FOOLISHNESS BRINGING WISDOM -1 COR. 3:18.19a
                   Biblical Paradoxy ‑ part 3
     Poor Al.  He was so depressed.  He just felt utterly useless.  He had been removed from school as a 15 year old considered to be mentally disabled.  So, with no seeming possibility at getting a High School diploma, Al had checked out a vocational school.  But he had flunked the entrance exam, so could not be admitted there.  Finally, Al's mother had tutored him at home to bring him up to the level needed to re-enter High School, and with some lobbying, Al's parents had him readmitted to High School.  Now, by the time he was 20, Al had finally graduated from High School.  But, having graduated, he needed a job, and nobody seemed to need or want him.  Nobody would hire him.  Thanks, but no thanks, was all Al heard.  So at age 22, Al was depressed.  In a letter written to his sister, he expressed his feelings:  "I am nothing but a burden to my family.  Really it would have been better if I had never been born."  

     In desperation, Al appealed to an old family friend.  The friend's father had some government connections.  He would see what he could do.  Well, some time later, Al finally got an interview.  Fred Haller, the director of the government patent office, told Al that he needed employees who would be able to judge whether patents had validity of not.  Did Al think he could ever learn to do this?  Al said that he thought that he could.  Fred Haller interviewed Al for 2 hours, and even though he later admitted that he shouldn't have hired Al, Fred decided that he would take a chance on him.  Haller gave Al a probationary job as a 3rd class agent in the Swiss federal patent office.  

     Al really never did end up being much of a patent official.  He ended up being too busy presenting his own patents to the office.  For Al, the man who throughout his early life was considered by person after person to be too ignorant for practical use in society, has come to be known to the world as one of the greatest genius minds ever‑ Albert Einstein.  It has been said that when Albert Einstein first developed his theory of relativity, there were 3 people in the entire world who fully understood it.  I’ll guarantee the 3 didn’t include any of the early acquaintances that he had in life.
     History is filled with examples of people who were deemed to be foolish by the world, but who in reality were brilliant thinkers.  Happily, many of these people like Albert Einstein, were eventually recognized for their creative thinking.   But, many others were only recognized after they had passed away, never recognized in their lifetime, and undoubtedly thousands more have never even been recognized by anybody at all.  The fact that they were not recognized, however, in no way diminished the genius that they had.

     The Apostle Paul gave a warning to the members of the church at Corinth.  It was a warning that we want to look at this morning.  Paul's warning was not to take the world's standard of wisdom as the absolute standard of truth, but rather to realize that the wisdom of this world is really foolishness in the eyes of God.

TURN TO 1 COR. 3

We have been looking at paradoxes in the Bible during these Summer Sunday mornings.  We have already seen that our English word "paradox" comes from 2 Greek words, literally meaning  beyond thinking or understanding.  So a paradox is that which appears to be beyond our thoughts, that which appears to be beyond our understanding.  A paradox is a seeming contradiction, something that doesn't appear to be logical, something that appears to be beyond our rational thinking process.

     Now, when we speak of a Biblical paradox, people generally jump to the conclusion that we are speaking of truths in the Scriptures that are beyond our human understanding, truths that require a step of faith from us.  And there are many Biblical paradoxes that fall into that category.  Understanding the Triune nature of the Godhead‑ how three equal and separate persons can also be one, comprehending the virgin birth of Jesus Christ‑ how Jesus could be born without an earthly father, understanding the hypostatic union of Jesus Christ‑ how Jesus could be fully God and fully man at the same time‑ all of these are paradoxes in a sense for they are all beyond our human comprehension.  God is an infinite being; we are finite.  Therefore, there are many facets of God's personality and being that are beyond our ability to understand.  So there are some paradoxes that would fall into this category in the Bible.  But we have not been looking at this type of paradox, because these would lead us into more abstract and hypothetical discussions.

     No, our goal this summer is to look into apparent paradoxes of the Bible.  These are truths presented in the Bible that appear to be paradoxes to us, because they run directly contrary to the assumed truth that is presented to us now and that has always been presented to man by the world system that surrounds him.  There are some basic truths that humans have always believed to be valid.  The human race has accepted these truths as presuppositions because they are consistent with  our natures being human‑ they appear to be logical to us, and they are taught to us by the society that we live in.  Many of these truths are valid for they correspond with God's character and the way He has set up the universe.  When we throw a ball up into the air, that ball will return to the earth.  This we call the law of gravity.  The Bible doesn't teach us the law of gravity.  It is something that Sir Isaac Newton described that is in keeping with the way that God created the universe.  We know much in the realm of mathematics and science and many other disciplines from our observation of the universe, and our description of how God has chosen to operate his universe.  True knowledge that is keeping with God's character is valid regardless of how we learn it‑ an unbeliever can learn it just as readily as a believer.

     But there is also another realm of assumed truth that we have been addressing the past couple of weeks.  This is very critical for us to distinguish as believers.  These are presuppositions, so‑called truths that we have been taught that are assumed to be true in our culture that are in reality opposed to God’s truth.  These are deceptions that the enemy has devised to enslave people from seeing God’s truth.  These are not verifiable truths, but are rather philosophical assumptions.  And many of these so‑called truths that are taken for granted in our culture today are in direct opposition to stated truths found in God's revelation to us.  The Bible makes some statements that run against the grain of the accepted positions of those who are intellectual authorities in this world.  These are the paradoxes that we have been discussing together.  These are statements found in the Bible that appear at first glance to be beyond our logical understanding because they run against the flow of thought that we have been taught all our lives.  Yet, these Biblical statements are not really paradoxes‑ they really are the revelation of God's truth.  And what these Biblical statements reveal is the fact that we have been taught error, that many of the assumptions that we have come to believe to be true in life are not in reality the truth at all.  Paul was speaking of these types of seeming paradoxes when he said "Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind."  Rom 12:2

     We have already looked at 2 of these seeming paradoxes from the lips of Jesus.  Our Savior told his disciples that if they really wanted to save their lives they would first have to lose them.  This is certainly not the message that we hear from the world around us, is it?  If you want to save your life, grab it and live it with all the gusto you can muster.  Look out for #1.  Get others to serve you.  That’s the message of the world.  And the disciples were naturally living that way when Jesus correctly their thinking.  The greatest in the kingdom in God’s eyes is the servant.  The one who loses his life will save it.  Last week, we studied Christ’s statement that the first will be last and the last first.  Again, this is not the message that we hear in the world around us.  The first will be the champions and the last will be the losers.  The first will dominate and the last will be trampled.    The first will be successful and the last will be failures.  That’s the message that we hear around us continually.  But Jesus said in God’s eyes, the first will be last and the last first.  
     Now this morning we come to the seeming paradox of foolishness bringing true wisdom.  It appears to be a paradox‑ how can foolishness produce wisdom.  But what we must realize is that the foolishness that Paul refers to in his first letter to the church at Corinth is the foolishness of the world, and the wisdom that he refers to is the wisdom of God.  The foolishness of the world and the wisdom of God can be and in fact are the very same thing.  Notice what Paul says as we read verses 18-19a again.  READ 1 Cor. 3:18‑19a
18 Do not deceive yourselves. If any one of you thinks he is wise by the standards of this age, he should become a "fool" so that he may become wise. 19 For the wisdom of this world is foolishness in God's sight.
     Now there are 3 ideas which we must see from this passage:

1.  The world has a standard of wisdom.  This was true in Paul's day, and it continues to be true today.

 *There are basic questions that must be answered for people to have any meaning to life.  Who am I?  Where did I come from?  What is my purpose for living?  What is going to happen to me after I die?  These are foundational questions that must be answered if any meaning is to be found for life.  Every generation has tried to answer these questions.  And the best answers given by the recognized intellegentia of any generation form the philosophy of life that that generation lives by.  This is the wisdom of the world‑ the general philosophy of life that is accepted by the majority of people living on the earth.  

*Today, for instance, the wisdom of this world is formed by the belief in evolution that produces an existential type of philosophy.

     ‑evolution is the belief that everything in existence has come from lower forms of life that have evolved into more complex forms over long periods of time.  Life started very simply‑ as a single cell in a watery mass.  Gradually life evolved into masses of cells and then fish, amphibians, mammals and finally man.  Man is the highest form to life known to this point.  We are all familiar with this evolutionary philosophy of life that is presented as the wisdom of this world‑ it is all around us, taught as fact in our schools, represented as fact in places of learning, assumed to be true in our leading museums.  Evolution is an attempt to answer the questions‑ who am I, where did I come from, what is my purpose?  Evolution cannot be proven to be truth because it is based upon non‑scientific presuppositions.  It must be believed to be true.  Yet it has been accepted to be truth in today’s world and it has lead to an existential philosophy of life‑ live for today, eat drink and be merry, for you don't know what is going to happen tomorrow, and this life ends it all.  We are all part of this evolutionary cycle, we have happened to this point purely by chance, so just try to enjoy existence because life has no higher meaning beyond living for the moment.

*this is the standard of wisdom presented by the world today to attempt to explain the most basic philosophical questions of life.  Corinth had its standard of worldly wisdom.  It was different from ours, of course, but it was just as much a powerful force in its day as evolutionary thought is today.  And it was very modern for its time.  Corinth was a vibrant seaport that was both on the economic and intellectual cutting edge of its world.  Corinth had a reputation for fast, and wicked living.  And it also was recognized as being an intellectual center, the center of Roman learning in Asia Minor.  So while Corinth certainly did not have the same philosophies of life that are popular today, it did have the state of the art for its time.  *And the basic results in living were surprisingly similar to ours today:  Listen to this epitaph that has been found on an ancient Roman tombstone:

     I was not and I became; I was and am no more.

     This much is true; whoever says other, lies;

     For I shall not be, and thou who livest, drink, play, come

That is about as good a statement of existentialism as you could find in a brief verse.  And that was written when Paul was writing these words to the Church at Corinth.

     2.  The second idea that Paul presents in this passage is that the world's wisdom is foolishness in God's sight. 

READ 1 Cor. 3:19

18 Do not deceive yourselves. If any one of you thinks he is wise by the standards of this age, he should become a "fool" so that he may become wise. 19 For the wisdom of this world is foolishness in God's sight.
*Why is the wisdom of this world foolishness in the sight of God?  Why is it that God is not impressed with the humanistic, philosophical systems that man devises to explain who he is, where he has come from and what is his purpose in life?

*Well, every system that has ever been accepted as the prevailing world view‑ the wisdom of this world at any given moment in history‑ is based upon some faulty assumptions.  Every system has different details, of course.  Certainly, the wisdom of Corinth in the first century is different from the wisdom of our world here in the 21st century.  But there are some basic similarities, and it is important for us to note these.

*Earthly wisdom assumes that there is no outside standard of authority.  The human race itself is the final authority.  God's wisdom starts with God as the final authority on all matter of truth.

*Earthly wisdom assumes that human beings are intrinsically good.  That man is approaching his world view morally neutral at worst and morally good at best.  God's wisdom starts with the assumption that the human race is made up of sinful people, that we are not morally neutral, but are rather enemies of God having set our life's courses naturally to oppose God's created plan for our lives.

*Earthly wisdom is anthropocentric in nature.  It is humanistically based.  It starts from man, and man is the center of it.  God's wisdom is theocentric.  It is divinely based.  It starts from God, and God is the center of it.  

*Earthly wisdom being anthropocentric in nature, has man's concerns as its final goal.  Man's happiness, man's self‑acceptance, man's self‑actualization, man's society‑ these are what the world's wisdom seeks to move towards.  God's wisdom has the glory of God as its final goal.  Individual human beings find true meaning in life and true inner contentment as we bring glory to God, not to ourselves.

*Because the foundational blocks are so different between the world's wisdom and God's wisdom, there is no chance that they could ever be the same.  So there is no chance that God would recognize the world's wisdom for what it claims to be.  No, in God's eyes, the world's wisdom is foolishness.

*I like what C.S. Lewis says in his book entitled "Mere Christianity"  "Imagine yourself living in a house.  God comes in to rebuild that house.  At first, perhaps, you can understand what He is doing.  He is getting the drains right and stopping the leaks in the roof and so on: you knew that those jobs needed doing and so you are not surprised.  But presently, he starts knocking the house about in a way that hurts abominably and does not seem to make sense.  What on earth is He up to?  The explanation is that He is building quite a different house from the one you thought of‑ throwing out a new wing here, putting on an extra floor there, running up towers, making courtyards.  You thought you were going to be made into a decent little cottage: But He is building a palace.  He intends to come and live in it Himself."

*Isn't that a graphic picture?  We come to Christ and we know that we have weaknesses‑ those are what bring us to recognize our need for a savior.  So when Christ corrects these immediate problems in our life, we are not surprised.  But then we realize that He has a whole new and different structure in mind for our life.  It is a completely different structure than the world's ideal.  So we find our self having to come to grips with completely new concepts, different than what we had thought to be true. Little by little, the Holy Spirit conforms our mind, twisting it from the distorted shape that the world had molded it into, and remolding it into conformance with God's truth.  And we find that God has a much higher goal for our life than the world offered us.  Oh, the world talked big, about realizing expectations, about setting high goals.  But the best that the world had to offer was nothing compared to what Christ has designed.  For Jesus Christ builds us into a palace fit for God himself to live in.

     3.  And this brings us to the final idea which Paul presents here found in verse 18.  We must become a fool in the eyes of the world if we are to become wise in the eyes of God.   We must be willing to be regarded a fool by the world, if we are to gain true wisdom in Christ.

 READ 1 Cor. 3:18

18 Do not deceive yourselves. If any one of you thinks he is wise by the standards of this age, he should become a "fool" so that he may become wise. 19 For the wisdom of this world is foolishness in God's sight.
*We have no idea of the pressure that we are under to conform to the wisdom which this world offers today.  

*We live in a world where education is valued very highly‑ and rightfully so.  It is important to develop one's mind.  It is important to be able to read and write clearly, to communicate, to keep up with technological skills that are rapidly advancing every day.  

*But what has happened in our day is true knowledge whether it be mathematical or grammatical  or scientific or whatever the discipline has gotten all mixed in with the world's wisdom in the eyes of many in the field of education.  So if you don't believe the basic, accepted philosophy of life that the world offers, you are looked upon as being very naive and foolish in educated circles.  

*Jesus said that it is in becoming a fool in the eyes of the world that a person becomes wise in his eyes.  And, conversely, if a person insists on being wise in the eyes of the majority of the world who are opposed to God, then that person will be a fool in the eyes of God.

     Dwight L. Moody was a shoe salesman who was converted to Jesus Christ.  Called to proclaim God's saving message to others, he started to gather children together for a Sunday School class.  He started with nobody in his class‑ “if you want a class, go out and get one”, he was told‑ yet today there stands a great church that bears his name.  He was unschooled in theology, yet today there stands a great Bible Institute that for over 100 years has been sending Christian workers out into the harvest fields.  

     One evening when he was preaching, an usher brought a note up to the platform.  It had been handed to the usher, folded, and the usher jumped to the conclusion that it was a very important message.  As Moody, standing at the pulpit, opened the note, he saw on it one word‑ FOOL.  Many would have been disheartened, even rattled to receive such a note in the middle of a sermon.  Yet Moody read the note to the audience.  This note simply says, fool.  Then Moody added, I have very often received notes from people who have written letters and forgot to sign their names, but this is the first time that I have ever received a note from someone who signed his name and then forgot to write the letter."

     Why was Moody not upset?  Because he realized the truth that Paul was writing here.  He realized that there was a person out there who had bought the wisdom of the world, hook line and sinker.  And that person thought him to be a fool.  But Moody also realized God's estimation of the matter.  And he chose to be wise in the sight of God and a fool in the eyes of many in the world, rather than be wise in the world's eyes and a fool in God's sight.

Paul said the foolishness of this world becomes the path to wisdom in the eyes of God.  
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