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1 Corinthians #2 
Chapter 1:19-2:18 

United in God’s Wisdom 

September 20, 2020 

 
 1 Corinthians chapter 1 was about unity and division.  We spoke of Daniel being the example 

for the Jews.  He was before Jesus came.  After Jesus, Paul came along and told them Jesus had 

come and added to the timeline.  It no longer ended in the hope of the Messiah, it moved forward with 

the truth of Jesus.   When Paul went to the synagogue in Corinth, some accepted the new timeline and 

some rejected it.  The message caused division and the synagogue split.   

Paul then added fuel to the fire.  This message is not just for the synagogue. There are others 

who need to hear the message of Jesus.  There are others who will accept the truth of Jesus.  He 

shook of the dust from his clothing, a ritual of closing a conversation, and opened the message of 

Jesus to all the cultures in Corinth.   

Whenever there is radical change there is inevitably conflict until folks get new patterns sorted 

out.  It was into that conflict Paul wrote this letter.  The conflict he spoke into was not outside the 

church.  It was within the family of believers.  It was all so new and everyone wanted their perspective to 

be part of the new pattern.  What was the new pattern going to be?    

A current example of this radical change is immigrant groups.   A group will establish a church in 

their home language and with home patterns of food and singing.  After a generation these begin to 

change and subsequent generations change them further and further.  If the 1st generation is not 

prepared to change, there are splits and splinters.    
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All of us, with the exception of 1st Nations, are from immigrant roots.  If we look far enough into 

our history we find this pattern.   The church in Corinth might have been new, but their pattern has 

repeated itself over and over again.   

Every pattern needs a foundation.  This was Paul’s concern.  What would unite the Corinthian 

believers from the synagogue and the believers that came from Roman or Greece and other 

backgrounds of slaves (from North Africa to Egypt to Spain and France and England)?   

Paul names the foundation in chapter 1:18:  

“The message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing,  

but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.” 

Ironically, the new foundation does not reject the old.   (Isaiah 29:14 is quoted as part of the 

message of verse 18)  It’s a brilliant move.  The new foundation is not a rejection but a fulfillment of the 

old.  The God of the Old Testament is the God of the New Testament.   

Paul makes it clear that in the church of Jesus Christ, there is nothing else that unites the 

church than what is foolishness to those who do not believe.  The cross is the power of God.  There is 

nothing else as a foundation.   

Remember for a moment this is a letter and we do not know the questions Paul was asked, 

except to work back from his answer to see the questions.  It seems there were folks who claimed the 

Jewish teachers of the law and Greek philosophers were the wisdom on which to move forward.  Paul 

calls all that foolishness if they do not believe in the Cross.   

Everyone is equally foolish.  Not a nice way of uniting folks, but effective.  Check your wisdom 

at the door of the church.  The foolishness of the Cross is the thing.  He does not stop there.  Paul 

knows these folks.  No one else could say what he says next.   

He tells the church that most of them were not wise before they became believers; in the eyes of 

Corinth they were the weak ones.  Good thing he does not stop there.  I can just hear some folks 
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bristling.  That is the truth Paul says, but there is more to the truth than that.  You are the foolish that 

God uses to shame the wise, the lowly and despised folks to show what the wisdom of God really is.   

They are united in Jesus Christ.   Paul’s background as a student of the law shows through 

here.  I hear echoes of Isaiah 53:3 about the coming Messiah being despised and held in low esteem.  

Paul removes the wisdom of the world and replaces it with a relationship to a Messiah who was also 

considered lowly and disrespected.  Paul de-constructs to construct a new reality.   

With that clear, Paul introduces the next piece of the foundation.  Jump to chapter 2:4+5.   

“My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words,  

but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith might  

not rest on human wisdom, but on God’s power.” 

Paul is either reminding folks or bringing in a new piece.  Either way, the Spirit is foundational.  

Paul let go of his past and let the Spirit work.  Paul emptied his glass to let the Spirit fill it.   

Let’s not be naïve here.  Paul was far from perfect.  He tried to empty the glass but did not get 

to the bottom of the cup.  His words were not matched perfectly by his actions.  But he tried.  He grew 

in the Spirit, which meant he grew in wisdom.  Paul knew he needed lots of grace.    Like the father in 

Mark 9 who told Jesus he believed but he needed help with his unbelief, Paul knew he needed grace 

not once but over and over again in order to grow and mature.   

Having said all that, Paul writes a magnificent encouragement to live in the wisdom of God, to 

live in the Spirit.  He has greeted the folks as sisters and brothers-in-Christ.  He has named the 

problem – division.  He has put himself into proper perspective.  Now he begins to fill the cup he has 

been emptying. 

We declare a message of wisdom, the wisdom of God, a mystery that God created for our 

good.  Going back to Isaiah (64:4) he cites the Old Testament prophet is declaring no eye has seen it, 
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no hear has heard it, humans cannot create what God has created for those of us who love him.  This is 

what God has revealed to us by his Spirit. 

When we receive the Spirit, we are receiving the thoughts of God so we can understand the 

freely given gift of God to us.  The Spirit is the wisdom of God given to us for our help, support and 

growth. We teach with words taught by the Spirit.  Without the Spirit we cannot understand.  We 

make decisions and judgements through the Spirit.   

There is wisdom, a depth of understanding, a release of things binding us when we live in the 

Spirit of God.  We live, Paul concludes in the mind of Christ.  The Father sent Jesus, the Spirit of 

God that was always there was also with Jesus.  After Jesus left, the Spirit stays with us.  We live in 

the Spirit, which is the mind of Christ.   

Feet in the Dirt 

 

 My great-uncle Jake was the 1st Mennonite Brethren to get a doctorate in Anthropology.  

He worked in bible translation around the world.  He was known for his intellect.  Yet it was after 

retirement and a stroke that he was able to let go of the pride of his accomplishments.  He felt a release 

to simply live in the Spirit.   

Uncle Jake was big on the Spirit.  He felt it in the different places he lived.  He tried to live in 

the Spirit.  Yet, it was when all that was no longer possible due to health that he felt released to live in 

the Spirit more fully.  He often said any consideration of the Spirit has to be deeply intimate and 

personal.  If it is not, the discussion is at a distance from the truth.   

Opening ourselves to the Spirit requires a trust level most of us do not have.  To give up 

control is a lifetime journey.  It’s a continual process of letting go of what wisdom we think we have, what 

we think we know.  It was for Paul.  It was for uncle Jake. It is for me.  
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 I think God gets very frustrated with me.  I let go and take back over and over again.  And God 

sticks with me.  It’s hard to fathom that.  His grace just keeps coming, over and over again.   

 It’s a battle of which ‘wisdom’ to use.  Our life experience, our education gives us wisdom.  

There is value in that wisdom.  The challenge is our spiritual life is supposed to give us wisdom that is 

the foundation.  Other kinds of wisdom are to be built on our spiritual wisdom.  It is the foundation on 

which the pattern is to be built. 

 I grew up with missionaries who believed in the Spirit but cautiously.  We were taught to be 

careful about emotion, as if the Spirit was equated with emotion mostly, and not so much a sober 

understanding of faith.   There was a distancing from the Spirit.  An intimate relationship with Jesus 

was taught, and for that I am grateful.  There was less openness to an intimate and full relationship with 

the Spirit.  The Spirit was real and God was 3 in 1, but be careful about going too far with the Spirit.    

 Some of the missionaries who were part of this approach became involved in the charismatic 

movement.  I was into sports and a girlfriend at the time and oblivious to what was happening.  Invited to 

a healing for a friend whose parents were part of the missionary community, I attended without any 

preparation.  So shocked by the fact the parents of my friend wanted him miraculously healed so he 

could ‘dribble a basketball like Terry’ I became very angry.  I did not want him to be like me.   

What drove parents to see their son as less than me?  What kind of ‘church’ was that?  On the 

drive through Kinshasa on my way home, I vowed I would peel away the layers of religion, like the layers 

of an onion, to find out what was at the core. I was done with the religion I saw at that healing.  I have 

been peeling ever since. 

 In the process of peeling I came across 1 Corinthians 2.  The Spirit is equated with God’s 

wisdom, which is a very different framing of things than what I grew up with.   Seeking maturity in faith 

seems to me to be about seeking wisdom.  If that wisdom is to be found in the Spirit, then suppressing 

the Spirit was not the way to go. 
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 The connection between the Spirit and wisdom eventually it took me full circle to where I saw 

the connection to wisdom was part of a fullness of life in the Spirit.  God’s wisdom is, I think,  intended 

to bring us to peace.   In fact Jesus put the Spirit and peace together in some of the last 

teachings to his disciples before he was killed.  Take a look at these verses from John 14:26+27: 

“The Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name,  

will teach you all things  and will remind you of everything I have said to you.  

Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you.  

I do not give to you as the world gives.  

Do not let your hearts be troubled and do not be afraid.” 

 If Jesus said it, it is true.  The Spirit is sent in the name of Jesus to teach us and remind us 

what Jesus taught.  Jesus gives us His peace.  We find peace in what He taught, which is taught us by 

the Spirit.   

 That onion I was peeling?  At first I blamed adult missionaries for the layers.  The Spirit 

showed me I was the one who put the layers there. I was not peeling the layers of imposed religion.  I 

was peeling the layers of my heart to get at the most vulnerable part of me.  It is there that the Spirit 

works best and most fully.  It is there I am most complete.  It is at that place of ultimate vulnerability I 

learn to trust the Spirit more fully.  

 And that is the journey of a lifetime.  The Lord be with you.   
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On Another Note: Transparency 

 

I am part of the Carman Ministerial.  It brings together many of the churches in Carman and 

vicinity as a place to talk together and see what we can, as a group, work together at.  There is a 

rotating ‘chair’ and for the past two years, it has been my turn.   

How to handle COVID protocols is a current discussion.  As part of that discussion we have 

been encouraged to share our perspectives.  What I share here was sent to the Ministerial this past 

week. Others pastors have taken the opportunity to share their perspectives too.  As this is the 

church where I am, I am copying you folks on what I shared.   

 

Sent A Few Days Ago 

As 'chair' I see my role as trying to build consensus so we can meet.  Our Ministerial is a place 

to come together with different perspectives and to work at what we can do together.  The older I get 

the more I realize the importance of transparency and hearing each other's stories.  In that light, I would 

like to hear each of your stories and how they inform you on how you deal with COVID. 

Setting aside the hat of 'chair', and in the interests of transparency this is where I come from.  I 

grew up in Congo, and have lived as an adult in Chad and Congo. Missionary doctors and nurses 

were part of the mission community I called family.  They brought together science and faith in a 

seamless pattern.  Protocols for surgery were vital.  Protocols for hygiene saved many lives.  Isolation 

for certain illnesses was essential.  Clean air in buildings, clean water, proper management of feces, the 

list goes on and on - all these saved lives.  In particular they saved many lives of children and elders.   

Vaccines were part of that.  We were required to get certain vaccines just to live in Congo and 

Chad.  We were careful about taking vaccines that had not been properly tested. We did so on the 

advice of missionary doctors.   Most vaccines worked well.  Some did not.  We stopped certain malaria 

preventive medications because the side effects were quite severe.    

That was my childhood training.  As an adult I have experienced cholera and Ebola without 

contracting either.  Part of our work in Eastern Congo in refugee camps was building latrines that 

helped prevent the spread of disease by controlling flies - the management of feces.  Following 

protocols was essential in that.  We prayed through situations and tried to follow the Spirit. There 

was no gap between faith and science.   



8 
 

As a child and as an adult I have contracted malaria and paratyphoid in part because I did not 

follow safe protocols.  The same can be said for many tropical parasites I have had treatment for 

because I did not follow preventative protocols. 

Both as a child and as an adult I have lived life and made decisions on risks related to illnesses.  

Walking among piles of bodies rife with cholera was one of them because there were no other choices if 

our work was to be done.  Many Congolese died because they could not follow protocol.  Why did 

Congolese and Rwandans die by the tens of thousands and so few foreigners?  As foreigners we had 

access to gloves and masks before the Congolese did.  We had propane stoves to boil water.  

Rwandans in refugee camps did not have enough wood to do that. Congolese who helped them did not 

either. Many died.  Congolese doctors from our mission community died from Ebola because they did 

not have access to gloves and masks.   

So I come with some scars and my perspective on safety takes into account those scars. I am 

blessed to live in Canada and to have clean water from my taps (even boiled water advisories taken into 

account).  I am blessed to be able to distance and to have a mask to wear when I go into stores.  I am 

blessed to live in a home that is not overcrowded.  I am not blessed because I deserve it.  I am blessed 

because I live in an affluent society and I have access to things much of the world does not.   

I see no persecution of the church in protocols for COVID.  Neither do I see conspiracies.  I 

accept COVID is real and I accept the numbers I read of deaths and positive tests.  I am led by the 

example of Congolese churches that opened their sanctuaries for Rwandan refugees to live in.  They 

gave their pews and altars to be burned for firewood so water could be boiled.   I am saddened by the 

push I feel in North American churches to get back to what was with respect to church on Sundays 

rather than seeing this as an opportunity to love my neighbour in the way I was taught as a child.  I 

believe we are missing a great opportunity to be the face of Jesus in our communities. That is my 

perspective. 

With that said, I honour different points-of-view.   Looking forward to our meeting next week.   

Terry Sawatsky 

Pastor, Friends Community Church 

Carman, MB 

  

 


