1 Corinthians: An Inward Look

Week 1: Wisdom for Fools
April 7, 2013
1. Know any good April fools’ tricks?
2. Did someone trick you badly on Monday, April 1?
3. Did you trick someone else?
4. Did anyone do anything foolish, or feel foolish this week?
GETTING THINGS STARTED

· If I offered you the choice between an old portable cassette player and a brand-new iPod, which would you select, and why?

· What if I gave you the choice between an old Sega Genesis gaming system and a brand-new Xbox 360—which would you select, and why?

· How about the choice between a 1972 Ford Pinto and a 2012 BMW Z4—which would you select, and why?

· Remarkably, you chose the newer item in all three situations. Can you think of any situations when you would choose an older, less functional item if you had the option of selecting something nicer and newer? Why or why not?

When making these hypothetical decisions, you used the prevailing wisdom to choose between the two: You chose the nicer one, the newer one, the more valuable one—and this is logical.  But we’re going to discover today that sometimes choosing the seemingly logical thing isn’t always the best decision.  There is a different kind of logic that sees value in the least valuable things.

Read 1 Corinthians 1:18-29 (nlt)
18The message of the cross is foolish to those who are headed for destruction!  But we who are being saved know it is the very power of God. 19As the Scriptures say, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise and discard the intelligence of the intelligent.”

20So where does this leave the philosophers, the scholars, and the world’s brilliant debaters? God has made the wisdom of this world look foolish. 21Since God in His wisdom saw to it that the world would never know Him through human wisdom, He has used our foolish preaching to save those who believe. 22It is foolish to the Jews, who ask for signs from heaven.  And it is foolish to the Greeks, who seek human wisdom. 23So when we preach that Christ was crucified, the Jews are offended and the Gentiles say it’s all nonsense.

24But to those called by God to salvation, both Jews and Gentiles, Christ is the power of God and the wisdom of God. 25This foolish plan of God is wiser than the wisest of human plans, and God’s weakness is stronger than the greatest of human strength.

26Remember, dear brothers and sisters, that few of you were wise in the world’s eyes or powerful or wealthy when God called you. 27Instead, God chose things the world considers foolish in order to shame those who think they are wise.  And He chose things that are powerless to shame those who are powerful. 28God chose things despised by the world, things counted as nothing at all, and used them to bring to nothing what the world considers important. 29As a result, no one can ever boast in the presence of God.

Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians is a treasure-trove of meaningful and practical advice.  It was written to a group of relatively new Christians in the middle of a city known for its debauchery.  Paul was frustrated with the Corinthians for often acting too much like the world outside their collective doors and not enough like citizens of God’s kingdom.  Reading 1 Corinthians, it’s easy to feel Paul’s emotions as he struggles with this young church.

Long before Roman occupation, Corinth was the most prominent city in Greece.  It was rebuilt by Julius Caesar after the Romans destroyed it and quickly rose once again to one of the most important cities in the empire.  The Christians there seemed to have had a tough time finding footholds for the fledgling Christian church there.  Paul’s address in this passage alludes to a possible reason why.

Paul talks about the “foolishness” of the gospel message to the world.  As followers of Christ, we know the truth about the message of Christ.  But to the world then, and to the world now, Christ’s death and resurrection can be a stumbling block.  In the world’s “wisdom,” the supernatural and awesome nature of the Bible is too much.  Christ’s lifting up of the virtues of humility, servanthood, and sacrifice over power, self-preservation, and greed are simply too much to swallow.  But in God’s economy, this is just fine.  God has always chosen the least likely vessels in order that he may be glorified.

This is the first of six lessons we’re going to look at from the book of 1 Corinthians. As you just read, our culture often looks at us as fools because of our faith.  But that’s not the way God sees it at all.  Let’s see exactly what this passage says.
1. God’s wisdom sounds like foolishness to our culture
· In this passage, Paul admits that from a human perspective, much of the Christian message sounds like foolishness.  How have you seen that assessment to be true in your life?

· What do you think Paul means in verse 21 when he says God uses foolish preaching for powerful results?  Does this refer to people who preach foolish or lame sermons, or is he communicating something else?  Explain.

· What are some of the traits or habits that our culture values most?  How consistent or inconsistent are they with God’s values?

5 minutes of fame, over character?  (American Idol, the Voice, X Factor, WipeOut, AFV)
Reality TV over programs with actual substance?  (MTV’s Jersey Shore, Snooki abd JWOWW, Teen Mom 2, 16 and pregnant)

Sports and Entertainment over Technology careers (NFL, NBA, Hollywood, video games) 
Lance Armstrong’s winning at all costs, even if it means cheating and treating others badly vs. integrity

Hooking up vs. developing godly relationships and preparing for marriage
Instant results vs. patience and delayed gratification

Media snapshots/skimming/scanning vs. disciplined study and deep understanding

Facebook narcissism vs. humility and glorifying God

Smart-phones/texting/pop music/busyness/fast pace vs. undistracted face to face time/simplicity/psalms/hymns/quiet rest 


Looks and outward appearance over developing the heart. 
God’s ways and the world’s ways are far apart from one another. God’s wisdom is foolishness to those who don’t believe.  And in many cases, people look at us as if we were fools for believing it.  But at the end of the day, God says this “foolishness,” as the world deems it, is life.  There is salvation and grace through accepting the “foolishness” of God and turning from the “wisdom” of the world.
2. Humanly speaking, we can’t understand the truth of Christ

· Why do some people not feel the need for a savior?  In other words, why do they believe they can find meaning and purpose apart from Christ? 

· Why isn’t Jesus “enough” for some people?  Why do you think people are looking for more than the gospel message before they will consider coming to faith?

· Why do people who do not believe in Jesus or God have such a hard time with many of the teachings of the Bible?

Many people reject the things of God from the get-go.  They have already made their minds up before they ever encounter a piece of evidence about the existence of God.  So when they do encounter Scripture or run in to a Christ-follower living a full and dynamic life, they are unwilling to see proof that God exists.  From a human standpoint, they can’t understand the truth or what God can accomplish in our lives.
3. God’s ways always will be superior to our culture’s ways

· Who would you trust to order society, rule over the nations, and lead humans’ hearts: the God of the Bible or humanity? Why?

· What do you think Paul means when he brings up the idea of the weakness of God in verse 25?  Is he calling God weak?  Explain.

· Why do people put so much faith in their own ability to lead their lives and to plan for the future?  What does this say about our egos?

The world is always changing and always shifting.  New ways pop-up; old ways pass on.  But God is unchanging.  The world in its wisdom behaves as if its systems and order are invincible.  But civilizations have been built and torn down for centuries upon centuries. Only God’s ways are steady.  Only God’s ways are true.  God’s “foolishness” is eternally trustworthy.  We can bet our lives on it.
ADDITIONAL DISCUSSION
Matthew 5:3-10 (nlt)
3“God blesses those who are poor and realize their need for Him, for the Kingdom of Heaven is theirs. 4God blesses those who mourn, for they will be comforted. 5God blesses those who are humble, for they will inherit the whole earth. 6God blesses those who hunger and thirst for justice, for they will be satisfied. 7God blesses those who are merciful, for they will be shown mercy. 8God blesses those whose hearts are pure, for they will see God. 9God blesses those who work for peace, for they will be called the children of God. 10God blesses those who are persecuted for doing right, for the Kingdom of Heaven is theirs.”
· Read Matthew 5:3-10. This passage, called the Beatitudes, is from Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  These were radical statements in Jesus’ day, and many would still be considered radical now.  Why?
· Which “blessed” group stands out to you the most?  Why?
· If you lived out these attributes, would people notice?  Why or why not?

APPLICATION

· What are some ways we can place greater trust in God’s wisdom?

· How can you remain focused on God’s ways and wisdom instead of accepting or following our culture’s ways?

· How can you help your friends discover and experience the power of God’s wisdom?
SUMMARY 
There is a certain logical equation that flows through Christianity.  There is such great knowledge to be gained in devotion to God.  Yet the world looks on this understanding as foolishness and Christ-followers as fools chasing fairy tales.  The purpose of this lesson was to help us understand the true wisdom of God, which our culture may consider foolish but has the power to change lives.
John 18:36 (nlt)
Jesus answered, “My Kingdom is not an earthly kingdom. If it were, My followers would fight to keep Me from being handed over to the Jewish leaders.  But My Kingdom is not of this world.”

1 Corinthians 2:14 (nlt)
But people who aren’t spiritual can’t receive these truths from God’s Spirit.  It all sounds foolish to them and they can’t understand it, for only those who are spiritual can understand what the Spirit means.

Isaiah 40:28 (nlt)
Have you never heard?  Have you never understood?  The Lord is the everlasting God, the Creator of all the earth.  He never grows weak or weary.  No one can measure the depths of His understanding.

For Keeps [Memory Verse]

The message of the cross is foolish to those who are headed for destruction!  But we who are being saved know it is the very power of God (1 Corinthians 1:18 NLT).
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