
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #5

“The Place of Preaching”

1 Corinthians 2:1-5

Words.

We are bombarded with words—words that are spoken, words that are sung, words that are written. Books may be replaced with e-readers; radio broadcasts with podcasts; and newspapers are read on smart phones; yet it’s still all about words.

Words are powerful. They make us laugh, they make us cry, they make us think. Words can inspire hatred…or hope. Words can communicate love and confidence, or they can cut and discourage. Words are very important.

God understands the power of words. When He revealed Himself to humanity, He used words. When God the Son became human to redeem all creation, John referred to Him as “the Word.” The divinely inspired Scriptures are the written Word of God. And when Jesus returned to heaven, He entrusted the task of evangelizing the world to His followers with the task of spreading the Gospel…the Word. 

That task has not changed. Culture changes, but the commission given to the Church has not. The primary task of the church of Jesus Christ until He returns again is the communication of the Gospel to every man in every nation. And in 1 Corinthians 2:1-5, Paul deals with the importance of communicating the Christian message. Paul reminds them that temperament and background and training are not the things that really count. When communicating Jesus Christ, it is the anointing of God the Holy Spirit that counts.
 

Turn with me to 1 Corinthians 2:1-5. I like the New Living Translation rendering:

When I first came to you, dear brothers and sisters, I didn’t use lofty words and impressive wisdom to tell you God’s secret plan. For I decided that while I was with you I would forget everything except Jesus Christ, the one who was crucified. I came to you in weakness—timid and trembling. And my message and my preaching were very plain. Rather than using clever and persuasive speeches, I relied only on the power of the Holy Spirit. I did this so you would trust not in human wisdom but in the power of God.

In this passage Paul deals with the place of preaching in the plan of God. In 1 Corinthians 2:1-2 tells how Paul did not preach among the Corinthians, while verses 3-5 tell how he did preach.
 And his ancient words ring true today.
Paul’s Unspectacular Method

We begin with Paul’s unspectacular method. In verse one he says, “I didn’t use lofty words and impressive wisdom to tell you God’s secret plan.” Today he may say, “There was no dog-and-pony show when I told you about God.”
If there was something Corinth understood, it was entertainment. As we saw in the initial sermon in this series, Corinth was much like the modern-day Las Vegas, the playground for fun-seeking adults in the ancient Roman world. If you wanted it, you could find it there. And what happened in Corinth…stayed in Corinth.

Wisdom was a favorite pastime in Greek society. Athens was world famous as the center of academic life, and nearby Corinth liked to think that they, too, were up on the latest ideas.
 Education and eloquence were the cultural currency of the day.

Along came Paul. Fresh off a rather frustrating and fruitless ministry in Athens, after having delivered a masterful piece of rhetoric on Mars’ Hill, the apostle decided against going the culturally approved route of impressive speaking.

It wasn’t that Paul could not have done so. He lacked nothing in educational and intellectual ability. He had been a disciple of Gamaliel, a famous Jewish rabbi of the first century. He could hold his own in a debate with detractors, as seen elsewhere in Acts. So it’s not that Paul couldn’t have come to the Corinthians with “lofty words and impressive wisdom.” Rather, Paul chose not to. Why? Because he determined to remove himself from the equation and let the Spirit of God do the work of persuading.

Paul’s goal as a preacher was not to entertain people with his rhetorical style, or to amuse them with cleverness, humor, novel insights, or sophisticated methodology—he simply preached Christ crucified.

There have always been those in the pulpit who gathered crowds because they are gifted orators, interesting storytellers, entertaining speakers, dynamic personalities, shrewd crowd-manipulators, rousing speech-makers, popular politicians, or erudite scholars. Such preaching may be popular, but it is not necessarily powerful. No one can preach with supernatural power who does not preach the Word. And no faithful preacher will water down or neglect the whole counsel of God. Proclaiming the Word—all of it—is the pastor’s calling.
 We need to return to this today. Preaching the gospel is not delivering edifying speeches, beautifully put together. It is bearing witness to what God has done in Christ for us.

In fact, when Paul served the Corinthians, he did so “in weakness—timid and trembling” according to verse three. J. B. Phillips renders this, “As a matter of fact, in myself I was feeling far from strong; I was nervous and rather shaky.” This doesn’t match the mental picture many of us have of that courageous, “go-for-broke” apostle.

Paul didn’t try to mimic the rhetoric of the masters or formulate a clever argument like the logicians. Instead, he relied entirely on “demonstration of the Spirit and of power.” The results were staggering. What Paul failed to exhibit in courage and talent, God more than made up in supernatural power. People came and listened to Paul, not because he could entertain the crowd, but because they felt drawn by the substance of his message and the powerful testimony of the accompanying miracles.

Paul had great natural abilities, but he did not rely on them. Even the human words and wisdom of an apostle could not save a person. He did not want his hearers to identify with his own wisdom, which could give them only another philosophy, but with God’s wisdom in Jesus Christ, which could give them eternal life.

There is no question about the apostle’s brilliance, about his intellectual ability, about his considerable training. They are undeniable. But he insisted that the simple fact that he was highly trained and very bright and remarkably articulate would not guarantee the achievement of things of eternal consequence. He did not discount his gifts they were significant. God had built them into his life. But his preaching needed “a demonstration of the Spirit’s power.”
 Indeed, unless this power of the Spirit was present, he would not truly be proclaiming the word of God, however true he might be to Scripture.

Paul’s method was not spectacular, but the results were supernatural.

Paul’s Uncompromising Message

Second, we see Paul’s uncompromising message. In verse two he says, “For I decided that while I was with you I would forget everything except Jesus Christ, the one who was crucified.” Nothing is more important to Paul than Jesus.

The content of Paul's message is seen in 1 Corinthians 15:3-4, “What I received I passed on to you as of first importance: that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures.” The crucifixion is at the heart of the gospel. On that Paul concentrated.

Martin Luther once said, “I preach as though Christ died yesterday, as though He rose from the dead today, and as if He’s coming back tomorrow.” Is it any wonder that he stirred the Church from a thousand years of slumber?

Yet what happened at Corinth is happening in churches today: men are mixing philosophy (man’s wisdom) with God’s revealed message, and this is causing confusion and division. Different preachers have their own “interpretation” to God’s message, and some even invent their own vocabulary!
 We should not come to church to hear the pastor’s opinions about politics, psychology, economics, or even religion. We should come to hear a word from the Lord through the pastor. God’s Word edifies and unifies; human opinions confuse and divide.

Now obviously Paul is not saying that he preached nothing but evangelistic messages, or that he expounded only those parts of Scripture that deal directly with Christ’s atonement. He taught the full counsel of God, as his writings make clear. According to Acts 18:11 he ministered in Corinth for a year and a half, “teaching the word of God among [them].”
 His message was biblical and he would not compromise.

These days a key word in church growth is “pragmatism,” or what works. The “experts” promote modern marketing techniques that are successful in the secular world. And this has an impact on the church’s message, as one such book states,

It is…critical that we keep in mind a fundamental principle of Christian communication: the audience, not the message, is sovereign. If our advertising is going to stop people in the midst of hectic schedules and cause them to think about what we’re saying, our message has to be adapted to the needs of the audience. When we produce advertising that is based on the take-it-or-leave-it proposition, rather than on a sensitivity and response to people’s needs, people will invariably reject our message.

What if the Old Testament prophets had subscribed to such a philosophy? Jeremiah, for example, preached forty years without seeing any significant positive response. Suppose Jeremiah had attended a church growth seminar and learned a pragmatic philosophy of ministry. Do you think he would have changed his style of confrontational ministry? Can you imagine him staging a variety show or using comedy to try to win people’s affections? He may have learned to gather an appreciative crowd, but he certainly would not have had the ministry God called him to.

Instead of taking a marketing survey of Corinthian attitudes and developing a gospel that would address “felt needs,” Paul told them what the real needs were, whether they felt them or not. But today, we hardly say enough to provoke the slightest interest. In bending over backwards to be relevant, we have actually become politely irrelevant, mumbling when we get to the bit about judgment, hell, wrath, condemnation, human helplessness, and our utter dependence on the grace and righteousness of someone outside of ourselves. We want to stand out, to be relevant and “in touch,” but when we don’t talk about sin, judgment, grace, and redemption enough for even regular churchgoers to be able to articulate their theology, we couldn’t be more irrelevant.

The preacher’s task is not to be a conduit for human wisdom; he is God’s voice to speak to the people. No human message comes with the stamp of divine authority—only the Word of God.
 This was Paul’s message, and he was uncompromising,

Paul’s Unquestionable Mission

Third we see Paul’s unquestionable mission in verse five: “I did this so you would trust not in human wisdom but in the power of God.” The purpose of preaching is to root faith, not in man’s wisdom, but in God’s power.
 In Corinth many were pinning their hopes on Paul or Apollos or Cephas. Paul says, “Solid faith is based on Jesus Christ, not on any human.”

Paul had not come to Corinth to glorify himself or to start a religious “fan club.” He had come to glorify God. The Greek philosophers and teachers depended on their wisdom and eloquence to gain followers. Corinth was filled with such “spellbinders.” Paul did not depend on eloquent speech or clever arguments; he simply declared God’s Word in the power of the Spirit. He was an ambassador, not a “Christian salesman.”

The Gospel is still God’s power to change men’s lives (Rom. 1:16). Effectiveness in evangelism does not depend on our arguments or persuasive gimmicks, but on the power of the Spirit of God at work in our lives and through the Word that we share.

Paul wanted them to trust in God and not in the messenger God sent. Had he depended on human wisdom and presented the plan of salvation as a philosophical system, then the Corinthians would have put their trust in an explanation. Because Paul declared the Word of God in the power of God, his converts put their faith in a demonstration: they experienced God at work in their own lives.

Words are important. Words are powerful. Words are needed to communicate the message of Jesus Christ to a lost and dying world. The divinely chosen method to fulfill this mission is preaching—proclaiming the Word of God. 

In Matthew 3:1 we read, “In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the Desert of Judea.” After John was arrested and put in prison, Matthew 4:23 records, “Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, preaching the good news of the kingdom.” Before Jesus returned to heaven, He commissioned His disciples in Mark 16:15, “Go into all the world and preach the good news to all creation.” Through the book of Acts, the disciples spread the Gospel by preaching. Paul traveled throughout the Roman Empire “preaching the gospel of his Son,” according to Romans 1:9. And as he reached the end of his life on earth, Paul challenged his protégé in 2 Timothy 4:2-5,

Preach the Word; be prepared in season and out of season; correct, rebuke and encourage—with great patience and careful instruction. For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths. But you, keep your head in all situations, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, discharge all the duties of your ministry. 

The place of preaching has not changed. It is central in communicating the gospel of Jesus Christ to a dying world.
The power of preaching lies not in the eloquence or education of the preacher but in the work of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of both the speaker and the hearers. 
The purpose of preaching is not to build a personal following or a packed church, but rather to see men, women, and young people put their faith in Jesus Christ, not the preacher or any other person.
So I ask you, is your faith in your pastor or in your Savior? Even the best of people will let you down, but Jesus never fails!
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