Bible Study: Letters of Paul

Central Presbyterian Church

October 12, 2025

Session 6/16: “1 Corinthians — The Wisdom of the Cross”
Readings: 1 Corinthians 1:18-31

1. Context of 1 Corinthians 1:18-31

Historical and Cultural Context
The church in Corinth, founded by Paul around 50-51 CE (Acts 18:1-11), was situated in a
wealthy, cosmopolitan port city known for its intellectual culture, rhetorical sophistication,
and moral laxity. The Corinthian church was diverse, including Jews, Gentiles, rich, poor,
educated, and uneducated members. However, divisions emerged due to their alighment
with eloquent leaders (Paul, Apollos, Cephas) and their embrace of Greco-Roman values like
wisdom (codia, sophia), status, and rhetorical prowess. Paul wrote 1 Corinthians from
Ephesus (ca. 54-55 CE) to address these issues, particularly factionalism (1:10-17). In 1:18-31,
he confronts their reliance on human wisdom by emphasizing the "foolishness" of the cross.

Literary Context
This passage falls within 1:10-4:21, where Paul addresses divisions and redefines true
wisdom. Following his plea for unity (1:10-17), 1:18-31 establishes the theological
foundation: the cross as God’s wisdom and power, contrasting with worldly standards. It
prepares for further discussion in chapters 2-4 on spiritual wisdom and leadership.

2. Structure of 1 Corinthians 1:18-31

A. The Contrast Between Human and Divine Wisdom (1:18-25): The message of the
cross is foolishness to the world but God’s power to the saved.

B. God’s Choice of the Lowly (1:26-29): God chooses the weak to shame the strong,
undermining human pride.

C. Christ as Wisdom and Righteousness (1:30-31): Christ embodies God’s wisdom, and
believers boast only in Him.

3. Greek Text and Verse-by-Verse Exegesis (English: Lexham English Bible)

1:18 — The Message of the Cross

For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are
being saved it is the power of God.



Greek Text:

‘O Adyog yap O 1ol otawpol Toi¢ puev amoAAupévols pwpia £otiv, T0i¢ 8¢ cWiopévolg
AUV Uvaptg Osol £oTv.

-0 Aoyog... tol otavpol (ho logos... tou staurou): "The message of the cross." *Logos*
denotes the proclaimed word or message, here specifically the gospel of Christ’s
crucifixion. *Stauros* (cross) refers to the instrument of execution, a symbol of shame
in the Greco-Roman world (cf. Deut. 21:23; Heb. 12:2). The phrase encapsulates the
gospel’s content, which Paul defends as central.

-uwpta (moria): "Foolishness." Derived from *moros* (foolish, dull), this term conveys
absurdity or nonsense. In Corinth’s intellectual culture, the cross’s simplicity was
scorned compared to philosophical rhetoric.

-aroMupévolg (apollymenois) / owZopévolg (sozomenois): "Those who are perishing" /
"those who are being saved." These present participles indicate ongoing processes,
reflecting eschatological destinies. The contrast divides humanity based on their
response to the gospel.

Suvaplg @=oU (dynamis Theou): "Power of God." *Dynamis* denotes active,
transformative power (cf. Rom. 1:16). The cross, though appearing weak, is God’s
instrument of salvation.

Theological Insight**: The cross’s *logos* subverts human expectations, revealing divine
*dynamis* where the world sees *moria*. Paul sets up the paradox that governs the passage.

1:19-20 — God’s Judgment on Human Wisdom

For it is written, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the intelligence of the intelligent |
will confound.” Where is the wise person? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this
age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?

Greek Text:
Ka®wg yéyparttar: ArtoA® thv codiov Tv copWv, Kai THv cUVESLY TV ouveTV AOTHoW.
nolU cod6g; ol ypappatelg; ol oulntntic tol ai®vog tovtou; oUyi épwpavev 6 O£0g Thy

codiav tol k6opOoU;

-KaBwg yéyparmrtal (Kathos gegraptai): "As it is written." Paul introduces a quotation
from Isaiah 29:14 (LXX), signaling scriptural authority.

-AnoA® thyv codiav v codpv (Apolo tén sophian ton sophon): "l will destroy the
wisdom of the wise." *Sophia* (wisdom) refers to human intellectual systems, especially



Greek philosophy. *Apolo* (destroy) suggests God’s decisive judgment on human self-
reliance.

-oUveoLY... GBstriow (synesin... athetéso): "Intelligence... | will frustrate." *Synesis*
(understanding) parallels *sophia*, and *athetéso* (set aside, nullify) reinforces God'’s
rejection of human wisdom.

-ntoU 00¢06¢; Mol ypappateug; mol oculntntng (pou sophos? pou grammateus? pou
syzetetes): "Where is the wise person? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater?"
These rhetorical questions (echoing Isa. 19:12) challenge the intellectual elite: Greek
philosophers (*sophos*), Jewish scribes (*grammateus*), and rhetoricians (*syzététés*,
debater/philosopher). The phrase *tou aionos toutou* ("of this age") underscores the
temporary, worldly nature of their wisdom.

-Epwpovev (emoranen): "Made foolish." From *morainé* (to make foolish), this verb
shows God'’s action in exposing human wisdom’s futility.

Cultural Note**: The *syzéetetés™ likely refers to sophists, admired in Corinth for their rhetorical
skill. Paul’s questions mock their perceived superiority.

1:21 - God’s Wisdom in Salvation
For since, in the wisdom of God, the world through its wisdom did not know God, God was
pleased through the foolishness of preaching to save those who believe.

Greek Text:

‘Eneldn yap €v ti) codida tol Ool oUk Eyvw O 514 tiic codiag TOV Ocdv, eUSOKNOEY O
Oe0¢ 61a Ti¢ pwpiag Tol KNPLUYHATOG cWGAL TOUG ILOTEVOVTALS.

- év tf) codia 1ol ol (en té sophia tou Theou)**: "In the wisdom of God." God’s
*sophia* ordained that the world could not know Him through its own
wisdom, reflecting divine sovereignty (cf. Rom. 11:33).

- 0Uk Eyvw (ouk egno): "Did not know." The aorist tense suggests humanity’s historical
failure to attain knowledge of God through reason alone.

- pwplag toU knpuypatog (morias tou kerygmatos): "Foolishness of what was
preached." *Kérygma* (proclamation) refers to the gospel message, specifically Christ
crucified. The world sees it as *moria* due to its simplicity.

- oWoal touc riotevovtac (sosai tous pisteuontas): "Save those who believe."
*Pisteuontas* (believing ones) emphasizes faith as the means of salvation, not
intellectual achievement.



Theological Insight: God’s *eudokésen* (was pleased) highlights His deliberate choice to save
through the "foolish" *kerygma®*, ensuring accessibility to all who believe.

1:22-25 - The Offense of the Cross

For indeed, Jews ask for sign miracles and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified,
to the Jews a cause for stumbling, but to the Gentiles foolishness, but to those who are called,
both Jews and Greeks, Christ is the power of God and the wisdom of God. For the foolishness of
God is wiser than human wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than human strength.
For consider your calling, brothers, that not many were wise according to human standards, not
many were powerful, not many were well born.

Greek Text:

‘Eneidn kai lovdaiol onpeia aitolow kal "EAAnveg codiav Intolow, fueic 5¢ knpvooouev
Xplotov £otavpwpévov, loudaiolg pév okdvdalov, £Bveoty 8¢ pwpioav, altoig 8¢ toig kKAntoic,
louSaiolg te kal "EAAnotv, Xprotov @sol S0vapy kai Osol codiov. Ot 1O pwpov tol Osol
codwtepov TV AvBpwnwy £otiv Kai tO dobevég To0 Ocol ioxupdtepov TV AvOpWTWV.

“louvdaiot onpueia aitolotv (loudaioi sémeia aitousin): "Jews demand signs." *Sémeia*
(signs) reflects Jewish expectations of a Messiah validated by miracles (cf. John 6:30).
The present tense (*aitousin®*) suggests ongoing demands.

- "EAAnvec codlav IntoUaotv (Hellenes sophian zétousin): "Greeks seek wisdom."
*Zeétousin* (seek) indicates an active pursuit of philosophical *sophia*.

- Xplotov £otaupwpévov (Christon estauromenon): "Christ crucified." The perfect
participle *estauromenon* emphasizes the enduring significance of Christ’s crucifixion.

- okavdaAov (skandalon): "Stumbling block." For Jews, a crucified Messiah was
offensive, contradicting expectations of a triumphant king (cf. Deut. 21:23).

- pwplav (morian): "Foolishness." To Gentiles, the cross lacked intellectual
sophistication.

- Tolc kKAnTolc (tois klétois): "Those who are called." *Klétois* underscores God’s
sovereign call, uniting Jews and Greeks (cf. 1:2, 9).

-XpLotOv B0l duvapuLy kai @0l codlav (Christon Theou dynamin kai Theou sophian):
"Crhist is God’s power and God’s wisdom." Christ embodies both, fulfilling Jewish and
Greek desires in an unexpected way.



10 pwpPOV... TO GoBevéc (to moron... to asthenes): "The foolish thing... the weak thing."
These neuter adjectives personify God’s methods, which surpass human *sophia* and
*ischys* (strength).

Cultural Note: The *skandalon* of the cross for Jews stemmed from its association with divine
cursing (Deut. 21:23), while its *moria* for Gentiles clashed with their ideal of a rational, heroic
savior.

1:26-29 - God’s Choice of the Lowly

For consider your calling, brothers, that not many were wise according to human standards, not
many were powerful, not many were well born. But the foolish things of the world God chose in
order that he might put to shame the wise, and the weak things of the world God chose in
order that he might put to shame the strong, and the insignificant of the world, and the
despised, God chose, the things that are not, in order that he might abolish the things that are,
so that all flesh may not boast before God.

Greek Text:

BAénete yap tHv kKARow Up®v, adsddoi, Ot oU toAloi codol katd odpka, oU toAoi
Suvaroi, o0 moA\oi eUyeveig: AAA ta pwpd to0 kdouou E§eAé§arto O Oedg, iva Katatoxivn
T0U¢ codoUc, kail td doBevij tol kdopou £§glé€arto O Oedg, iva katatoyivn Td ioxupd, Kail T
ayevij tol kdopou kai td £§ouBevnuéva E§eAé§arto O Oedg, , Iva T Ovta
katapynon, Onwg un kavyiontol ndoa odpé évwrniov tol Osod.

-BAémnete... TV kAo (Blepete... tén klésin): "Consider your calling." *Klésis* refers to
God’s summons to salvation, echoing *klétois* in 1:24.

-oU rtoA\oi oodol kot odpka (ou polloi sophoi kata sarka): "Not many wise according
to the flesh." *Kata sarka* denotes human standards, and *ou polloi* (not many)
acknowledges some exceptions (e.g., Crispus, Gaius).

- Suvartol... eUyeveic (dynatoi... eugenés): "Influential... of noble birth." These terms
describe social and political elites, rare in the Corinthian church.

- £€eNé€ato O Oedc (exelexato ho Theos): "God chose." Repeated three times, this verb
emphasizes God’s sovereign election (cf. Deut. 7:7-8).

- TA pwpA... T@ AoBevi... T@ Ayevi... Td E€ouBevnuéva (ta mora... ta asthené... ta agené...
ta exouthenémena): "The foolish things... the weak things... the lowborn things... the
despised things." These neuter plurals generalize God'’s choice of the marginalized.
*Agené* (base, lowborn) and *exouthenémena* (despised, treated as nothing) highlight
social insignificance.



"The things that are not." This philosophical phrase may refer
to those lacking status or even the gospel’s apparent insignificance.
-KQTOLOYU V... katapynol (kataischyné... katargése): "Shame... nullify." These verbs
show God’s reversal of worldly values, exposing their futility.

- U kawynontat ndoo c0pé (mé kauchéséetai pasa sarx): "So that no flesh may boast."
*Sarx* (flesh) denotes humanity in its weakness, and *kauchésétai* (boast) critiques the
Corinthians’ pride.

Theological Insight: God’s *eklogé* (choice) of the lowly reflects His pattern of overturning
human hierarchies, ensuring salvation depends on grace, not merit.

1:30-31 - Christ as Wisdom and Righteousness
But from him you are in Christ Jesus, who became wisdom to us from God, and righteousness

and sanctification and redemption, so that, just as it is written, “The one who boasts, let him
boast in the Lord.”

Greek Text

'E€ aUtol 6¢ Upelg €ote €v XpLot® Inocol, O¢ £yevrOn AUiv codia and Osol, Sitkawoolvn te
Kol Gytaopog kal droAltpwotg, iva kabwg yéyparttat: ‘O kauywpevog v Kupiw kowydobw.

-'E€ aUto0 (Ex autou): "From Him" (God). This prepositional phrase underscores God’s
initiative in salvation.

-UpElG £ote v XpLot® ‘Inool (en Christd I&sou): "In Christ Jesus." A key Pauline phrase
denoting union with Christ (cf. Rom. 6:11).

- codia arnd ol (sophia apo Theou): "Wisdom from God." Christ is the true *sophia*,
fulfilling Greek aspirations in a divine way.

-Skatoolvn... Aylaopoc... anoAutpwol (dikaiosyné... hagiasmos... apolytrosis):
"Righteousness... holiness... redemption." These terms summarize salvation’s benefits:
- *Dikaiosyné*: Justification, right standing before God (Rom. 3:21-26).
- ¥*Hagiasmos*: Sanctification, being set apart for God (1 Cor. 6:11).
- *Apolytrosis*: Redemption, liberation from sin’s bondage (Rom. 3:24).

- 'O kauxwpevog €v Kupiw kauxdobw (Ho kauchomenos en Kyrid kauchastho): "Let the
one who boasts boast in the Lord." Quoting Jeremiah 9:24 (LXX), Paul urges boasting
only in God, not human achievements. *Kauchastho* (imperative) is a command to
redirect pride.



**Theological Insight**: Christ is the source of all spiritual blessings, eliminating human
boasting and grounding salvation in God’s grace.

4. Key Themes and Key Greek Terms

A. Paradox of the Cross: The *logos tou staurou* (1:18) is *moria* to the world but
*dynamis Theou* to the saved, subverting human *sophia*.

B. God’s Sovereignty: The repeated *exelexato* (1:27-28) emphasizes God’s choice of
the *mora*, *asthené* and *meé onta* to shame the wise and strong.

C. Unity in Christ: The *klétoi* (1:24) and *en Christo Iésou* (1:30) unite diverse
believers, countering Corinthian factionalism.

D. Humility and Boasting: The call to *kauchastho en Kyrio* (1:31) rejects human
*kaucheésis* (boasting) in favor of glorying in God.

5. Application

A. For Corinth: Paul challenges their obsession with *sophia* and status, urging them
to embrace the *skandalon* of the cross and find unity *en Christo*.

B. ForToday**: The passage critiques modern reliance on intellectualism, status, or
achievement. Believers are called to humility, finding their identity in Christ’s
*dikaiosyné*, *hagiasmos*, and *apolytrosis*, and to boast only in the Lord.

6. Conclusion

1 Corinthians 1:18-31, with its rich Greek terminology, presents the cross as God’s paradoxical
wisdom and power. Terms like *moria*, *skandalon*, *dynamis*, and *sophia* highlight the
contrast between human and divine perspectives. Paul’s use of *exelexato* and *klésis*
underscores God’s sovereign grace, while *kauchastho* redirects pride to God alone. This
passage remains a timeless call to embrace the gospel’s countercultural message and live
humbly in Christ.



