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IN PURSUING TRUE SPIRITUALITY                                1 CORINTHIANS 1:18 – 2:16 

You’re probably aware that more and more Americans prefer the word “spirituality” to 
“religion.”  Religion is viewed as a belief system based on outdated rules and 
meaningless rituals like going to church.  Religion is seen as intellectually confining; 
therefore, it’s irrelevant.  What does that word “spirituality” mean?  I guess it’s really up 
to the individual to define it. One example is actress Sarah Michelle Gellar.  Her 
personal “spirituality” borrows from a hodgepodge of religions.  She says, "I consider 
myself a spiritual person.  I believe in an idea of God, although it's my own personal 
ideal.  I find most religions interesting, and I've been to every kind of denomination: 
Catholic, Christian, Jewish, Buddhist.  I've taken bits from everything and customized it."  
James Kelley belong to a small group of people who are enthusiastic members of a 
local Episcopalian church.  But they don’t believe in God.  What?  That’s right!  Kelley 
said, "We all love the incense, the stained-glass windows, the organ music, the 
vestments and all of that.  It's drama.  It's aesthetics.  It's the ritual.  That's neat stuff.  I 
don't want to give all that up just because I don't believe in God."  Apparently, for some 
people, you can be spiritual and an atheist all at the same time.  Interesting, yes?!   

I want you to think with me today about true spirituality.  Broadly defined, spirituality has 
to do with your inner spirit or soul rather than your physical body.  Invariably, how you 
define “spiritual” is wrapped up in your understanding of God and what’s ultimately 
meaningful.  We’re in the midst of a message series on 1 Corinthians.  I’ve entitled it “‘In 
Whatever You Do’: Discovering What It Means To Glorify God.”  For me, the key verse 
in the whole letter is found in 10:31 (NLT), “So whether you eat or drink, or whatever 
you do, do it all for the glory of God.”  Christians believe glorifying God is the essence of 
our spirituality.  To glorify God means to give Him the appropriate honor, praise, and 
respect He deserves.  It also means our everyday behavior and attitudes magnify God 
before other people so effectively that even they begin to appreciate how big and 
marvelous He truly is.  That’s the goal of Christian spirituality:  to glorify God 
 
1 Corinthians is chock full of “transferable concepts.”  The Bible is full of spiritual truths 
which can be effectively transferred or communicated from one believer to another and, 
also, from one spiritual generation of people to another.  In the section of 1 Corinthians 
we consider today, Paul, the author or 1 Corinthians, said if you and I practice true 
spirituality, we will glorify God.  That’s the primary transferable concept I want us reflect 
on today.  This is very important, because spirituality is universal.  Everyone has a 
spirituality.  Everyone has a spirit or a soul that ultimately makes a decision about 
whether God exists, what God is like, and how that impacts our lives past, present, and 
future.  The Bible also assumes there are many false spiritualties and only one true 
spirituality.  The true one brings us to God while all the others take us away from Him.  
The true one brings or gives life to us while all the others turn out to be damaging and 
destructive to us.  Paul addressed true spirituality in the section of 1 Corinthians we 
need to read right now.  Wow!  There’s so much in that passage!  But, for me, three big 
transferable concepts emerge.  Here’s the first one… 
 
IT’S ALL ABOUT GOD’S REVELATION, NOT WHAT MAKES SENSE TO ME.   
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In other words, we learn here true spirituality depends entirely upon a revelation about 
God from God Himself to you and me.  It doesn’t depend on what makes sense to us.  
Now, true spirituality doesn’t violate our intellect, our experiences, or our emotions.  Not 
at all!  It actually fulfills them. I just mean God’s self-revelation is first and foremost when 
it comes to being truly spiritual, not what I think, or experience, or feel.  God’s revelation 
is necessary because my ability to think rightly about God is flawed.  If you believe 
you’ve often done what has displeased God and failed to do what pleases Him, it’s no 
big concession to admit your mind has been negatively affected.  The Bible says, 
“Those who are dominated by the sinful nature think about sinful things, but those who 
are controlled by the Holy Spirit think about things that please the Spirit.  So letting your 
sinful nature control your mind leads to death.  But letting the Spirit control your mind 
leads to life and peace.  For the sinful nature is always hostile to God.  It never did obey 
God’s laws, and it never will.”  (Rom. 8:5-7 NLT)  
 
In addition, because I am, by definition, a finite creature and God is an infinite Being, it’s 
no big deal to concede God’s revelation is necessary because my ability to comprehend 
anything fully including God is limited.  Paul said here, “The wisdom we speak of is the 
mystery of God—his plan that was previously hidden, even though he made it for our 
ultimate glory before the world began.” (1 Cor. 2:7 NLT)  True spirituality - and how it 
results in a restored relationship with God - was a mystery in the sense that it was 
hidden from all human eyes and all human understanding until Jesus appeared on the 
scene.  It was hidden away by God in eternity.  It was a secret known only to God until 
He decided to reveal it.  But now through Jesus and His followers it’s been and is still 
being broadcast to anyone and everyone for the last 2,000 years!   
 
One day, students in one of Albert Einstein’s classes were saying they had decided 
there was no God.  Einstein asked them how much of all the knowledge in the world 
they had amongst themselves collectively as a class. The students discussed it for a 
while and decided they only had 5% of all human knowledge amongst themselves. 
Einstein thought even that estimate was a little generous, but he replied: “Is it possible 
that God exists in the 95% that you don’t know?”  We have a limited understanding of 
everything including God.  He must reveal Himself if we are to know Him. 
 
Paul suggests another reason true spirituality is all about God’s revelation.  Only God 
can truly reveal Himself to me through the Holy Spirit.  That was Paul’s point in 2:10-16.  
Just like you’re the only person who really knows what you’re thinking, what you’re 
doing, and what you’re feeling at any given time, so the Holy Spirit is the only One who 
knows what God is thinking, feeling, or doing.  Only the Holy Spirit can reveal God to 
you and me, because He Himself is God.  He’s part of the Trinity – Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit.  As a direct result of having the Holy Spirit inside of us, we can now truly 
know God.  Paul asked a rhetorical question there, “‘Who can know the LORD’s 
thoughts?...”  Well, no one, right?  Actually, because of the Holy Spirit, we can!  That’s 
why Paul added, “But we understand these things, for we have the mind of Christ.” (1 
Cor, 2:16 NLT)  Here’s a second transferable concept about true spirituality. 
 
IT’S ALL ABOUT GOD’S WISDOM, NOT MY WISDOM. 
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That word “wisdom” shows up a lot in our Scripture today.  There’s a variety of 
meanings and nuances, but basically Paul was making the observation that God’s 
wisdom and human wisdom are not the same thing by any means.  Human wisdom has 
failed miserably to understand or know God correctly.  Paul said here, “God in his 
wisdom saw to it that the world would never know him through human wisdom.”  (1 Cor. 
1:21 NLT)  Because we’re made in God’s image, human beings are very intelligent 
creatures.  But if you remove God from the picture, human wisdom fails.  Don’t get too 
enamored with merely human smarts because it’s utterly failed to reveal God for who 
He is or what He’s done.  Paul wasn’t condemning education or learning, by any means. 
He simply meant that left to ourselves we can never obtain true spiritual wisdom or 
knowledge about God.  God Himself says in the Bible, “‘My thoughts are nothing like 
your thoughts,’ says the LORD. ‘And my ways are far beyond anything you could 
imagine.  For just as the heavens are higher than the earth, so my ways are higher than 
your ways and my thoughts higher than your thoughts.’” (Is. 55:8-9 NLT)  
 
Paul suggested here that God and human beings define differently what makes sense 
spiritually.   When Christians began to claim God was creating a forever family through 
the crucifixion of an itinerant carpenter from Nazareth named Jesus, most people in the 
first century thought it was the most ridiculous thing they’d ever heard.  Paul said here 
that Jewish people considered miracles or signs to be the true mark of spiritual reality.  
Do you remember how Jesus’ opponents were always asking Him to do some kind of 
miracle to prove He was the Messiah?  God had indeed allowed the Jews had 
experienced some incredible miracles.  They were looking for a Messiah who was 
powerful and performed great miracles of deliverance from Israel’s enemies.  Also, the 
idea that God would intentionally allow the true Messiah to die on a cross was deeply 
offensive to Jews.  After all, the Bible said, “If someone has committed a crime worthy of 
death and is executed and hung on a tree,… you must bury the body that same day, for 
anyone who is hung is cursed in the sight of God.” (Dt. 21:22-23 NLT)  That’s precisely 
why Paul persecuted Christians so bitterly before his conversion.  “How dare you claim 
someone who God cursed is now His means of salvation!  This is blasphemy!”   
 
Now, Greeks, or Gentiles, or non-Jews, weren’t into signs or miracles.  They were into 
wisdom.  They looked at God, life, and meaning in a very intellectual, philosophical way.  
It was all about clever arguments, logic, and reason.  And if you could verbalize in a 
persuasive and eloquent way - all the better.  But, the idea that God would become a 
physical human being, that God would allow His chosen servant to suffer and die a 
humiliating death reserved only for rebels against the Empire and for slaves, that some 
man dying on a cross saved anybody from anything sounded utterly foolish to them.  
2,000 years later the cross isn’t offensive to us.  It doesn’t sound foolish to us.  But just 
imagine someone saying, “So and so died in the electric chair for you,” or “So and so 
was lethally injected and died in your place,” and you begin to understand why the 
message of the cross was considered absolutely ridiculous by many.   
 
Lost people today aren’t so much hung up on miracles like the Jews or philosophy like 
the Greeks.  But there are as many alternatives to Jesus and the message of the cross 
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now as there was then.  And the similarity between now and then is not so much in how 
spirituality is defined, but instead by the fact that it sounds so very appealing, it looks so 
very appealing, but it’s so dead wrong.  ILLUS:  In his book Bad Religion, Ross Douthat 
examines the core beliefs of America's wave of "spiritual but not religious" teachers 
such as Deepak Chopra, James Redfield, Eckhart Tolle, Paulo Coelho, Neale Donald 
Walsch, Oprah Winfrey, and Elizabeth Gilbert (the author of Eat, Pray, Love).  Douthat 
claims that their "creed" shares the following four beliefs:  1) All organized religions offer 
only partial glimpses of God (or Light or Being). Thus, we must seek to experience God 
through feeling rather than reason, experience rather than dogma, and a direct 
encounter rather than a hand-me-down revelation.  2) God is everywhere and within 
everything—especially within you.  You can encounter God by getting in touch with the 
divinity that resides inside your very self and soul.  3) Sin and evil are largely illusions 
that will ultimately be reconciled rather than defeated.  There is no Hell save the one we 
make for ourselves on Earth.  4) Perfect happiness is available right now.  Heaven is on 
earth.  Eternity can be entered at any moment, by any person who understands how to 
let go, let God, and let themselves be washed away in love.  Friends, this is New Age 
spirituality.  Human wisdom.   It’s in no way compatible with the message of the cross. 
 
Paul also said here God rejects human wisdom because it excludes Him and what He 
has already revealed.  “God has made the wisdom of this world look foolish.” (1 Cor. 
1:20 NLT)   There is a constant tendency to think that the smartest and wisest humans 
will know the most about God.  But human or worldly wisdom is marked by rebellion 
against God and represents our efforts to justify ourselves before God.  It may appear 
splendid, spiritual, or scientific, but it seeks to bypass God’s revelation.  Human wisdom 
avoids the cross.  Human wisdom thinks it can access God without Jesus’ death and 
resurrection.  Therefore, it’s useless.  What is God wisdom?  It was and is God’s plan 
for restoring His relationship with human beings He has called and chosen to belong to 
Him.  Specifically, it’s the message of the cross.  A restored relationship with God is 
now possible through Jesus’ death and resurrection.  Jesus and what He accomplished 
was and is the greatest demonstration of God’s power and wisdom.  And, yes, it was 
and is the ultimate contradiction to merely human ways of perceiving reality and 
achieving spirituality.  In the cross of Jesus, God outsmarted human wisdom and 
showed it to be worthless.  Here’s a third transferable concept regarding true spirituality. 
 
IT’S ALL ABOUT GOD’S ACTION, NOT WHAT I HAVE TO OFFER. 
 
Paul said some things here that cut right through human self-sufficiency when it comes 
to God and true spirituality.  First, the cross reveals I’m not smart enough to discover 
God on my own.  “So where does this leave the philosophers, the scholars, and the 
world’s brilliant debaters? God has made the wisdom of this world look foolish.” (1 Cor. 
1:20 NLT)  A little later on he observed something about those Corinthians believers 
themselves, “Remember, dear brothers and sisters, that few of you were wise in the 
world’s eyes.” (1 Cor. 1:26 NLT)  Yes, some of the most brilliant men in history have 
been followers of Jesus.  But, it’s also true, that quite often the most educated people 
have the least regard for God.  Apparently, the “smarter” one sees oneself, the less 
regard you have for God!   The problem isn’t education, or learning, or getting degrees.  

http://www.christianbook.com/Christian/Books/product?item_no=178300&p=1022189
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Christians should be all about developing our minds as much as possible.  It’s just that 
human pride constantly rears its ugly head and dismisses the message of the cross.  
Human wisdom is constantly rejecting God, opposing Him, and coming up with its own 
alternatives to discovering Him.  If any of us can discover God, know God, or reach God 
through our own intellect, through sheer brain power, or through deep thinking, the 
cross becomes irrelevant.  The cross – correctly understood – reveals that human 
intelligence is inadequate to restore our relationship with God.   
 
Second, the cross reveals I’m not important enough in this world to impress God.  Of 
course, we are very important to Him.   The issue here is how important or how much 
influence or impact we might have socially or politically in this world.  That means 
nothing to God.  He’s not impressed by that at all.   “Few of you were wise in the world’s 
eyes or powerful or wealthy when God called you.   Instead, 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.  God chose things despised by 
the world, things counted as nothing at all, and used them to bring to nothing what the 
world considers important.” (1 Cor. 1:26-28 NLT)  Just like very smart people, wealthy 
and influential people can certainly be followers of Jesus.  No question.  It’s just a fact 
most wealthy and influential people aren’t Christians.  They can easily assume that 
because they have status in the world that should matter to God.  It doesn’t in the least. 
 
For the most part, it’s pretty clear God has not chosen people who this world considers 
to be elite, beautiful, exceptional, upper class, impressive, or outstanding to enjoy a 
forever relationship with Him.  It’s just another way God pokes His finger in the eye of 
human pride and wisdom.  God apparently prefers to choose people who this world 
considers to be lower class, mediocre, average, and ordinary instead.  It underlines the 
simple fact that human credentials are worthless before God.  No one can get into a 
relationship with God on the basis of personal achievement or because they think 
they’ve somehow deserved or earned it.  “As a result, no one can ever boast in the 
presence of God.”  (1 Cor. 1:29 NLT)  Human credentials are worthless before God.   

  
Right now, we’re seeing a lot of social unrest in our country for a variety of reasons.  I 
know it’s hard to make sense of it all, but I do believe God is allowing our country to be 
shaken.  And I simply encourage you as a follower of Jesus to remember that God has 
never aligned Himself with the powerful, with the upper class, with the status quo, or 
with the privileged.  God has forever aligned himself with the disenfranchised, with the 
least, with the lowest, and with the oppressed.  Christians, we need to be very careful 
and very discerning these days with whom and with what we align ourselves.    
 
Third, the cross reveals I’m not good enough to earn a relationship with God.  “God has 
united you with Christ Jesus….  Christ made us right with God; he made us pure and 
holy, and he freed us from sin.” (1 Cor. 1:30 NLT)   How did Jesus make us right with 
God – or justified?  He took our sin and its guilt upon Himself and He gave us His 
spotless goodness before His Father.  How did Jesus make us pure and holy – or 
sanctified?  He transferred His holiness – HIs perfect goodness – to us so we could 
come into God’s presence and enjoy a relationship with Him.  How did Jesus free us 



 6 

from slavery to sin – or redeem us?  Jesus bought us through His death on the cross.  
That’s what redemption means – to pay the price for a slave and set him or her free.  
Jesus paid that price at the cross.  So, now, all of our trust and our confidence in being 
able to stand before God is in God alone.  “Therefore, as the Scriptures say, ‘If you want 
to boast, boast only about the LORD.’” (1 Cor. 1:31 NLT) 
 
If you I want to be truly spiritual every day, then we should ask ourselves this question:   
Is the cross central for me in how I relate to God everyday?  It should be.  It must be.  
Only the cross has the power to set me free spiritually.  In the cross, God has judged us 
who were responsible for Jesus’ death.  Now forgiven we’re set free not only from our 
sins but to become God’s new people in the world.  “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 Cor. 1:18-19 NLT)   True spirituality will never make sense to 
those who are destined for Hell and destruction.  It sounds foolish, unbelievable, and 
ridiculous to them.  But for those of us who are destined for life eternal with God, we 
know it’s God’s amazing power and wisdom at work.  “But to those called by God to 
salvation… Christ is the power of God and the wisdom of God.” (1 Cor. 1:24 NLT)   
 
In the late 1800s, Charles Berry, an English preacher, became the pastor of a renowned 
church in Brooklyn.   There had been a time in Berry's early ministry when he preached 
a very thin gospel—really no gospel at all.  But one day Berry described how he had 
come to Jesus Christ.  Late one night during his first pastorate in England, there came a 
knock on his door as he sat in his cozy study.  He found at his door a girl with a shawl 
over her head and clogs on her feet.  "Are you a minister?" she asked. “Yes,” Berry 
confirmed.  She went on breathlessly. "You must come with me quickly. I want you to 
get my mother in."  Thinking it was a case of a drunken mother out in the streets, Berry 
said, "You must go and get a policeman."  "No," said the girl, "My mother is dying, and 
you must come and get her into Heaven." 

Berry got dressed and followed her for a mile and a half through lonely streets in the 
night.  He knelt at the woman's side, and he began telling her how good and kind Jesus 
was and how he'd come to show us how to live.  Then the desperate woman cut him off. 
"Mister," she cried, "that's no use for the likes of me.  I'm a sinner.  I've lived my life. 
Can't you tell me of someone who can have mercy upon me and save my poor soul?"  
Berry said he stood there in the presence of a dying woman and realized he had 
nothing to tell her.  In the midst of sin and death, he had no message.  In order to say or 
do something meaningful for this dying woman, he went back to what he’d been taught 
as child at his mother's knee.  He told her the story of the cross and how Jesus was 
able to save her completely and forever.  The tears began to run down the woman's 
cheeks. "Now you're getting it," she said. "Now you're helping me."  Berry concluded 
that story by saying this, "I got her in, and blessed be God, I got in myself." 

Never avoid or minimize the message of the cross.  You can’t be truly spiritual without it.  
You can’t know God without it.  Embrace it fully and forever, because when you do, you 
will glorify God.   
 


