15th January 2012
1 Cor 1:18 – 2:5

Christ’s cross not human wisdom
Introduction

If you recall on the 1st January we looked at the background to the city of Corinth and its Christian church. Today we return to begin our deeper exploration of Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians (can I encourage you to pick up a hard copy of that first sermon or visit our website (www.saintmarks.org.uk). This will help you to understand the origin of the issues Paul addresses.

Whilst that background painted a broad brush stroke across Corinthian life both secular and Christian it would be helpful to drill down into the substance of our passage.

You will remember we talked about the wealth and the business interest that sustained the city together with the knowledge or ‘wisdom’ that facilitated that way of life. Corinth was a magnet for business that drew a particular mindset to it which made for success. As a result Corinth was very much like our own society where there has been a separation of ideals between the town/city and the countryside.   

Reading our passage

You will recall from Acts 18 that Paul having left the city after founding the church moved to Ephesus and then wrote this letter around two to three years later. We should note at this point that this in all probability was not the ‘first’ letter but rather sent in response to a ‘lost’ letter which he refers to in 5:9. Paul has heard from others of the situation and that has prompted him to write.

Before we can effectively understand a particular passage of scripture it’s always worth reading it in context i.e. reading what has been said before and after. In this case Paul has responded not to theological splits in the church but rather a power struggle between groups for patronage, which played a major part of life and social standing and was typical of Roman society in general.  
Christ’s cross 
We will aim to explore this morning three principles about Christ and His cross,

· Power and wisdom (vv 18 – 25)

· Its application to the reader’s social status ( vv 26 – 31)

· The application to Paul’s preaching (2:1-5)

Power and wisdom (vv 18 – 25)
Paul has already started to allude to this first principle in the preceding verses but here he now develops his argument. And this is where attentive listening is encouraged. He contrasts not between power and weakness but between power and folly.

The Christians in Corinth had carried over from their secular backgrounds ideas and notions of power as influence. Which given the diversity of their fellowship is not surprising given that so much of their daily lives was concerned with it.
But Paul as we explored in the first sermon in this series was set to redefine those ideals in light of the apostolic gospel that he had received; he talks of the power of God is different terms. The position of power as he redefines it, is modelled on the ideals of how Jesus understood power; that it was not connected to any kind of manipulative focus or indeed anything spectacular. Rather it was ‘power for’ rather than ‘power over.’ 
This as we read is contrasted to those who are perishing because of their folly. Their understanding of power is leading and will lead ultimately to them perishing. 
The second half of our opening verse conveys the position of the cross as the basis of God’s power for Christians. To illustrate that with an example – people rescued from a sinking ship in a life raft are saved, they have been rescued from peril – as the lifeboat heads for land they are in the process of being saved – they can look ahead to reaching the shore and then they will be saved.
The Christians in Corinth took their salvation all too readily for granted. Paul with a touch of irony declares ‘already you have all you want! Already you have become rich! You have begun to reign – and that without us!

They are still on their journey, a journey that requires self discipline, reflection, further understanding and humility. Paul’s use of Isaiah 29:14 links this with God’s unavoidable judgement; it speaks of people who are wrapped up in illusions of wisdom while living in folly. The cross has become the principle which exposes the folly lived in an illusion of wisdom contrasted with the more humble appropriation of God’s wisdom. 
The other critical point to notice is contained in verse 23, ‘we preach Christ crucified.’ It is this that was an affront to all those who don’t appropriate what it proclaimed. The affront stemmed from the way that death on a cross was viewed in Roman society – it was brutal, disgusting and abhorrent; something that was reserved for the most despicable of criminals. It could never be regarded for example as a means of execution for Roman citizens.

And because of this status it was not talked about in polite circles. For the Greeks who expected a ‘divine person’ and for the Jews who expected a powerful Messiah the cross was an affront to all that they conceived as being the right position for a saviour. With that form of punishment confined to history our 21st century knowledge of it is one of description only and we are unable therefore to have any idea of its impact on a society. Mel Gibson’s film the Passion of the Christ whilst it gives us a pictorial representation we still can’t experience the impact unlike those who witnessed this form of punishment in the 1st century. And because of that there is generally a layer of sanitisation.

We only have to look at the way it is displayed by people – how would they react if they were confronted with the question – why do you wear an instrument of execution around your neck?

The cross is a complete and utter reversal of what people think things should be, just as Jesus’ teaching during the Sermon on the Mount reversed the norm. It is the reversal of what was perceived to be wisdom to the Corinthians and is the reversal for us today. For as Bonhoeffer writes, ‘if it is I who say where God will be, I will always find there a God who...corresponds to me, is agreeable to me...But if it is a God who says where he will be,...the place is the cross of Christ.’

Its application to the reader’s social status (vv 26 – 31)
The reversal of the idea of wisdom that we have just looked at needs some anchoring into the social status of those Paul is writing to. 

The church attracted, then as now, people from different social backgrounds and it’s to those people Paul now speaks. The Corinthian church had within its fellowship many (but not all) those who could be described as ‘social nothings.’
Why then Paul argues would they want to reflect those worldly values which had rejected them causing them to be ‘social nothings’? Perhaps he suggests it is because they wished to win approval and respect. Rather better he argues they can now claim to be ‘somebody’ through God’s new, ‘wisdom...that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption’ (v30).

It is because of the gift of God and only through that gift that they have become accepted with a position and with a status. It was this very point that the Corinthian church was struggling to accept, living as they did in a world in which individuals strived for everything.

Whatever the social situation of a church Paul emphasises in these verses that the same criteria applies to all regardless of background, namely,

· God calls (vv27-28)
· God raises through a sheer gift people to be accepted (v30)

· God reminds people of futile pride (v31)

Paul concludes these verses with an explanation of what the wisdom of God has achieved for those who accept it. 
· Righteousness (v30) – not a level of moral achievement but a relationship that is now in good standing with God

· Holiness – not a level of moral or spiritual growth but the status of belonging to God

· Redemption – not deliverance into some autonomous state, but rather belonging to Christ. In Paul’s word you were brought with a price (6:20) 

The application of the cross to Paul’s preaching (2:1-5)
In common with both Greek and Roman cultures people of education and wealth were well versed in the art of rhetoric – the crafting of and use of words in a particular form that could for example influence political and legal arguments. Those movers and shakers in the Corinthian church expected Paul to be familiar with the same techniques. And whilst Paul does indeed display these skills in his various letters he writes here to place those skills in their context.
You will recall in our introductory sermon from Acts, Paul indicates that he ‘came...in weakness with great fear and trembling.’
 He is not saying here that he is a weak character but rather someone coming to a culture that prized the act of speaking – because for them it was about winning or losing rather than necessarily speaking the truth. They wanted Paul to speak in the terms that they knew. In other words they wanted him to speak soft truths.
The crux of these few verses (and for Paul always) is contained in verse 2, ‘...I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.’ 
By doing so Paul renounced the seductions of spin or audience pleasing words. For as he reasoned if Christianity is built on the basis of manipulative language then the genuineness of any response to it would be open to question. 

For example listen to preachers; do they speak of what they think or do they convey the truth? There is an apt expression for preachers – ‘give God the microphone’ in other words the congregation don’t want to hear what the preacher thinks but what God wants them to hear. 
Concluding remarks

In many ways 1 Corinthians is a ‘hard’ letter; it speaks of a contemporary situation in a Christian community that needed a letter that required careful and attentive listening to rather a bit like the difference between watching Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy and watching a James Bond film. One you need to follow closely and attentively otherwise you lose the plot and the other where you could fall asleep, wake up and still understand the plot.
The letter has much to commend itself to us
 and we remind ourselves of all that we have explored this morning with these words from the OT, ‘...I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now chose life...’
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