Sermon for the Fifth Sunday after Epiphany

1 Corinthians 2:1-16

The wisdom that comes from the Spirit of God

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all!

The text for the sermon is the Epistle heard before, 1 Corinthians 2:1-16:

1 When I came to you, fellow-Christians, to proclaim the testimony of God to you, I did not come as a person who was superior in speech or wisdom. 2 For I determined not to know anything among you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified. 3 I came to you in weakness, in fear, and with much trembling. 4 I did not speak and preach with persuasive words of wisdom, but with the demonstration of the Spirit and power, 5 so that your faith might not rest on human wisdom, but on the power of God.

6 However, we speak wisdom to those who are mature, but not the wisdom of this age, or of the rulers of this age, who are coming to nothing. 7 No, we tell about the wisdom of God in a mystery, a wisdom that has been hidden, but that God ordained before the ages for our glory. 8 None of those who rule this world has known it. For, if they had known it, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. 9 Rather, as Scripture has said, “No eye has seen, no ear has heard, and no mind has comprehended, what God has prepared for those who love Him.” 10 Nevertheless, God has revealed it to us through His Spirit. The Spirit searches out all things, even the deep things of God. 11 For what human being knows the things that belong to the human being except the human being’s spirit in him? In the same way, no one knows the things that belong to God except the Spirit of God. 12 We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who comes from God, so that we may know the things that God has freely given to us. 13 We speak about these things in words not taught by human wisdom but in Words taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual things to those who have the Spirit. 14 However, an unspiritual person does not receive the things of the Spirit of God. For they are foolishness to him; and he cannot know them because they are discerned spiritually. 15 The spiritual person judges all things, but he himself is not judged by anyone. 16 For “who has known the mind of the Lord, that he may instruct Him?” However, we have the mind of Christ.

Lord God, heavenly Father, sanctify us in your truth. Your Word is truth. Amen.

Dear friends in Christ,


While Paul, Silas, and Timothy were at Berea, Jews came from Thessalonica and stirred up the crowds. The believers sent Paul away, and he went to Athens, and then to Corinth. Here Paul reminds the Corinthians of the time when he first came to them. He concentrated on the message of the crucified Christ, without the rhetorical devices that speakers of that time were trained to use. Human wisdom often includes speculation; but the apostle did not come as a teacher of wisdom, but as a witness to the crucifixion of Christ. That message of the Gospel is offensive to unbelievers, but the Holy Spirit works through the Gospel powerfully, as he still does today. Paul recalled that he came to Corinth “in weakness, in fear, and with much trembling.” The spirit works through it powerfully, although the human beings who proclaim it are weak and unimpressive from the human point of view. People do not become believers through persuasive words and a display of learning. The message of Christ’s cross is the great theme of Christian preaching. The powerful Gospel message creates faith. Paul spent eighteen months in Corinth, and worked with greater energy after Silas and Timothy joined him there.


Paul wrote as he did here as his answer to the cliques that had subsequently formed at Corinth. Each was saying, “I belong to Paul,” or “I belong to Apollos,” or “I belong to Cephas,” or “I belong to Christ.” Paul did not want people to regard him as the leader of a party. Paul had not been crucified for them. He emphasised his own weakness to contrast with the working of God’s power through the spiritual message of the crucifixion of Christ.


All believers have received the Holy Spirit in baptism. In verse 5, Paul wrote, “However, we speak wisdom to those who are mature.” Very simply, those who are mature are those who understand the message of the cross, which is the wisdom of God, and embrace it in faith. Any hint of elitism in Christianity is phoney. It is not true that some believers are on a higher level and have deeper access to the things of God. When Paul wrote about “the wisdom of God in a mystery,” and “a wisdom that has been hidden,” he meant that from all eternity God had not disclosed His plan of salvation in Christ. After the completed work of Christ, His plan became an open secret, proclaimed to Gentiles as well as to Jews. There will always be mystery about God’s person and nature, but in the Gospel, which the Spirit reveals to us, we have a glimpse of His saving ways through Christ’s cross. The wisdom of God, revealed in the shameful crucifixion of Christ, is no longer hidden.


When Paul wrote about those who rule this world, who did not know God’s wisdom, he did not only mean the Jewish authorities who sentenced Jesus to death and the Roman authorities who carried out the sentence, but also demonic powers who rule this world. Satan and his angels did not understand God’s plan. They thought they were winning a great victory over Jesus at the cross, but their blow recoiled on themselves. Through Christ’s cross, Satan was judged, and the victory of the kingdom of God was assured.


Paul’s statement, “If they had known it, they would not have  crucified the Lord of glory” is important. Jesus’ death was not the death of an ordinary man, but that particular man whom God the Son had made His very own at the incarnation. He had been the Lord of glory from all eternity, and His death in the human nature was the death of the Lord of glory. Whatever people did to His human nature they did to His whole person, and that is the reason why His death was a sacrifice that was great enough to cover the sin and death of the whole world. This was the plan that God had ordained from eternity for our glory. This was the wisdom of God, “not the wisdom of this age, or of the rulers of this age, who are coming to nothing.”


There is a series of Old Testament passages that say that God’s ways are beyond human comprehension. Isaiah wrote, “You did awesome things that we were not expecting” (64:3). He quoted the Lord as saying, “I am creating a new heaven and a new earth. The earlier things will not be remembered or come to mind” (Isa 65:17). Jeremiah reported Him as saying, “People will not say any more, ‘The Ark of the Covenant of the LORD.’ It will not come to mind, be remembered, or missed, and no other one will be made” (Jr 3:16). Paul echoed such statements here, “No eye has seen, no ear has heard, and no mind has comprehended, what God has prepared for those who love Him.” This includes what we have already in Christ and what we shall receive in the glory to come.


The depth of God’s saving activity is concealed from the world of unbelievers, but He reveals it to believers through His Spirit. The higher knowledge about which Paul writes focuses on what Jesus did for us in time and the culmination of His saving work at His cross. God makes understanding of this possible through the Holy Spirit. The “natural man”, who is unspiritual, does not understand this vital truth.


When Paul wrote about a human being’s spirit in verse 11, he meant a human being’s way of thinking. You have to be a human being yourself to understand the mind or disposition of another human being. Paul uses this as a comparison. “In the same way, no one knows the things that belong to God except the Spirit of God.” Similarly, Isaiah had written, “Who has determined the Spirit of the LORD, and what man can be His adviser to instruct Him?” (Isa 40:13). How blessed we believers are, that in Holy Baptism, the Lord has given us the Spirit as one of His greatest gifts! The Catechism, says, “The Holy Spirit has called me by the Gospel, enlightened me with His gifts, sanctified and kept me in the true faith.” This Spirit enables us to “know the things that God has freely given to us.” By contrast, natural, unspiritual people, belong to the world and not to God.


That is the reason why the Scriptures are so important in the lives of believers. Paul quotes another passage from Isaiah, “All your children will be taught by the LORD” (Isa 54:13). It is wrong to suppose that among Christian believers some are spiritual and some are not. Paul did not mean a smaller group of ecstatic Christians here, but all believers, who understand the message of the cross. When Paul wrote in chapter three that some Corinthians were carnal in their thinking (1 Cor 3:1-3), he meant that they were too caught up in fleshly things, and so exposed to the temptation to become unbelievers.


Verse 14 is a basic one in our understanding of the effects of original sin. “An unspiritual person does not receive the things of the Spirit of God. For they are foolishness to him; and he cannot know them because they are discerned spiritually” By nature, as a consequence of original sin, all people from birth are blind to God’s ways, spiritually dead, without righteousness, and enemies of God. They cannot understand the things of the Spirit of God. They cannot know them, because they are discerned spiritually. Things that are discerned spiritually are accessible only through faith, which the Holy Spirit works when and where it pleases God in those who hear the Gospel. Unbelievers reject the crucifixion of Christ on their behalf, whereas believers confess it, because God has revealed it to them through His Spirit (v.10).


The message of Jesus’ cross enables Christians to assess every aspect of life. That is what Paul meant when he wrote that that spiritual person judges all things. Believers see life in all its aspects differently from the outlook of unspiritual people.


Once again, Paul referred to a passage from Isaiah. “Who has determined the Spirit of the LORD, and what man can be His adviser to instruct Him?” (40:13). The all-important thing that people may know or not know is the mystery of the work of God through Jesus’ cross. Paul concluded this chapter by saying, “We have the mind of Christ.” We see a parallel between the way the Gospel should be preached and the attitude of Jesus, whom the Gospel reveals. Jesus had said, about Himself, “For I am gentle and humble in heart.” This is the mind of Christ, which Paul held up in Philippians, Although He was in the form of God, He emptied Himself, took on the form of a slave, and became like other human beings. When He was found in the appearance of a human being, He humbled Himself, becoming obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross (Plp 2:7-8).


May God grant that we always keep Christ’s cross at the centre of our thinking and our deeds, and finally be exalted with Him as we acknowledge our glorious Lord! Amen.

The peace of God, which is beyond all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus. Amen.

PRAYER FOR THE FIFTH SUNDAY AFTER EPIPHANY


Father in heaven, we, who are Your children by grace, pray that Your kingdom may come. We thank and praise You that You have revealed Jesus as Lord and Christ, and as King for evermore. We pray that His rule may be established from sea to sea and from the rising to the setting of the sun, that every nation, people, and tribe may confess that He is Lord, to Your glory. We thank You that, though He is King of kings, He humbled Himself and became our servant, so that He might be our Saviour, able to save all who come to You through Him.


Gracious Father, You do not enjoy seeing sinners die, but would rather see them turn from their sinning and live. Therefore, spread the Gospel, and extend Your kingdom among all nations on earth. Cause the mighty to bow before Jesus their Lord, and teach all people to know that there is righteousness only in Him.


Although we rejoice that Your kingdom is already with us, make it come with fresh power and new blessing into our lives. Make the peace of Christ rule in our hearts, and move us to thankfulness and praise. Give us increased trust in Your Word and obedience to Your commandments. Give us grace to be humble, merciful, kind, and forgiving. Make Christ’s message in all its richness live in our hearts and direct all that we do and say. Grant that we, redeemed in body and spirit, may be dead to sin and alive to righteousness. Lead us to rejoice in Your grace, and to give thanks for Your mercy day by day.


Keep Your church from weakness and error, from unfaithful shepherds and false teachers. Protect us from heresy and division. Defend us from the lies of Satan and from the schemes of godless men. Make Your church secure against the powers of hell. Teach Your people to be patient in hope, firm in trust, and faithful in prayer, until that day comes when You send Your angels to gather Your own into Your everlasting kingdom.


Comfort those who are cast down. Give patience to the sick, peace to the anxious, strength to the weak, help to the needy, and forgiveness to the repentant.


Pour out Your mercy on us all, and teach us to set our hearts on things above, where Christ our Lord lives and reigns. In His holy and precious name we pray. Amen.

 

 

