
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #6

“Consider the Source”

1 Corinthians 2:6-16

“Consider the source.”

This has always been sound advice, but even more so in this, the Information Age. Without question we have more knowledge and data at our disposal than any past generation in history. We have turned the word “Google” from a proper noun (the name of a company) to a verb (“Let me google that…”) Within seconds we can settle a debate, discover who sang that song in what year, or find the definition to the word just used that we don’t understand. 

Not all information on the Information Superhighway is accurate, however. At times the errors are innocent and innocuous; at other times they are intentional and even destructive. As Abraham Lincoln said, “Don’t believe something just because it’s on the Internet.” (You’ll get that in a minute….)

We must consider the source.

In our study of Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, we have seen that wisdom was in high demand in the first century. Philosophy was viewed as a sport in those days, and the philosophers were the superstar celebrities with large followings. This mentality crept into the Corinthian church, and the congregation divided over favorite preachers just as sports fans argue in support of their favorite teams and players. 

While the Corinthians claimed to be seeking wisdom, what they were actually after was knowledge. A heretical cult was forming called gnosticism, from the Greek word for “knowledge,” and these gnostics claimed that they were “in the know,” that they had received special knowledge that set them apart (and above) everyone else. Later in this letter Paul would write in 1 Corinthians 8:1, “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up.” In other words, knowledge ain’t all it’s cracked up to be.

C. H. Spurgeon said, “Wisdom is the right use of knowledge. To know is not to be wise. Many men know a great deal and are all the greater fools for it. There is no fool so great a fool as a knowing fool. But to know how to use knowledge is to have wisdom.”
 

Wisdom is not knowledge. Neither is wisdom common sense, as we will see in this message tonight. Knowledge is facts, information, or data. Wisdom is taking that knowledge and putting it to practical use. One resource defines wisdom as “the ability to make right choices in daily conduct or to live on earth with a heavenly understanding.”
 Church Swindoll writes, “Wisdom is looking at life from God’s point of view.”
 Hebrew scholar Bruce Waltke adds, “The possession of wisdom enables humans to cope with life and to achieve what would otherwise be impossible.”
 We might equate wisdom with the words “perspective” or “insight.” But where do we get wisdom? 

In our last study we introduced two types of wisdom—human wisdom and godly wisdom. Paul made it very clear that these two wisdoms were incompatible; each views the other as “foolishness.” Worldly wisdom is based on human observation and intellect, while heavenly wisdom is based on divine revelation and illumination. The wisdom of the world has no place for God; the wisdom of the Word does not exist without God.

Tonight we turn our attention to 1 Corinthians 2:6-16, where Paul points to the source of true wisdom. While the gospel he preaches rejects the wisdom of the world, Paul asserts in these verses that his message is not meaningless gobbledygook concocted by God simply to trip up those who can’t bring themselves to make a blind leap of faith. Like an iceberg that conceals its depth far beneath the surface, unbelievers cannot see the hidden depths of wisdom and truth inherent in the Christian faith. So, realizing that some may interpret his disparaging of worldly wisdom as an admission that accepting the gospel requires intellectual suicide, he tackles the age-old conflict between faith and reason, reconciling them in the hidden depths of God.

The wisdom spoken of in this text is neither empirical fact-finding nor intuitive common sense, but insight—perception about people, problems, ourselves, life. Paul calls it “God’s wisdom,” “the thoughts of God,” “the things of the Spirit,” and “the mind of Christ.” Only those in Christ can possess this wisdom.

There is a heavy emphasis in this passage on the person and ministry of the Holy Spirit. Directly or indirectly He is mentioned nine or ten times. And the particular focus is on His teaching role. Indeed, this is a very important New Testament passage on the relations between the Spirit and the Word, between Holy Scripture and Holy Spirit.

The point of the apostle’s argument is this: the substance of the “good news” and his manner of presenting that gospel of Jesus Christ to the Corinthian audience were at once simple and non-philosophical. Yet, there was wrapped up in this simplicity a profound “wisdom” exceeding anything this world knew from its own natural, empirical, or political sources: it had been revealed by the Spirit of God to Paul and it was designed for those in Christ.

God’s Secret Wisdom

Paul first speaks of God’s secret wisdom in verses 6-10,

We do, however, speak a message of wisdom among the mature, but not the wisdom of this age or of the rulers of this age, who are coming to nothing. No, we speak of God’s secret wisdom, a wisdom that has been hidden and that God destined for our glory before time began. None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. However, as it is written: “No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love him”— but God has revealed it to us by his Spirit. 

Paul is rejecting human wisdom, but not all wisdom. Actually “wisdom” comes first in the Greek with emphasis: ‘Wisdom we speak’—even if the world doesn’t get it!

This wisdom is delivered to the “mature.” The Greek word rendered “mature” is teleios, meaning “perfect” or “complete.” It can have the connotation of maturity, or  “growth up into mature manhood” as one commentator puts it.
 This interpretation is favored by many, especially in light of Paul’s reference to the Corinthians’ spiritual immaturity at the beginning of chapter three.

But the term can also refer to a person who has full membership in a group, or  one who is fully initiated. Not far from Corinth was the city of Eleusis where the famed Eleusinian Mysteries were celebrated annually. These were religious rites in which applicants were initiated into secret proceedings not fully known to this day. Those so initiated were called “the perfect,” and it is doubtless to people well acquainted with the term—perhaps some of these initiates had become Christians—that Paul says he too offers spiritual secrets such as never entered the heart of man.

I believe it is important to understand that the “mature” here refer to those who are redeemed and are completely trusting in Jesus Christ. The apostle is not saying that he speaks God’s wisdom only when he is with believers who are advanced in the faith, but only when he is among believers who are truly in the faith—the saved. True believers are the only ones among whom the gospel can be wisdom.

The fact is that the New Testament writers do not envisage “grades” of Christians. All believers should go on to maturity, as Hebrews 6:1 indicates. But we should beware of making the mistake of the Gnostics, who classified people into permanent groups according to their spiritual potential. They held that some were “perfect,” while others could never attain that standing. Paul is not making this kind of distinction. He is contrasting Christians (who have accepted the wisdom of the cross) with outsiders (who have not). It is mature to accept God’s wise provision, even if the world sees it as folly.
 This spiritual initiation involves a spiritual birth followed by a spiritual growth,
 to be sure, but it is wrong to interpret Paul’s words as applying only to the spiritually mature.

Verse seven mentions, “God’s secret wisdom, a wisdom that has been hidden and that God destined for our glory before time began.” Some versions use the word “mystery.” The Greek word for “mystery” is mysterion, which refers to something previously hidden that now has been revealed.
 Warren Wiersbe speaks of this as a  “sacred secret,” a truth hidden in past ages but now revealed to the people of God.
 Mere man cannot penetrate the secret, but God has in his love unlocked it to those who humble themselves before him.

Notice also that God destined (or “predestined”) this before the world began. He made the plan, set it in motion, and will see to it that it succeeds. The plan of redemption was not a hasty afterthought on the part of God after He saw what man had done.

In verse 8 Paul writes, “None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory.” The Greek word Paul uses for “understand” is ginosko, referring to a knowledge born of deep personal understanding. This depth of understanding can come only as a gift by the assistance of the Holy Spirit.
 
Who are “the rulers of this age” that Paul mentions? Certainly the men who were in charge of government when Jesus was on earth did not know who He was. When Jesus on the cross prayed, “Father, forgive them: for they know not what they do” in Luke 23:34, He was echoing this truth. Their ignorance did not excuse their sin, of course, because every evidence had been given by the Lord and they should have believed. But there is another possibility. Paul may have been referring to the spiritual, demonic rulers of this present age.
 “The Lord of glory” is an outstanding and unusual title, applied to Christ only here. More than one scholar has thought that this is the loftiest title Paul ever applied to Christ.
 And ignorance of this wisdom among the rulers of this world led them to act in a very stupid manner. They took the “Lord of Glory” and crucified him.

Verses 9-10 form the crux of Paul’s teaching on God’s secret wisdom. This wisdom, he claims, is not discoverable by humans. He writes, “However, as it is written: ‘No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love him’— but God has revealed it to us by his Spirit.” This verse, a free quotation from Isaiah 64:4 and 65:17, is often used at funerals and applied to heaven, but the basic application is to the Christian’s life today. The next verse makes it clear that God is revealing these things to us here and now.

God revealed to humanity what humans through their own methods and pursuits could never have discovered. In our age, the “seeing is believing” approach to reality makes little room for faith. This “show me” philosophy of life isn’t new to our age, nor is it limited to residents of Missouri. In fact, Paul probably heard it from some skeptics in his day.
 

This wisdom did not originate from personal observation (“eye has not seen”), from the traditional knowledge of others (“ear has not heard”), or from one’s intuitive insight or imagination (“heart of man has not conceived”).
 People can spend their whole lives studying at the most prestigious schools, adding a chain of letters after their names, traveling the world over, and experiencing all life has to offer. Yet these means can never discover the depths of God’s mystery, which can be revealed only by the Holy Spirit through faith.
 

God’s Searching Wisdom

Paul then writes of God’s searching wisdom in verses 10-12,

The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God. 11 For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the man’s spirit within him? In the same way no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. 12 We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has freely given us.
The Greek verb eraunao, “to investigate,” is the one Jesus applied to the Jews in John 5:39 who “searched” the Scriptures, studying them diligently. This word was also used third century ad, in which the “searchers” were customs officials who rummage about in travelers’ baggage.

Paul is not suggesting that the Spirit conducts searches with a view to obtaining information, but that He penetrates all things—there is nothing beyond His knowledge.
 The “deep things of God” include God’s essence, attributes, and plan. (Interestingly, the same Greek phrase is found in Revelation 2:24 regarding “the deep things of Satan.”)

The Holy Spirit is likened to the divine self-consciousness and self-understanding. Just as nobody can understand a human being except that human being, so nobody can understand God except God himself. Only God knows God.

People have a lot of opinions regarding God: “Well, I think God….” or “In my opinion, God is….” While we all have a right to our opinion, what we think about God can’t help us a great deal as far as really getting to know Him. We can’t know God on our own no matter how hard we try.
 When it comes to matters of taste and preferences, I agree that everyone has a right to their opinion; when it comes to matters of fact and truth, the right to one’s opinion is essentially the right to be wrong! And when it comes to knowing God, human beings don’t have a clue…unless God reveals Himself to them.

Thankfully, that is precisely what God has done in giving us the Holy Spirit who, according to verse 12, has been given to us so “that we may understand what God has freely given us.” How does the Spirit do this? He does this through two activities, one past and one present. Inspiration describes the unique, objective process by which the Holy Spirit revealed the Scriptures to the biblical authors in the past. Peter describes this in 2 Peter 1:21, “For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” This text speaks in verse 13 of “words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words.” While the personal style of each biblical writer can be detected, the very words of Scripture are, in fact, the words of God.  Illumination describes the Holy Spirit’s present-day, subjective work of enlightening our minds to grasp what they wrote.
 Every time we read the Bible, the Spirit opens our eyes to current applications of the Word to our daily lives.
God’s Spiritual Wisdom

Finally, Paul writes of God’s spiritual wisdom in verses 13-16,

This is what we speak, not in words taught us by human wisdom but in words taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words. The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned. The spiritual man makes judgments about all things, but he himself is not subject to any man’s judgment: “For who has known the mind of the Lord that he may instruct him?” But we have the mind of Christ.
Paul returns to the distinction between human wisdom and spiritual wisdom, even suggesting they have different languages. The successful Christian learns the vocabulary of the Spirit and makes use of it. In understanding God’s vocabulary, we come to understand God’s Word and God’s will for our lives.

And a scholarly study of the Scriptures is not enough. It is possible to read the Bible—even many different copies and versions of the Bible—and yet not understand it. It is possible to study the Bible for many years, memorizing much of it, and still not understand it. The scribes and Pharisees of Jesus’ day were highly trained in the Old Testament, yet they missed its central message. They completely failed to recognize the promised Messiah when He came and lived among them. Those scribes and Pharisees, like everyone who rejects God, lived only in the realm of the natural man. They had no means and had no desire to understand the spiritual nature of God’s Word.

So it is with “the man without the Spirit.” Described in Jude 19 as one who follows “mere natural instincts,” the non-Christian is basically dominated by the physical, worldly or natural life. Because he does not possess the Holy Spirit, he is not equipped to receive appreciatively truth that comes from the Spirit.

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.

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 knowledge and understanding is limited.

For this reason, I am skeptical of presentations about spiritual things given by unbelievers. Every so often a television special the Bible or about God comes on the air, usually on the Discovery or History or National Geographic channel. More often than not the “scholars” interviewed are very critical of the Scriptures and the basic tenets of our faith. They may know history, geography, archaeology, and other relevant sciences, but they don’t have a clue when it comes to spiritual truth.

Furthermore, unbelievers will never quite “get” their believing friends and family members. They won’t understand why they choose to live the way they do, why they sacrifice worldly pursuits, give selflessly, or serve faithfully. Unbelievers don’t see the point of Christian virtue when there’s so much more to gain from worldly vice. The “natural person” will never fully grasp the convictions of the “spiritual person.”

The believer, though, should not allow the criticism and judgment of unbelievers deter him or her. This is what Paul means when he says, “The spiritual man makes judgments about all things, but he himself is not subject to any man’s judgment.” We cannot try to please everybody, especially those who don’t follow Jesus. Paul writes later in 1 Corinthians 4:3-4, “I care very little if I am judged by you or by any human court; indeed, I do not even judge myself. My conscience is clear, but that does not make me innocent. It is the Lord who judges me.” This is the attitude we must take when those we know—even those we love—who do not trust in Christ are critical of us when we stand on our spiritual standards. 

How can we stand so confidently? Paul concludes in verse 16, “But we have the mind of Christ.” He does not mean that every Christian can understand all Christ’s thoughts. He means that the indwelling Spirit reveals Christ. The spiritual person thus does not see things from a worldly viewpoint; he sees them from the viewpoint of Jesus.

Knowledge is not hard to find. We have more access to information and data than any generation in history. Wisdom, however, is another story. Wisdom is what we do with the knowledge we gather. Wisdom is about how we live.

There are two kinds of wisdom: the wisdom of the world and the wisdom of the Word. The first depends upon the intelligence and ingenuity of man; the second depends upon the inspiration and illumination of the Spirit of God living within the believer. When it comes to wisdom, we must consider the source.

�Quoted in Harold L. Fickett Jr., Faith That Works, A Bible Commentary for Laymen (Glendale, CA: Regal Books, ©1972).


�John F. MacArthur, Jr., MacArthur Pastor’s Library on Counseling (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, ©2005).


�Charles R. Swindoll, Job: Man of Heroic Endurance (Nashville: W Publishing Group, ©2004).


�Bruce K. Waltke, The Book of Proverbs, Chapters 1–15, The New International Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, ©2004).


�Charles R. Swindoll, Insights on 1 & 2 Corinthians (Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, ©2017).


�John R. W. Stott, Basic Christian Leadership (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©2002).


�Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., “A Neglected Text in Bibliology Discussions: 1 Corinthians 2:6–16,” Westminster Theological Journal 43, no. 2 (1980): 301–319.


�Leon Morris, 1 Corinthians: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1985).


�David Prior, The Message of 1 Corinthians: Life in the Local Church (Leicester, UK; Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, ©1985).


�Russell P. Spittler, The Corinthian Correspondence (Springfield, MO: Gospel Publishing House, ©1976).


�John F. MacArthur, Jr., 1 Corinthians, MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press, ©1984).


�Morris, op. cit.


�Stephen F. Olford, The Christian Message for Contemporary Man (Waco, TX: Word Books, ©1972).


�Swindoll, Insights on 1 & 2 Corinthians.


�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Wise (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1983).


�Prior, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Swindoll, Insights on 1 & 2 Corinthians.


�Wiersbe, op. cit., also F. F. Bruce, New Century Bible Commentary: I & II Corinthians (London: Marshall, Morgan, and Scott, ©1971).


�Morris, op. cit.


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�Swindoll, Insights on 1 & 2 Corinthians.


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Swindoll, Insights on 1 & 2 Corinthians.


�Stott, op. cit.


�Morris, op. cit.


�Kaiser, Jr., op. cit.


�Stott, op. cit.


�John F. MacArthur, Jr., Take God’s Word for It, A Bible Study for Laymen (Glendale, CA: Regal Books, ©1980).


�Stott, op. cit.


�Wiersbe, op. cit.


�MacArthur, Jr., 1 Corinthians.


�Kenneth L. Barker, ed., The NIV Study Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, ©1985).


�Stephen T. Um, 1 Corinthians: The Word of the Cross, Preaching the Word (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Publishers, ©2015).


�Swindoll, Insights on 1 & 2 Corinthians.


�Morris, op. cit.





PAGE  
7

