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5] INTRODUCTION

Persistence and stubbornness can be separated by a thin line. Being persistent is to hold onto the
right things even when people think otherwise. But being stubborn is to embrace a lie even
though it is proven to be false. A well-known story “The Emperor’s New Clothes” is an
illustration of such mentality. Once there was a king who loved fancy clothes. He lavishly spent
the country’s money on new outfits. Two con men took advantage of the king’s vain pursuit.
They said they had a special fabric that was invisible to unwise people. The ruler was convinced.
Therefore, the two men began their work. The king sent officials to check the progress. He
himself also paid a visit. All they could see was nothing. The two tailors pretended to weave
threads and sew pieces of cloth with needles. No one said anything because they did not want to
be considered as fools. Before long, the new “robe” was done. The king could not wait to try it
on. Everyone praised that it was a magnificent garment. The emperor decided to walk around the
capital city to show off his new robe. Citizens went along with the scam because nobody wanted
to be seen as unwise. The ruler enjoyed all the cheers until a little kid cried out: “The king has no
clothes!” The crowd finally realized the obvious fact. Therefore, they echoed with the child and
chanted: “The king has no clothes!” However, the king continued with the procession because he
was too stubborn to admit that he was a fool. In our passage today, Paul compares fools to wise
people. Without a doubt, wisdom is a key word in the text. Wisdom and wise are repeated twelve
times. We get the lady’s name “Sophia” from the Greek word for wisdom. At the same time,
foolishness and related words foolish and folly are used six times. Paul contrasts what people
consider to be wise and foolish to the true wisdom and foolishness in God’s eye. The author
shows us that God is delighted to open the minds of those who are open-minded to the truth.

f# %% EXPLANATION
1. WiEEEES# A A God Humbles the Haughty

God desires for people to know Him. But our pride can be an obstacle in the process. That is why
Paul tells us that God humbles the haughty. Let us read verse 18-20. God humbles the haughty
by using a way that they regard as foolish to save us. That method is “the word of the cross.” The
gospel message is actually quite straightforward. You can even summarize it in less than one
minute: Jesus the only true God came into the world and became a man. He died on the cross for
our sins but He rose three days later. Whoever receives Jesus by faith and claims Him to be
Savior and Lord will be saved. This truth is so simple that even a three-year-old kid and a ninety-
year-old senior can understand. However, it causes opposite results in the audience. Paul states in
verse 18: For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being
saved it is the power of God. Why is there such a big difference? It is because people choose to
believe what they want to believe. Therefore, they refuse what they consider to be silly and
useless. Their rejection is a way God humbles haughty people. Paul quotes Isaiah in verse 19 to
explain. In the original context, the prophet condemned God’s people for being rebellious. The
country was facing a threat from Assyria. The military crisis was actually a spiritual test. Instead
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of relying on God, the king and his officials asked Egypt for help. They thought that they could
rescue themselves through a political alliance. Inside the country, people continued their worship
at the temple. But they were only going through the motions. They praised God on their lips, but
they did not obey God in their hearts. Hence, the Lord allowed His people to fall to the enemies.
God disciplined the leaders by frustrating their human wisdom. They thought they could use God
to achieve their goal. In the end, they failed. Paul was dealing with people with the same
mindset. They thought they were smarter than God. In verse 20, Paul lists three groups of elite
people in his time. “The wise” were educated people. We call them scholars today. “The scribe”
could be a teacher in those days. They are professors in colleges nowadays. “The debater” was a
person who beat others through a debate. We can think of attorneys in court. At a time when
most people were illiterate, knowledge was power. People who knew a lot were respected and
they could achieve promising careers. They might contribute to the society through their studies
and by sharing their findings. However, their benefits were restricted to this life. Paul says all
they amounted to was but “wisdom of the world” if they did not have God in the equation. They
say they do not worship any god. But their knowledge became gods. They in fact worship
themselves! They thought they were wise, but they were actually foolish in God’s eye. There are
many people like that in our world. They invent great products, discover new ways to treat
diseases, explore outer-space and nano-space and manage companies and the government. They
deserve recognition. However, if God is not in their worldview their expertise is only wisdom of
the world. They try to explain the reality by excluding God. Their assumption becomes their
conclusion. What is true wisdom? The book of Proverbs talks a lot about it. For example, 9:10
states clearly: The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy
One is insight. God is the source of true wisdom. Wise people are those who humble before Him.
The pursuit of knowledge is a process to understand God’s design and order. It can be physics,
psychology, medicine, engineering, etc. Since God created the universe, He reveals wisdom in
His creation. We see beauty, complexity and purposes when we observe nature. Truly wise
researchers must be objective. They accept that there may be new ideas that contradict their
paradigm. The more they know, the more they admit that there is something they do not know.
That includes the existence of God. Humble people are those who are ready to change their
position if their observations do not fit the original proposition.

2. THERRCEELIAY A God Saves the Simple

God welcomes humble people because He saves the simple. Let us continue to read verse 21-25.
Some people equate simple to dumb. They think that simple-minded people are those who
blindly believe in anything. Therefore, those who are full of “wisdom on the world” find it hard
to accept the gospel. Paul mentions the two wisest groups of people at that time in verse 22-23:
22 For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, 23 but we preach Christ crucified, a
stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles. The Jews counted miracles as a proof of God’s
work. Jesus displayed supernatural power by healing the sick and casting out demons. But most
Jews denied that Jesus was the Messiah. Why? They expected Him to be a mighty commander
who led them to overthrow the Romans. Jesus came and preached the gospel. He drew near to
the poor, tax-collectors, children and women but not the rich and famous. People saw His
meekness as weakness. He died like a criminal on the cross. The Bible clearly says such death is
a curse from God. How could this Messiah save His people? The message of the cross thus
became a stumbling block to the Jews. Whereas, the Greeks found the gospel a laughing stock. In



their philosophy, the divine is pure and the highest while physical matters are trivial and mortal.
The gods in their religions sit high above in heaven and receive people’s worship. If Jesus was
God, then He could not have come into the world. He could not have polluted Himself by
mingling with sinful humans. Worse still, it was unthinkable for a god to suffer humiliation from
people. How could someone who was unable to save himself save others? Therefore, both the
Jews and the Greeks thought the gospel was foolish. God shows no favoritism to the smarty
pants. Instead, He saves those who are simple in their minds. Once some parents brought
children for Jesus to bless them. It was a custom in those days for Jewish rabbis to bless little
kids. But the disciples were mad. Perhaps they thought Jesus had more important things to do.
The Lord seized the opportunity as a teaching moment. He told the disciples in Mark 10:14-15 —
14 ...“Let the children come to me; do not hinder them, for to such belongs the kingdom of God.
15 Truly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child shall not enter
it.” To become child-like is not to be childish. To believe that Santa Claus exists and money
grows on trees is childish. But to accept Jesus out of simple faith is child-like. Little kids admit
their inadequacy. They ask parents for advice and help, fully trusting that dad and mom can solve
their problems. Children are also curious about everything. They keep asking the “why”
questions. At the same time, they understand that there are things too complicated to
comprehend. That is the right mentality as we come to God. We can ask all the questions about
God. But eventually, we have to take a leap of faith to receive Him. We must admit that we are
helpless like little children. That is why the gospel is a challenge to our pride. We believe that we
are decent people. But the notion that we can save ourselves through good works is not based on
the Bible. To put it bluntly, such belief is an insult to Jesus. When I talk with gospel friends, I
often ask them why we should believe in Jesus. Some people say it is good to have an anchor for
life when they feel lost. Others admire the moral values of Biblical principles. Those are good
answers, but they are not the real reason why we need Jesus. We need Him because we are
pathetic sinners and He is the only way for forgiveness. God’s plan is not to make good people
better, but to make dead souls alive. The church should not shy away from preaching Christ and
His cross. Jesus’ death is not only the highest model of love. He paid the price no one can afford.
Some non-believers may find the title “sinner” offensive. We cannot judge anyone. It is God who
judges all of us. We cannot see the beauty of God’s grace until we realize the ugliness of our sins.

3. THEEGIHEERY A God Receives the Rejected

God does not only humble the haughty and save the simple. He also receives the rejected. We
finish our reading from verse 26 to 31. Paul makes it clear that most Corinthian believers were
not the rich and famous in the society. God saved them regardless of their background,
intellectual levels or physical strength. It was all because of God’s grace. If they really wanted to
compare, then few of them could match Paul’s credentials. He testifies in Philippians 3:4-6 —

4 ...If anyone else thinks he has reason for confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5 circumcised
on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; as to
the law, a Pharisee; 6 as to zeal, a persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law,
blameless. Paul had an excellent family heritage, he received the best education, he lived a
perfect life according to the Jewish Law and he even went after Christians (who were considered
as traitors to the traditional beliefs). Paul thought he was doing all the right things until God
called him. He finally realized that he was acting against God. Then he understood that all that he
could brag about from his past became trash compared to the pursuit of knowing Christ. That



God removed Paul’s pride did not mean that God could not make use of Paul’s abilities. In his
future gospel ministries, Paul wisely used his talents and status. He used Bible knowledge to
debate with the Jews. He used wisdom to argue with the intellects. He used his Roman
citizenship to ensure a fair treatment in courts. But on all occasions, he submitted to the guidance
of the Lord. God saved scholars like Paul, but He also redeemed slaves, who made up as much as
one-third of the population in the Roman world. God showed no bias to people’s social status. In
doing so, He lowered those who had a lot but also raised up those who had little. Once again, it
shows that salvation is 100% God’s work and 0% our worth. We cannot go to God, and therefore
Jesus came to us. Paul says in verse 30 that the Lord has become our righteousness,
sanctification and redemption. We can never achieve God’s requirement of perfection. It is Jesus
who claims those who believe to be righteous. We often stumble in sin. Jesus continues to
sanctify us as we walk with Him daily. We deserve God’s condemnation due to our sins. But
Jesus redeems us from the bondage of sin and He removes the eternal consequence of sin. That
God receives the rejected is consistent with how He treated people in the Bible. For example,
three ordinary ladies were included into Jesus’ genealogy: Rahab had a shameful profession,
Ruth was an unknown foreign housewife and Mary was chosen to give birth to Jesus. God used
them because they were obedient to His calling. In the gospels, Jesus approached lepers, He
shared the gospel with a Samaritan woman despite her immoral lifestyle, race and gender.
Among the disciples, there were fishermen, a tax-collector and even Judas the traitor! God chose
those people not because of who they were, what they had or what they could offer in exchange
for salvation. The result is that no one can boast about themselves. God treats us the same way
today. We can be saved because God ministers grace to us. Our education degrees, job titles and
accomplishments in the world cannot earn us salvation. On the other hand, no one should look
down on themselves if they were born in small villages, they do not have a long resume or they
do not earn a big paycheck. God can of course save celebrities too. There are Christians in
Hollywood, as well as professional athletes and politicians. God does not show them favoritism
because of their reputation. He can use them in their unique social circles where other people
cannot get access. Likewise, God saves you because He will send you to campuses, offices,
factories and restaurants to reach out to your peers. The gospel is for all people because every
person is a sinner who needs God’s grace.

4Ex6 CONCLUSION

God is delighted to open the minds of those who are open-minded to the truth. The message of
the cross does not make sense to human logic. God became a man. He emptied His glory and
honor to become nothing. He saved the world by dying in the hands of men. But Jesus was not
assassinated. He did not die as a martyr either. He died willingly for you and me. Jesus extends
an invitation to you today. Accept Him with simple faith. He can make those who are fools in the
world to become wise in God’s Kingdom. He will turn those who are financially poor to become
spiritually rich. To Him be all the glory!
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