers.” He invokes their membership in God’s family, and thus their filial relationship to one another. His appeal is also solemn. He appeals to them “by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Though this is a family matter, it is also a serious matter. Appealing “by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ” is to affirm the root of Paul’s apostolic authority. The combination of a parental tenderness with a solemn authority is precisely what is needed in an instance where there is deep division. To be overly tender and ignore the issue is to pass over the truth; to be overly authoritarian and press the listener is to lose a hearing. Not only is Paul concerned about the tone,2 but the very substance of his appeal speaks directly into the issue of division as well.


The Substance of Paul’s Appeal


First, he instructs them to “agree.” Literally this means “to speak the same.”3 “Speak the same” was a term used to describe political parties that were free from factions. To speak the same, or to agree, is to be in harmony with one another rather than to talk past one another. Second, they must mend the fissures in their relationships—“no divisions.” The Greek term here is schismata,4 from which we get the English words schism or schismatic. Paul is appealing to them to find new methods of relating to one another. This is very relevant in today’s context as well. We have trouble with people who are unnecessarily schismatic, always looking for an argument. Third, they are to communicate so that they can get on the same page. They are to be “united in the same mind and the same judgment.” He’s calling them to adjust their opinions and worldviews to be in line with the gospel that they have received. He is not looking for uniformity, but harmony about the basics of the faith. The upside-down content of the gospel is supposed to shape their mental framework, their “mind,” and their worldview. And out of that mental framework they are to arrive at judgments and opinions that are in line with the truth of the gospel. So not only is the tone of Paul’s appeal attractive, but so is the substance. Paul lays out a path toward unity:5 agreement; mended relationships; and intentional, harmonious life together.


But Paul makes this appeal for unity precisely because the Corinthian church is coming apart at the seams. We all have a vision of what a restored, shalom-shaped world might look like. It is a good sign that each of us possesses an inherent desire for a reconciled life. But this can also be a source of division, discord, and dissonance—friction, feuding, and factions. Some think, When you and I have different visions of the way the world is supposed to be, there is no room for unity. This was exactly what was happening in Corinth.


Obstacles to Unity (The Vandalism of Unity and the Problem of Disunity)


The Corinthians had written a letter to Paul explaining some of the issues among them (spiritual gifts, problems surrounding the Lord’s Supper, questions about the resurrection), but they had not given him all of the information. Paul then heard from another source that there were serious problems in the community. Chloe—who is most likely a prominent businesswoman6 from Ephesus (where Paul wrote 1 Corinthians) with business interests in the city of Corinth—has had her people tell Paul about the issues that the Corinthian church did not want him to know about.


The Issue of Horizontal Factionalism (vv. 11, 12)


What we find in the Corinthian church is “quarreling” (v. 11) and there is a “party-minded spirit.”7 “Several factors contributed to a party-minded spirit: social stratification, personal patronage, philosopher/student loyalty, and party loyalties fostered by urban alienation.”8 They have adopted wholesale their culture’s emphasis on patronage. Note that these are not theological divisions—Paul,9 Apollos,10 Cephas (i.e., Peter),11 and Jesus12 all preached the same gospel. They have divided themselves along stylistic and rhetorical lines (i.e., who was the most eloquent, who was the most impressive, who had the most pizzazz, etc.).13 Despite Paul’s teaching regarding security of identity in Christ, the Corinthians were trying to find their identity in union with another patron. They were looking for something that would give them ultimate meaning and enable them to be in a more privileged position than other people—patronage is an attempt at self-validation by means of another person’s successes and status. In essence they are thinking, “I as the client will associate myself with a patron. The more elite, the more wealthy, the more upper class, the more honored my patron is, by my association with that patron I will also be honored, I will also be elevated, I will also be viewed as someone who is extremely important, valuable, worthy, and praiseworthy.” Seeking validation in something outside of self is a very common phenomenon. People tend to attach themselves to individuals, causes, industries, and dreams that give them a vision of the world as they think it should be. There are identity attachments to schools, roles, jobs, etc.


In the world of educational credentials, there is always a desire to inform people (in an organic way) about our association with selective institutions and reputable scholars. Oftentimes people may hear, “I graduated from this institution, and I studied with this individual, and if anyone knows anything in this field, they’ll know that he or she is one of the top five in this particular field.” This happens everywhere. Why? It sounds as though we are praising the institution, but in essence we are praising ourselves. The institution is our patron. We are in union with the name of our institution, relationships, items, products, services, and individuals. These things falsely promise people that they would develop one’s identity. This was the issue of horizontal factionalism—patronage for self-validation.


Patronage is our escapist fix to numb the suspicion and fear that there is something wrong with the world and that it might be us. We are looking to be a part of something bigger than ourselves, but we attach ourselves to things that cannot hold the weight and that ultimately crumble—creating walls between us and those who have attached themselves to other things. This is the reason we latch on to causes. They become our surrogate savior. We become fierce evangelists for political parties, diets, methods of parenting and education, etc. These things give us a sense of identity and purpose insofar as they make us different than or distinct from other people. Our patron-based identities necessarily build walls that destroy the shalom that we are seeking.


Christian leaders and churches also become means of building an identity that lead to the creation of shalom-inhibiting walls.14 The Corinthians turned Jesus Christ himself into just another teacher among many, but Jesus isn’t interested in being a patron—he is interested in being the Savior. The Corinthians adapted Christian doctrine to fit their mental framework (rather than allowing it to shape their worldview). They molded Christian doctrine to fit their culture and needs. They subsumed Christian baptism itself under the framework of patronage. Paul is saying that Christianity is the end of patronage; it is the end of self-identity building; it is the end of horizontal factionalism. We can end up building our identity on the forms and rituals of the Christian faith while lacking the substance. Factionalism is the symptom of a deeper issue.


The Root of Horizontal Factionalism = Vertical Fracture


When horizontal relationships are out of whack, it is a clear sign that there is a vertical disconnect—a vertical fracture. There is a tendency to be accepting toward other people only if their vision fits within ours. To unify various factions within a community, there needs to be a shalomic vision that is big enough for everyone.


Early in the book of Genesis, Cain, the older brother of Abel, ends up killing his brother. Cain’s actions were driven by envy. He gave his vegetables as a sacrifice to God, and God seemed displeased. But God did not reject Cain’s offering because he is a carnivore. God rejected his sacrifice because he did not give the firstfruits of his harvest, the best of his harvest. But Abel gave the best of his meat. What is evident here is that Cain’s anger with God—the vertical fracture—stems from the fact that he had a different vision of the world than God had for him. This brings about horizontal factionalism and division. This is why there is a need for God’s picture of a restored world. We need to latch onto the ultimate shalom. Ultimately we are out of line with God’s vision of shalom because there is a fracture in our vertical relationship with God. We have decided that our shalom is better than his. We want to re-create and rule the world our way. This is the root cause of horizontal factionalism.


How can the vertical fracture that lies at the root of our horizontal factionalism be mended? How can there be true, holistic, satisfying, harmonizing, shalomic unity? How can we be brought to a place where God’s word about our identity is the final word? How can we come to a place where we lay down our causes and attempts at self-validation? How can we come to a point where we no longer alienate people who are not like us and don’t fit into our causes?


The Restoration of Unity (The Source of Unity)


The only way for unity to be restored is for us to give up our lesser visions of unity.


Although the human impulse toward patrons and causes is partially right, it gives us only a glimpse of our need for harmonious life in community. No cause or party or patron has the ability to bring about unity. Our vision of shalom must be greater than our own individual visions—it must ultimately come from the true source of shalom—God, himself.


Vertical Fracture Must Be Mended for Horizontal Fractionalism to Be Overcome


Horizontal factionalism must be eroded by the vertical condescension of God in Christ. Verse 17 says: “For Christ did not send me to baptize15 but to preach the gospel,16 and not with words of eloquent wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power.”17 In essence Paul is saying, “Christ didn’t send me to create a faction of followers who look to me as their patron. He sent me to preach the gospel. The end of patronage! The end of grasping after security and identity and shalom! Your cause may produce good things, but it can’t be crucified for you; it can’t restore you in right relationship with God and others—that’s what Christ has done.” Paul is saying that the reason for going after patrons and causes is driven by the desire to be praiseworthy and honored. However, the picture of the cross is remarkably upside-down and counterintuitive. It is so different from the way the world evaluates everything. This must be the basis for a reconciled relationship. The vertical fracture in our relationship with God is mended by Jesus Christ who experiences and absorbs the vertical fracture on our behalf.


Restored Vertical Relationship Is the Basis for Reconciled Horizontal Relationships


On the cross Christ is divided in order that we may no longer be divided! His divided, crucified body establishes the spiritual unity of his body—the church. On the cross he is emptied in order that we may no longer be empty. Christ’s self-emptying is the source of our fullness. No longer are we searching for identity in patrons, causes, or even spiritual rites and rituals because we have been filled with the fullness of God in Christ and a vision of the shalom toward which he is calling us. Horizontal divisions are now mended because Christ, who had the most intimate relationship with the Father, experienced division and fracture. Jesus experienced the breakdown of both vertical and horizontal shalom in order to secure for us the experience of restored vertical and horizontal relationships. Jesus gives us a new identity out of which we are free to embrace the other.


Practical Implications


A restored vertical relationship puts all good things in their proper place. Work is work; food is food; parenting is parenting. We will never ask something else to be the source of our identity and meaning. There won’t be a need to create and manage our own individual visions of shalom because of God’s ultimate vision and plan for shalom. Putting things in their proper place mends horizontal factionalism. The things that divide us become far less important. Ideological perspectives can take a backseat for the sake of the other rather than “otherizing” people in order to secure one’s self in a particular cause. The church ought to be the place where this kind of horizontal harmony is on display. We are called to be an outpost of God’s shalom in the present age.


This is the upside-down power of the cross of Christ. It does not come with words of eloquent wisdom, and it does not come with the kind of power that you would expect. But it comes in meekness and humility. This does not mean that it diminishes the majesty and greatness of Jesus Christ—it complements it! So what does this mean? To those who still undergo self-validation through different tangible and immediate patrons, Paul is saying that true validation comes through an upside-down picture of the gospel in which God prefers to use the unlikely, the weak, and the rejected. God is in the business of restoring and bringing about unity through these means.


This is possible because no one can ultimately give away true love that people long to have. The difference between true and fake love is rather obvious. Fake love can be easily spotted when somebody seems to be using us, making it seem as though they’re interested in us. But at the end, they’re all about self-interest and not self-sacrifice. Their commitment is conditional. True love is the opposite; true love is unconditional, sacrificial, other-giving, other-seeking. But no one is able to generate and provide this kind of love because people wrestle with their own patronage and validation. Because of our insecurity, we have to go to another source—to another individual who is not insecure, who does not struggle with his own identity. He’s someone who understands true love, and he doesn’t need to love us in order to understand what love is because he understands it within himself. When we get a hold of this picture of the gospel, we will know how to love people more and need people less. It will give us the substance that we so desperately long to have. We are in union with Christ, just as he is in union with the Father and the Spirit in the Godhead. People do not need to become objects for us to use for our own benefit. The wealth that we have in the gospel will empower us to give sacrificially without expecting anything in return. This power of the upside-down gospel will have a shaping power on our vertical and horizontal harmony.
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Rewriting the Storyline


1 CORINTHIANS 1:18—2:5
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IT IS OFTEN ASSUMED that there are only two ways for us to engage our cities, our culture, and the world. We tend to think that either we are going to become overly protective and separatistic, or we are going to assimilate and become just like the world. But Jesus tells his disciples in John 17 that we are to be in the world but not of the world (vv. 15–18). In other words, we are not called to under-contextualize (becoming evasive) or to over-adapt (becoming accommodating). Instead we are called to be a countercultural alternative society of God’s people—to be a light to the world and salt to the earth. This was the very tension that the Corinthian believers faced in their own particular context—the dual dangers of separatism and assimilation, of isolation and absorption, both of which are equal threats to the gospel. So how can we avoid these pitfalls? We first need to understand the narrative of the context in which we live. We will do so under three points:




	A Common Cultural Storyline


	The Biblical Storyline


	Rewriting the Storyline





A Common Cultural Storyline: The Wisdom and Power of Man


The common cultural storyline of Corinth was a right-side-up view of wisdom and power. This was found generally in the Hellenistic world and specifically in Corinth. We see this clearly in verses 18 and following:


For the word1 of the cross is folly to those who are perishing,2 but to us who are being saved it is the power of God. For it is written,3


“I will destroy the wisdom of the wise,


and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.”


Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe. For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men. (vv. 18–25)


Paul is looking for a point of reference. In order to communicate the shaping power of the gospel for their community, he looks for language that will connect with them, that will address the deep issues of their hearts. For Paul, this letter is nothing short of a wrestling for the affections and allegiance of the Corinthians. The divisions among them indicate that they were chasing after other loves and were pledging themselves to other lovers. They had absorbed and adopted the reigning storyline of the surrounding culture. They were finding the purpose and value for their lives in the grand Corinthian cultural narrative.


Why should we be concerned about the Corinthian storyline? One reason is that there is significant resonance with the cultural storyline of most modern cities. And that is important because there is significant dissonance between this common storyline and the storyline of the gospel. Paul is helping the Corinthians to see their cultural blind spots as they relate to the gospel, things that they had unwittingly absorbed while swimming in their everyday cultural waters. To the extent that we can observe Paul pointing out the Corinthians’ blind spots, to that extent we will have the opportunity to recognize some of our own blind spots.


The words “wisdom” and “power,” along with their opposites (“folly/foolishness” and “weakness”), are used by Paul around twenty times in this short section (1:18—2:26). This word group functions as Paul’s point of reference with the Corinthian community. He is touching a nerve. Issues of wisdom and power would have been at the forefront for the Corinthian Christians as they wrestled with their own affections and allegiances.


The Bible uses the word “wisdom” to describe skillful living4 that is aligned with the things of God. So wisdom is the proficient application of Biblical principles to one’s life, resulting from a Godward heart orientation. As one might guess, this was not the kind of wisdom that the Hellenistic culture embraced or embodied. When they thought of wisdom, they were primarily concerned with gaining intellectual knowledge that could be leveraged for the purpose of attaining influence and power. Wisdom, then, was viewed as a tool for achieving self gain. This constituted the Corinthians’ right-side-up approach to wisdom and power. They were tempted to embrace a common cultural storyline that would put them in direct opposition to the upside-down storyline of the gospel.


Their Cultural Currency Was Intellect


The language of our passage reveals the cultural obsession with wisdom and rhetoric. Consider verse 205 “Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age?”6 Here Paul makes reference to the experts who had purchased power with their rhetoric and sophistry, those who had procured status by way of education and intellectual gymnastics. This emphasis on wisdom was particularly prevalent in the Greco-Roman culture.


In verse 22 we see that it is the Greeks who are seeking wisdom as they consider spiritual things. It was thought that the way to the enlightened life was through contemplation, philosophy, and ornate speech. Buying into this right-side-up paradigm was creating division between the Corinthians and was ultimately keeping them from understanding the good news of the gospel.


Their Cultural Commodity Was Influence


The Corinthians had bought into the cultural paradigm of seeking wisdom because it was a means of achieving power. Remember that Corinth was not an aristocracy but a meritocracy.7 Power, status, and position were not something you inherited, but something you had to merit. We see this in verse 26: “For consider your calling, brothers: not many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth.” They were not noble by birth, and they didn’t inherently possess power. Wisdom and knowledge were a means of achieving power and influence even if you did not come from a noble family.


Their Storyline Is Our Storyline


If you were to sum up the cultural story of a modern-day city, you might say something similar to what we’ve said about Corinth. Wisdom, knowledge, intellect, and education are the primary cultural currency in most of today’s cities. We all want to make it—to have influence, to “make a difference”—and the way that we seek to accomplish this is through the accumulation of knowledge. Symbols of knowledge (academic degrees, institutional association, etc.) are symbols of latent power. Our culture places a high value on intelligence, thoughtfulness, and articulation. At the end of the day we respect those who have “made it”—whether by the ordinary channels of cultural ascension (Harvard, Yale, etc.) or by extraordinary entrepreneurial effort.


What is the one-word summary of your city’s storyline?8 We will obviously risk generalization in trying to pinpoint an entire culture like this, but it is helpful to try to hone in on the prevailing narrative of your town, your church, and even your own life. When I look at my own city, Boston, there is one word that continues to rise to the top: knowledge. Of course there are many other subplots, but one major storyline of my city is knowledge. Boston places a premium on wisdom, intellect, education, and expertise. It is believed that the more knowledge we have, the more we can achieve. The more degrees and educational prowess that we are able to attain, the more we will be able to neatly calibrate our worth.


Have you ever wondered why one of the top phobias or fears of our culture is public speaking? We are not necessarily afraid because we don’t have the ability to speak well in public; rather, our fear is that we may be mistakenly perceived as inarticulate or less thoughtful than we actually are. In a culture that prizes knowledge, we do not want to be seen as unintelligent. This is especially true if our identity is wrapped up with the pursuit of knowledge, wisdom, and expertise. We want to avoid at all costs those situations in which people might see us as being beneath our actual dignity.


Spirit of Competition and Achievement


As we consider the context of Corinth, there are a few different broader cultural aspects that we need to keep in mind. First, as a Roman city, Corinth was affected by the cultural institution of the gladiatorial games—a life or death sport that separated the higher classes from those beneath them. The games emphasized the deep rift and separation between the patricians, on the one hand, and the plebeians, on the other.9 Some individuals were viewed as being noble and consequential. These people who functioned as patrons had leverage, influence, and power. The plebians were the common folk who lacked prestige, and the necessary means of achieving it. Many of the plebians were purchased and placed into the gladiatorial games. Their only hope of survival and advancement was actually to be the best gladiator they could be. The best gladiators were able to fight their way out—some even becoming quite wealthy. In this way the gladiatorial games functioned as a microcosm of the ruthless meritocracy in which the Corinthians were embroiled.


Another expression of these dynamics can be found in what were known as “reciprocity conventions.” Essentially, individuals would gather together for the purpose of finding ways of establishing reciprocal relationship. You scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours. They would gather together not only in a patron-client context, but also among their own friends for these reciprocity conventions.10


This is the transactional context in which “friendship” was understood. It is not coincidental, then, that Paul stays away from that reciprocal term in his letters, especially in his letters to the Corinthians. What language does he use? He employs familial language: “my brothers.” He did not want them to think that he was a great patron-apostle. He did not want to be mistaken as the great patron-missionary of the Gentile world. In a context in which the Corinthians had said, “I follow Cephas, I follow Apollos, I follow Paul,” he did not want them to think that the gospel was about patronage. The gospel does not fit well in a highly stratified social setting because it actually presents us with a completely different world altogether.


Mary Bell, a consultant to many high-level executives, says, “Achievement is the alcohol of our time.” She goes on to say that


. . . the more you achieve, the more you feel dynamite. These days the best people don’t abuse alcohol; they abuse their lives. When you complete a project, you feel dynamite, or when you start something new and you’re able to show your visionary entrepreneurial skills and you can be somebody who can start something from nothing, something that is so highly praised in our culture . . . There’s a feeling of euphoria. And, of course, your self-esteem—the way you evaluate and form your identity—is on the line here. Remember? That we’re so concerned about protecting our status and the reason why we are engaged in status anxiety is for this very reason, that somebody might actually find out that I might perhaps be a fraud. So, our self-esteem is on the line because we have been gathering our self worth externally. Living out your life dependent upon the judgments of the people outside of you.


She went on to say, “An achievement addict is no different than any other kind of addict.”11 Are we achievement addicts? Who are we? How do we calibrate our worth?


So what ends up happening? What does this look like horizontally? What happens when we achieve, when we perform, when we grab, when we pursue? It will ultimately bring us to a point where we end up becoming rank-conscious. While we may successfully avoid blatant sectarianism based on race, gender, etc., we will still make a primary distinction between “somebodies” and “nobodies.”12 While we may not diminish someone based on that person’s race, we may still very well dismiss that person based upon his or her social rank. If we have achieved, if we have performed and earned a valued societal position, it will become easy for us to dismiss someone who is below us. The Corinthians were guilty of this mistake, as are many Christians today.


Much like the Corinthians, we unknowingly swim in the cultural waters of right-side-up wisdom and power. Our text creates a very uncomfortable tension for us when it offers a storyline that is different than the one that we have absorbed. Paul challenges us to consider the fact that God has a very different understanding of reality than we do.


The Biblical Storyline: Upside-Down Wisdom and Power—The Counterintuitive Wisdom and Power of God


The overall tenor of our text reveals that God has a different understanding of wisdom and power than the one revealed in the common cultural storyline. Paul uses a polemical approach to the language of the common cultural storyline in order to flip it on its head.


For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom,13 it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe. For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we14 preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men. (vv. 21–25)


Upside-Down Wisdom—Foolishness


The Corinthians have been tempted to abandon the message of the cross for more eloquent alternatives because they have recognized something true: there is nothing particularly eloquent or attractive about the message of the cross. The cross is not immediately philosophically compelling.


The cross of Christ—the wisdom of God—is “foolishness”15 because it simply doesn’t make sense within the reigning paradigm. The Greeks preferred to use reasoning and judgment to attain knowledge of God. Because their intellect was the main medium to perceiving God, they found it impossible to conceive of a personal God. No sane person is looking to embrace a wisdom that is going to land them on a cross, on death row, in the electric chair. Wisdom is supposed to do the opposite—wisdom is supposed to purchase power, to accumulate acclaim.


The gospel is not some new sophia (wisdom, or philosophy), not even a new divine sophia. For sophia allows for human judgments or evaluations of God’s activity. But the gospel stands as the divine antithesis to such judgments. No mere human, in his or her right mind or otherwise, would have dreamed up God’s scheme for redemption—through a crucified Messiah. It is too preposterous, too humiliating, for a God.16


Verse 24 says, “But to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is stronger than men.” It’s an upside-down wisdom, which appears to be foolishness to the world. While it is common for even nominal modern-day Christians to have positive associations when they think about the cross, the Corinthians would have no category for seeing the cross as positively inspiring or heartwarming. In the ancient world the image of someone being crucified was utterly and completely unacceptable. It was the form of capital punishment that was reserved for insurrectionists and terrible criminals.


The crucified Christ!? Christ is supposed to be the one who is going to come and deliver sinners from bondage. What do you mean by a crucified Christ? A Messiah on a cross? This is a contradiction in terms. To the Greeks who emphasized external strength and power17 the cross is utter foolishness—a display of weakness. And for the Jews?18 Deuteronomy 21:23 declares, “His body shall not remain all night on the tree, but you shall bury him the same day, for a hanged man is cursed by God.”19 How can the Messiah be crucified? This is not wisdom. This is folly. This is foolishness.


What this means is that God is not interested in the cultural currency of human eloquence and sophistication; it doesn’t merit anything in his eyes. Status before God is not purchasable by means of erudition. In fact, what God is interested in is so different from our common conception of wisdom that when we see it rightly, the only category we have for it is “foolishness.” Note that foolishness is not synonymous with stupidity, unintelligence, ignorance, or nonsense. Paul is happy to employ reason and argument in service of the gospel—that’s what he’s doing here! God’s wisdom is only “foolishness” to the extent that it is viewed from within the reigning cultural storyline. If we are going to understand the wisdom of God, we are going to have to set aside the definition of wisdom that we have intuited and absorbed. God’s wisdom is not about form but content, not about rhetoric but reality. Paul is asking us to question ourselves, to put our own knowledge, wisdom, and presuppositions under the microscope. We need to doubt our doubts, to question our questions. God’s foolish wisdom is this: we cannot reason ourselves to God. God is out of our reach—there is no “wising” up to God. Wisdom is giving up on our own wisdom. And if wisdom is our cultural currency, then that is the supreme foolishness.


The fear is that giving up on our own wisdom will leave us powerless and without purpose. But the Bible suggests that God turns power on its head as well. The Biblical storyline also introduces the subversive idea of an upside-down power.


Upside-Down Power—Weakness


But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence of God. (vv. 27–29)


God’s view of power is upside-down. He is more interested in the weak than in the strong. He is more interested in those who recognize their low estate than in those who seek to prop themselves up in a lofty, powerful position. We even see this early on in verse 20 where it says, “Where is the one who is wise?” He’s speaking directly into the heart of those Greeks and Gentiles who wanted wisdom and strength. And then it says in verse 20, “Where is the scribe?” The word “scribe” refers to the expert on the Law of the Bible. Paul is speaking to Greeks who did not necessarily have an understanding of the background of God in the Old Testament. But he is also speaking to a number of religious Jews who were well aware of that background. His point is that regardless of your cultural background, the cross will turn your concept of wisdom and power upside down.


This upside-down perspective on power is intended to have profound ramifications. We see an example of this in the ministry of Jesus. At one point he was passing through Jericho on his way to Jerusalem, and he encountered a blind beggar. Jesus went on to heal the beggar, and in the Gospel of Mark we actually learn his name—Bartimaeus. First, Jesus goes out of his way to encounter the beggar. Second, Mark goes out of his way to name the beggar. You see, one did not typically name beggars in history. This individual would usually be passed over, nameless, part of the anonymous conglomerate. Only those with wealth or influence would be named in literary works, but in this case he is given the dignity of being named. The Bible generously represents the marginalized—the lepers, the prostitutes, the criminals, etc. They are deliberately attracted to Jesus, and Jesus was deliberately reaching out to them.


Malcolm Gladwell talks about the upside-down paradigm, and he finds evidence in history for it. In his book Outliers20 he gives anecdotal, historical stories of how Jewish attorneys were able to advance at a particular moment in history. He calls this “the accident of time.” Gladwell says the old-line Wall Street law firms, which were just made up of the majority culture, represented and handled taxes and legal work for those people who were in power. So they were involved in what they considered distinguished fields of securities and taxes. Hostile takeovers were disdained. Litigation? Those old-line Wall Street law firms did not participate in the “disdainful” work of litigation and proxy fights. So what ended up happening for those who were marginalized, like Jewish attorneys, was that they ended up doing work in litigation and proxy fights precisely because they were not able to be part of the distinguished field of taking care of securities and taxes. But in the 1950s to the 1980s everyone realized this was a very important field in the industry of law. We need legal representatives who will be able to protect us in proxy fights. So who was available? All those Jewish attorneys who had to form their own law firms because they were not invited into the old-line Wall Street law firms. They were now historically positioned to represent all of these companies and shareholders who needed their services. In the 1970s and 1980s, the amount of money involved in mergers and acquisitions on Wall Street every year increased by 2,000 percent, peaking at almost a quarter of a trillion dollars in revenues.21 Gladwell calls this an “accident of time.” It’s not as though they had the foresight to go into that particular field.


In the year 1915, out of 3,000,000 total births, 30 out of 1,000 Americans were babies. In the year 1935 there were 2.4 million births but only 1.9% of the population were babies; that’s 1.1% less than twenty years earlier.22 Why? Because of these two amazing factors in society: the Great Depression and the Second World War. People were disillusioned, and they said, “We better not have a whole lot of children because there might be no future for them.” So twenty years later, many people stopped having children, 600,000 less children. But the children who were born in 1935 had an economic advantage. There was less competition. And, again, if someone was born in 1935, even though he might have the same skills as someone who was born in 1950, Gladwell says that he would have had an advantage because of the “accident of time.”


If we think that we don’t have limitations, we’re not going to understand the gospel paradigm of an upside-down framework. We’re going to think that everything is right-side up. I’m achieving, I’m pursuing, and I will gain everything that I need to get. What ends up happening is that when there’s a setback or failure, we don’t have the resources to calibrate our worth because our value was tied up with our pursuits that are now crumbling.


From the perspective of human power-grasping, God’s power can be called nothing other than weakness. There is no power in being crucified; that is the ultimate display of weakness, vulnerability, and frailty. God’s “weak” power is a declaration of man’s ultimate powerlessness as it relates to his relationship with God. Power is giving up one’s own power—and if power is the ultimate cultural value, then this is nothing short of a scandal. And “scandal” is exactly what it was—Christ’s being crucified was a “stumbling block” to the Jews—literally a skandalon (v. 23).


But there is tension because this sounds incredulous. Viewed from the common cultural storyline, this is ridiculous. In many ways it does not seem to be real or true to life. It would appear to play into the common criticism of Christianity (that it encourages mediocrity—i.e., it removes meritocracy and replaces it with mediocrity). If the wisdom I can gain and the power I can achieve are not true wisdom and power, then what’s the point of engaging? Simply put, how can the foolish principle of the gospel be the dynamic for wise living? How can the weak principle of the gospel be the dynamic for a powerful life? Furthermore, how can those who are immersed in the common cultural storyline of right-side-up wisdom find themselves written into a new storyline?


Rewriting the Storyline: From Right-Side-Up to Upside-Down


The Cross as True Wisdom and Power


The cross is true wisdom because it is a call for intellectual humility and the admittance of human limitations from a God who chose to humble himself and experience human limitations. We know that the wisest individuals—those from whom we actually want to hear—are those who are aware of how much they don’t know! True wisdom calls for intellectual humility, not rhetorical showiness. The best communicators are the ones who can take huge concepts and make them digestible for the average listener. True wisdom puts the emphasis of importance on the other; another’s comprehension is more important than my gaining attention.


The cross is true power because it is a call to share the weakness of a God who subjected himself in order that he might share himself with others. We know that the most compelling exercise of power is when power is shared, and the cross is about power sharing, not power hoarding. True power calls for a self-giving, other-centric disposition, not tyrannical oppression. The power we long for is the one that willingly sacrifices itself for the weak. This is why Christianity has always spread like wildfire among the disenfranchised and the powerless—because it says to those who are of no account that God not only takes account of them but also is willing to become “of no account” on their behalf. But how does this upside-down wisdom and power actually break into the common cultural storyline in which we are so content to live? How can those who have absorbed the right-side-up story have their stories rewritten?


Jesus as True Wisdom and Power


If the common storyline is to be rewritten, it has to be done by someone who is outside of it. None of us is wise or powerful enough to rewrite the brokenness of this story. Jesus is the one from the outside—the Christ, who is “the power of God and the wisdom of God” (v. 24)—the one who enters the common cultural storyline to turn what is right-side-up on its head. Here is the ultimate scandal: in Christ, the God of the universe submits himself to our cultural storyline in all of its brokenness. In our “wisdom” we decided that we were smarter than Wisdom himself. In our “power” we decided that we were stronger than Strength himself. We sought to snuff him out, to write him out of his own story. The ultimate foolish wisdom and weak power is revealed in the fact that in this very act of giving himself over to death by means of the reigning paradigm Jesus overthrew the reigning paradigm and replaced it with a new one. The ultimately powerful one becomes the ultimately weak one. The ultimately wise one condescended to our level. By this great wisdom and power he has rewritten the storyline. He has redefined wisdom and power as we know them.


Living in This New Story


This “foolish wisdom” causes us to engender an intellectual humility. If it took the death of Christ to overcome our foolish blindness, then we will not quickly think of ourselves as the final arbiters of truth. It also causes us to be more concerned with truth than style because worldly wisdom is no longer the currency in which we are dealing. We are unimpressed by sophistication and flourish, but are concerned to know what is true and in line with the world as God defines it. This gospel wisdom causes us to listen to and value others because it begins with the premise that we do not know everything; it puts us in the position of not only wanting to listen to others, but needing to listen to others.


Additionally, this “weak power” uncovers the abuse of power. Having seen self-giving power on display in Christ, it enables us to spot the abuse of power in our world. This subversive power inspires a power-sharing approach because we realize that power is not a zero-sum game. We get power precisely by giving it away and empowering others, and this changes the goal of the use of power. Power is not used to control situations in order to assert our own value. Because we are already valued by the ultimately powerful one, we use power as a means of valuing and caring for others. What Paul is trying to say is that the work of the cross is the most powerful expression of that upside-down picture.


And I, when I came to you, brothers, did not come proclaiming to you the testimony of God with lofty speech or wisdom. For I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. And I was with you in weakness and in fear and much trembling, and my speech and my message were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, so that your faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God. (2:1–5)


The power of God was shown through weakness. The triumph of God was shown not through victory, but through loss. Jesus was the true Wisdom and Power of God. If the common storyline is to be rewritten, it has to be done by someone who is outside of us. When we as believers understand this, it completely frees us not to be performers or achievers. God uses hopeless, broken, and weak people. This is the picture of the cross.
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A New Understanding of Community


1 CORINTHIANS 2:6–16


[image: image]


KNOWLEDGE IS POWERFUL. It has the ability to allow explorational and innovative minds to produce results that are extremely beneficial for human flourishing. One of the parallels between the city of Corinth and today’s modern global cities is their emphasis on the importance of knowledge, understanding, and comprehension. Even though the word knowledge is not used, the idea is presented throughout this passage. When examining the value of the knowledge of this age, one must be careful not to demonize the whole pursuit of knowledge or conclude that there must be a separation between Christianity and the intellectual mind. Some Christians believe that they need to be anti-intellectual to be spiritual. They unnecessarily bifurcate the realms of the mind and heart. The Bible addresses the limitations of intellectualism and naturalism, but that certainly does not mean that there is no place for the mind in knowing God. In fact, knowledge serves as a tremendous tool for sharpening our knowledge about God. In this passage Paul discusses how one ought to properly approach the realm of knowledge and understanding. We will consider this under three headings.




	The Understanding of This Age


	The Understanding of God


	Gaining a New Understanding






The Understanding of This Age (Static, Nonpersonal, Informational)


The Understanding of This Age Is Incredible and Seems Almost Limitless


Much like the Corinthians, modern people greatly value knowledge. Our research institutions are doing some of the most cutting-edge work in the world. From the perspective of data and information, we know more about this world than any other culture that has preceded us. Tragically, Christians have often been among those who downplay the importance and even the veracity of scientific knowledge.


In an effort to uphold the Christian position that knowledge is not limited to that which is scientifically quantifiable, some Christians have dismissed the importance of science. In the process they have denied one of God’s great gifts to humanity—the explorational mind. The sciences and philosophy are the result of God’s mandate to cultivate and steward the world that he has given us. The Bible says that the mind is a gift to be cultivated and a means by which people can love and worship God. In this way God can affirm the legitimacy of work in finance, medicine, engineering, microbiology, philosophy, mathematics, education, and many other fields. Therefore, human research and knowledge are inherently valuable, God-glorifying pursuits. However, there is another side of this discussion that the Bible addresses as well.


The Understanding of This Age Does Have Its Limits


While static data, facts, and quantifiable understanding of the natural world are absolutely valuable and necessary, this passage suggests that they do not represent a comprehensive understanding of our world. Paul suggests that human knowledge1 and understanding is limited in at least three ways.


Limited by Time (Temporal) (vv. 6, 7)


“Yet among the mature2 we do impart wisdom,3 although it is not a wisdom of this age4 or of the rulers of this age, who are doomed to pass away.5 But we impart a secret and hidden wisdom of God, which God decreed before the ages for our glory.” Knowledge and understanding are obviously limited by time.


Currently, the Library of Congress houses eighteen million books. American publishers add another two hundred thousand titles to this stack each year. This means that at the current publishing rate, ten million new books will be added in the next fifty years. Add together the dusty LOC volumes with the shiny new and forthcoming books, and you get a bookshelf-warping total of twenty-eight million books available for an English reader in the next fifty years! But you can read only 2,600—because you are a wildly ambitious book devourer. . . . For every one book that you choose to read, you must ignore ten thousand other books simply because you don’t have the time.6


This is not to say that our knowledge isn’t valuable—it’s simply admitting the reality that there are limits to knowledge and learning. Even with all the knowledge that is acquired, it is still limited by time because it will pass away—it does not endure forever.


Limited by Senses (Sensory) (v. 9)


“But, as it is written, ‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, the heart of man imagined, what God has prepared for those who love him.’” Paul makes a reference to Isaiah 64:47 to indicate that some things are simply out of reach. There is no reason to think that our senses are not reliable means of perceiving and interpreting the world, but there is also no reason to suggest that the limits of our senses represent the limits of reality. It is rather presumptuous to claim that the only realities that are knowable are those that we can perceive. Paul is saying that many things can be perceived through the five senses, but certain things cannot be comprehensively perceived with our senses. There are certain things that God has to reveal.


C. S. Lewis contrasted the different qualities of life for the different types of living things—plant life, animal life, human biological life. He says that all three respond to a certain kind of stimuli, but they all have different ranges of sensations. A plant will respond to the sun through the activity of photosynthesis. But an animal has the ability to experience the five senses of seeing, smelling, hearing, tasting, and touching. Our pets have such ability, and their qualitative sense perception will be greater than that of a plant. For human biological life, Lewis went on to say, sense awareness is heightened even more. The quality of life that an average human being will experience is greater than that of an animal. In other words, the quality of life is radically different because a human person is able to experience certain realities that an animal cannot. Lewis then went on to say that there is another dimension of the quality of life. Spiritual life or eternal life is perceptively greater than mere naturalistic, biological life.8 Similarly, Paul is saying that the understanding of this age can give an individual a certain amount of limited awareness, but only God can produce a supernatural, spiritual work in the human heart.


Limited by Access (Impersonal) (v. 11)


“For who knows a person’s thoughts except the spirit of that person, which is in him? So also no one comprehends the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God.”9 Our understanding is incredibly limited by our inability to fully know anyone apart from ourselves. We can read an autobiography, but we can only know the individual to the extent that he or she is willing to be candid. While the Bible’s acceptance of human wisdom and understanding within common grace could rub the religious person the wrong way, the Bible’s honesty about the limits of human knowledge can rub the rationalist the wrong way. In this way the Bible holds human understanding in tension. It is remarkable, but it is not comprehensive. And in reality we already live in this tension. We do not inhabit the world as a collection of data that needs to be sorted or a spreadsheet of facts that need to be organized. We live within our limitations as personal, sensing, dynamic beings. What we need in order to live well is an understanding or a knowledge that is both intellectually rigorous and deeply personal.


The Understanding of God (Dynamic, Personal, Relational)


In contrast to the naturalistic understanding, the Bible presents a God who expands the borders of all understanding and comprehension.


The understanding of God is not temporally limited (v. 7): “But we impart a secret and hidden10 wisdom of God, which God decreed before the ages for our glory.”11 “Before the ages” implies that God’s wisdom predates timebound human existence. “For our glory” looks forward to the non-timebound future age. God’s understanding and knowledge are said to be eternal. The understanding of God is not limited to sensory perception (v. 9): “But, as it is written, ‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man imagined, what God has prepared for those who love him.’” Paul quotes Isaiah 64:4 to communicate the idea that the understanding of God is not perceivable by eyes, ears, or the imagination. God’s understanding is not limited by human categories of perception.
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