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Bible Study Series - The Epistle of 1 Corinthians 

The Wisdom Of God 

1 Corinthians 1:18-4:21 

Introduction 

Last week we looked at the division in the Corinthian Church. A further reading will reveal 

the causes of the division which Paul addresses in 1 Corinthians 1:18-4:21. The major 

problem was that the Corinthians had: -  

1. A wrong conception of the Christian message (1:18;3:4) 
2. A wrong conception of Christian ministry and ministers (3:5;4:5) 
3. A wrong conception of the Christian (4:6-13) 

The Nature Of God’s Wisdom (1:17b – 2:16) 

Paul begins by stating that he was sent to preach “the gospel—not with wisdom and 
eloquence, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power.” (1:17b). Many rhetoricians were 
using persuasive speeches to impress the crowds in Paul’s day, but he made it clear that his 
main purpose was to preach the central message of the gospel – Christ crucified. 

This message was considered to be foolish to the ordinary person because of how 

crucifixion was viewed – it was not an honourable way to die. Since the cross was a symbol 

of shame, there was nothing powerful about the message of salvation through the cross for 

them (1:18). This message was a stumbling block to the Jews, that is, a scandal or an 

offense; and foolishness to the Greeks. However, to those who believed, it was the power 

and the wisdom of God. (1:22-25). 

So what was considered foolish to the ordinary person was indeed the power and wisdom 

of God at work. God’s “foolish wisdom” is also seen in who He decided to call; it’s not the 

wise, the mighty, the noble, as understood by the world, but the humble and seemingly 

least important persons. Note well, Paul is not saying that God is not interested in the 

educated, rich, the noble, etc., but that the world’s wisdom and education cannot give you 

salvation in Christ Jesus. He in fact uses the intellectuals/educated but they must be 

prepared to humble themselves to be used by Him. Therefore, no one can take credit for 

the work of God. We can only speak about real wisdom when we believe in Christ, who is 

wisdom for us and in the end our glory will be in Him. Paul quotes Jer. 9:23-24 to show that 

God did it this way so that He would get the glory. 

The Nature Of True Apostleship (3:1-4:6) 

The arguments and debates about leaders, who are really workers being used by God, 

proved that the Corinthian Christians were not mature in faith, and still had worldly 

thoughts (3:1-4).  

https://www.biblestudytools.com/1-corinthians/1-18.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/1-corinthians/3-4.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/1-corinthians/3-5.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/1-corinthians/4-5.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/passage/?q=1%20Corinthians+4:6-13
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They should not deceive themselves by using worldly standards to measure themselves but 

should instead seek to become “fools” so that you may become wise. (3:18). For the wisdom 

of this world is foolishness in God’s sight (3:19). They were being called to strive for God’s 

wisdom instead of being considered wise by the world’s standard and to put an end to 

boasting about human leaders. 

Paul made it quite clear that the apostles were servants of Christ. They were stewards, 

entrusted with the mysteries that God has revealed and as servants they “Do not go beyond 

what is written.” If the Corinthians can understand this, then the boasting about leaders will 

be unnecessary. “Then you will not be puffed up in being a follower of one of us over against 

the other.” (4:6) 

Ponder This: While it is good that people should respect and value the work of gifted 

leaders/preachers, what are the dangers in exalting them too much? 

Paul, Apollos and Cephas, were fellow-workers, on the same team, doing the work of God, 

they were not competitors. (3: 5-9). Their task was to build up the church (Corinthians) and 

they were working together to do this. 

Since they were stewards their aim was to be faithful (4:2), and as servants of God they 

were only answerable to Him (4:3-5). 

 Suffering For Christ (4:6-21) 

The Corinthian Christians did not only use unbiblical standards to judge the apostles, they 

also had a problem with how they saw themselves. They thought very highly of themselves 

and were full of pride. In addressing this, Paul asked them three soul-searching questions: 

1. Who makes you different from anyone else?  

2. What do you have that you did not receive? And if you did receive it,  

3. Why do you boast as though you did not? (4:7) 

When answered honestly, then they would realise that everything they possessed come 

from God and therefore there was no need for boasting nor pride. 

Paul then offered his rebuke to them with sarcasm. He said even though you Corinthians 

seem to have it all, we apostles have nothing (4:8). In his sarcasm Paul made a comparison 

between them and the apostles (4:8-13): -   

Corinthians Christians Apostles 
You are so wise in Christ 
You are strong 
You are honoured 

We are fools for Christ 
We are weak 
We are dishonoured 
We go hungry and thirsty, we are in rags, we are brutally 
treated, we are homeless. We work hard with our own 
hands. When we are cursed, we bless; when we are 
persecuted, we endure it; when we are slandered, we 
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answer kindly. We have become the scum of the earth, the 
garbage of the world—right up to this moment. 

 

The Corinthian Christians had two problems here: - they were very proud of their 

spirituality and were embarrassed of Paul’s “weak” and humble state. Paul however, 

wanted them to understand that apostleship involves suffering; suffering is part of 

following Christ.  Instead of striving for the things/rewards of this life, which breeds 

disunity, they should seek to embrace the place of suffering for the sake of Christ. 

Paul reminded them that he was writing to them as a father and invited them to imitate 

him (vv. 14-16). 

Reflection 

1. How much is Christian unity affected by how Christians view themselves? 

2. Do we find that there are too many church leaders who are allowing the world’s 

standards of success to affect how they view themselves? What are you thoughts? 

Glossary of Terms  

Servant: Paul uses the word “hyperetas,” which describes a subordinate servant functioning as a free man. 
He does not use the more common New Testament word for a servant (doulos) which designated a 
common slave. 
i. The word hyperetas literally means an “under-rower,” in the sense that someone is a rower on a big 
galley ship. So, though it is not the most lowly word for a servant, it certainly not a prestigious position. 
ii. Morgan describes this “under-rower” as “one who acts under direction, and asks no questions, one who 
does the thing he is appointed to do without hesitation, and one who reports only to the One Who is over 
him.” 
 
Stewards: the manager of a household. 
i. In relation to the master of the house, the steward was a slave; but in relation to the other slaves 
the steward was a master. 
ii. “The steward… was the master’s deputy in regulating the concerns of the family, providing food for the 
household, seeing it served out at proper times and seasons, and in proper quantities. He received all the 
cash, expended what was necessary for the support of the family, and kept exact accounts, for which he 
was obliged at certain times to lay before the master.” (Clarke) 
https://enduringword.com/bible-commentary/1-corinthians-4/ 
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