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God chooses the foolish and weak things of the world to overcome the wise and 
strong. How should we then share the gospel? And how do we know if it’s really being 
received? Paul tells the Corinthians how he preached the gospel and why they 
believed.   
 
Preaching the Cross 
Paul did not preach in a polished and impressive way (v1). He was not on the cutting 
edge of rhetorical flourish because that would be distracting from Christ and Him 
crucified (v2). In other words, Paul did not give a lot of thought to the stage, the 
lights, his outfit, and the opportunity to look smart. How could it make sense to take 
the foolishness of the message and make it appear wise (cf. 1:21)? Paul focused on 
the testimony of God, and not on himself as he presented that testimony (v1). This is 
evident in his epistles, which were his ministry updates (e.g. Rom. 15:24), filled with 
Christ-centered content. The crucifixion must be central because it shows our need 
to be saved and the only way we can be. This isn’t simplistic, but it is simple. 
Everything comes back to the cross; the cross is the law and the gospel, the penalty 
and forgiveness for our sins. He contrasts persuasive words and human wisdom with 
bringing the message with the Spirit and power. There is a kind of preaching that 
blurs the gospel, and a kind that proclaims it. The desire to persuade is inescapable—
Paul is doing it here—but it’s a question of what we’re trying to persuade them to. To 
stick around? Join the church? Stay friends with us? Think we are good, cool, or fun? 
Paul wants their faith to be in God and not in him or anyone else (v5). If he 
shipwrecks his faith but the Corinthians are anchored in God, they will weather the 
storm. If their “faith” is in the style, the music, the community, the social opportunity 
or anything else, it’s worthless. Simple style, simple message, you would think it would 
be easy for the apostle, but he preached  “in weakness, in fear, and in much 
trembling” (v3 cf. Acts 18:9-17). You don’t feel like you are working out your salvation 
when you are shaking and scared, but by faith you are. Preaching the gospel is 
challenging. The goal is to think about God, His message, and the people you are 
sharing it with, and therefore not to think about yourself at all.  
 
Receiving the Cross 
It’s a paradox that the mature in the gospel are humble and unimportant. The rulers 
of the age didn’t receive the gospel and therefore were coming to nothing (v6). The 
mystery of the gospel is not mysterious in a spooky sense, but in the sense that it was 
hidden, not anticipated through the centuries, even though God ordained it for our 
glory (v7). Had the rulers of the age known, they would never have crucified Jesus, 
the Lord of glory (v8). Those grasping for their own glory, fame, significance and 
fulfillment lose it all. But those who seek God’s glory will share in it. Paul quotes and 
applies Isaiah 64:4: “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, Nor have entered into the heart 
of man the things which God has prepared for those who love Him” (v9). This is not 
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about heaven, but about the cross and its effects now. God’s people never 
anticipated the death and resurrection of the Messiah, nor His kingdom coming into 
this world to transform it. We know these things because the Holy Spirit has revealed 
them to us (v10). He draws an analogy between the spirit of a man and the Holy 
Spirit. Only a man’s spirit understands him most deeply, and the same goes for God. 
But whereas we can’t give our spirit to another person, God can and does. The result 
is that we know the things that have been freely give to us by God (v12). To be a 
Christian is to know God from the inside, through the personal agency of the Holy 
Spirit. We come to Father through Son by the power of the Holy Spirit. Why does 
God bring us into the life of the Trinity this way? So that we would know the things 
freely given to us. The deep things are freely given all who love God from the least to 
the greatest. The natural man (psychikos) is described by Aristotle as the perfected 
man who, having completed his paideia, was equipped to be a successful and 
outstanding citizen. Paul says that guy doesn’t receive the things of the Spirit and 
can’t, because they require the Spirit (v14). Understanding God’s ways is not a matter 
of IQ or education. Understanding the work of the Spirit is like the fruit of the Spirit—
it’s the result of His work. This should free us from frustration when people don’t get 
it and cause us to recognize and rejoice in His work when they do. The spiritual 
person won’t be judged correctly by the unspiritual, so don’t be surprised (v15). We 
have no right for God to share with us or bring us into His council. Those who grasp 
for it or presume it will be rebuked by Him (Is. 40:13; Job 15:8, 38:2). But the humble 
are given the mind of Christ (v16). The gospel is received the same way it’s preached: 
by the simple power of Spirit, by weak but humble people.  

 


