The Gospel Imperative
Reading: 1 Corinthians 1:17-2:5
What makes people tick? What do they get passionate about?
For the apostle Paul, it was Christ and his Gospel.

He’d first encountered Christ on the road to Damascus. He was transformed from a persecutor of the church into a preacher of the gospel to the Gentiles.
Sometime around AD 50, Paul first came to Corinth – the biggest city he’d yet encountered. It was a new, prosperous cosmopolitan city with an unsavoury reputation mixed with pretentions to philosophy, culture and letters. Merchants, athletes, pleasure-seekers and slaves were all found in Corinth. If the love of Christ Jesus could take root in Corinth, the most populated, wealthy, commercial-minded and sex-obsessed city of eastern Europe, it could take root anywhere.
Acts 18 tells us how Paul engaged in urban mission in that city. Paul stayed in Corinth for at least 18 months and then moved on having successfully established a church in that city. Then in response to a letter from Church possibly brought by Stephanas, Fortunatus and Achaicus (16:17) and reports of problems from Chloe’s household (1:11), he wrote a letter to the church in AD54.
Paul deals with matters reported to him – divisions in the church, incest, court-cases between members, abuse of Christian ‘freedom’, chaos in church services including the Lord’s Supper.

He also answers questions – marriage and singleness, food sacrificed to idols and social functions in the temples, appropriate attire for women and their role in public ministry, spiritual gifts, the resurrection of the dead.

In the early chapters and in chapter 9, we learn something of Paul’s ministry motives and methods.
The Priority of the Gospel
Verse 17

Christ did not send me to baptise, but to preach the Gospel

The background is cliques and divisions in the church seemingly based along favourite preacher lines. Paul’s response was to focus on Christ. Christ is one and the church, which is his body, should also be one.

A contributing factor in the argument could have been who was baptised by who? Paul states quite clearly, the essence of his commission was not to administer rites, even important rites like baptism, but to preach the gospel.

We need to get the priority right. Preaching the gospel was the primary function of the apostolic calling. It was so of the Twelve (Mark 3:14) and it was so of Paul. Nothing, absolutely nothing, must detract us from this.
The Purpose of the Gospel
To bring salvation

Verse 18
For 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.

Later in the letter, in 1 Corinthians 15:1-2, Paul could say,

 1Now, brothers, I want to remind you of the gospel I preached to you, which you received and on which you have taken your stand. 2By this gospel you are saved, if you hold firmly to the word I preached to you. Otherwise, you have believed in vain.
We must never forget this. In 2 Corinthians 4:3, Paul says, And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing.
The gospel purpose is to bring the spiritually dead to life.
To reject the world’s wisdom 
The Gospel message is foolish in eyes of those who follow human philosophy instead of God’s revealed wisdom. In the cross there is an overturning of categories.

Verses 19-20
For it is written: "I will destroy the wisdom of the wise; the intelligence of the intelligent I will frustrate." Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? 

The clash of world-views inherent in the gospel is confirmed by a Scripture quote from Isaiah 29:14. 
Paul’s concern is to show no human wisdom can avail before God – whether Dawkins or anyone else like him.
To bring God pleasure

Verse 21
For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe.

Although the Gospel may fly in the face of human wisdom, it brings salvation to human-kind and pleasure to God. God is pleased to save those who believe.
Vindicate God’s Justice

Another aspect of the Gospel is to demonstrate God’s justice.

25God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished— 26he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus.
Romans 3:25-26

The Plan of the Gospel
The world doesn’t know God. Through our wisdom and self-effort, God is unknown.

Verse 22

Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom,

What the people think they need is not what God provides. Remember, it’s God not us who makes the rules.
Verse 23

but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles,

The Gospel is about Christ crucified. It’s about a person and an event. It’s about the person and work of Christ – who he is and what he’s done.

This is scandalous and stupid to those who aren’t Christians. Let’s get over this.
Verse 24

but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.
The Gospel is effective because God is calling people to himself. It is inclusive – Jews and Gentiles, ie the Gospel call comes to all sorts of people.
Christ is the essence of the Gospel. When he is preached the power and wisdom of God are manifest.

Verse 25
For the foolishness of God is wiser than man's wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than man's strength.
And the Gospel is God’s idea and he is wiser and stronger than any of us.

It is the Gospel not our social, economic or educational background that saves.
Verse 26

Brothers, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were influential; not many were of noble birth.
The gospel is not just for the clever and educated, the celebrity and the politician, the Royals and the upper class – it’s for everyone. Hallelujah!
Whoever you are today, God is interested in you.

Verses 27-28
27But God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. 28He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not—to nullify the things that are,

The Gospel is an upturning of the social order.

God’s love for the nobodies and the nothings discounted as nonentities and as insignificant in the value system of the world puts the world to shame by its reversal of judgement.

God’s calling is towards excluded people. A bias to the poor?!

Verse 29
so that no one may boast before him.

God is opposed to the proud and gives grace to the humble. The Gospel comes to those who are meek enough to accept it.
Verse 30
It is because of him that you are in Christ Jesus, who has become for us wisdom from God—that is, our righteousness, holiness and redemption.

Through Christ’s work on the cross, we are united with him – we are “in Christ Jesus”. This is the goal of salvation – union with Christ, relationship.
Through him and the Spirit who lives in us we have righteousness, holiness and redemption.

Righteousness – Christ is our righteousness. We are declared righteous in him.
Holiness – we are cleansed and set apart for God’s pleasure and use. A work of the holy spirit.
Redemption – freedom in Christ. We are freed from sin (its penalty, its power, and ultimately its presence) and the law so we can serve God in the new way of the Spirit.
Verse 31

Therefore, as it is written: "Let him who boasts boast in the Lord."

Something to boast about, something to get excited about, something to be passionate about. Hallelujah!

The Preaching of the Gospel
Insight into how Paul communicated the gospel.

Without eloquence or superior wisdom

When I came to you, brothers, I did not come with eloquence or superior wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about God.

1 Cor 2:1

He didn’t dress it up. He didn’t adopt the rhetoric style of his contemporaries.

He didn’t add to the message

For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.

1 Cor 2:2

Paul preached the message of a crucified Messiah knowing that it would be unacceptable to many.

He didn’t add to the gospel – Salvation in Christ is not a human self-improvement scheme, but a radical rescue.
It’s in Weakness
I came to you in weakness and fear, and with much trembling.

1 Cor 2:3

Preaching the gospel can be scary. It may involve rejection, ridicule, personal loss and physical danger.

But he did it!
The Power of the Gospel

When the Gospel is preached we are to expect a demonstration of the Spirit’s power.
4My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit's power, 5so that your faith might not rest on men's wisdom, but on God's power.

1 Cor 2:4-5

The Gospel is powerful to save. Paul could say to the Christians in Rome,
17Therefore I glory in Christ Jesus in my service to God. 18I will not venture to speak of anything except what Christ has accomplished through me in leading the Gentiles to obey God by what I have said and done— 19by the power of signs and miracles, through the power of the Spirit. So from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum, I have fully proclaimed the gospel of Christ.
Romans 15:17-19

This is what I long to see, in far greater measure, in my own ministry and experience – the gospel accompanied by signs and wonders. Jan’s reading of Wigglesworth.
Conclusion
Paul is committed to preaching the Gospel. It was his priority and as a church should be ours.
We have different gifts and ministries, but our goal should be to become a Gospel-driven church.
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