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“The Gospel message is the power of God 
unto salvation and the Gospel means are 

effectual to salvation.” 

—LIGON DUNCAN 
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PROLOGUE 
Paul’s main concerns in his ministry were that he had the right 
message, the right method, and the right motive. In this study, 
Pastor Marvin R. Knight unfolds these concerns and explains 
how we can cultivate them in our own lives. 

“And when I came to you, brethren, I did not come with superiority of 
speech or of wisdom, proclaiming to you the testimony of God. 2 For I 
determined to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and Him 
crucified. 3 I was with you in weakness and in fear and in much 
trembling, 4 and my message and my preaching were not in persuasive 
words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, 5 so that 
your faith would not rest on the wisdom of men, but on the power of God.” 
1 CORINTHIANS 2:1-5 
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1. 
INTRODUCTION 

 

In John Bunyan’s classic, The Pilgrim’s Progress, there is a 
scene where Christian was brought by Interpreter into a 
private room and shown a picture of a person who would be 

profitable to him. When Christian went into the room, he saw 
the picture of a very grave [serious] person hanging up 
against the wall, and this was the fashion of it… 

“It had eyes lifted up to Heaven, the best of Books in his hand, the 
Law of Truth was written upon his lips, the World was behind his back; 
it stood as if it pleaded with men, and a crown of gold did hang over 
his head.” 

“Then Christian said, ‘what means this?’” “Interpreter said, ‘The Man 
whose picture this is, is one of a thousand; he can beget children, 
travail in birth with children, and nurse them himself when they are 
born.’ 

“Whereas thou seest him with his eyes lifted up to Heaven, the best 
of Books in his hand, and the Law of Truth written on his lips: it is to 
show thee, that his work is to know and unfold dark things to sinners; 
even as also thou seest him stand as if he pleaded with men: and 
whereas thou seest the World as cast behind him, and that a crown 
hangs over his head; that is, to show thee that slighting and 
despising the things that are present, for the love that he hath for his 
Master’s service, he is sure in the world that comes next, to have 
glory for his reward.  

“’Now,’ said Interpreter, ‘I have showed thee this picture first, because 
the man whose picture this is, is only man, whom the Lord of the 
place where thou art going hath authorized to be thy guide in all 
difficult places thou mayest meet in the way.’” 
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This was Bunyan’s profile of the ideal preacher and his role in 
the believer’s journey. In these first five verses of 2 
Corinthians, we discover that Paul is an example of that 
Gospel preacher. In giving us this portrait, Paul explains the 
content of his preaching (vv.1-2), the form of his preaching 
(vv.3-4), and core concern for both (v.5). Paul’s aim is to drive 
home two lessons. 

• The first is to correct our thinking about the true source 
of power for the church. As Christians, we do not owe our 
existence to human wisdom or some man-made 
philosophy; our conversion can only be credited to the 
supernatural power of God working through the 
preaching of the cross. And since this is true, we should 
never mix in or depend upon the world’s wisdom to build 
the church. 

• The second lesson is to instruct our minds concerning 
three basic elements in sharing the Gospel that God will 
own and use to bring salvation to the lost. We must ask 
ourselves, does God use any and all messages to build 
His kingdom? What are the methods that God’s Word 
sanctions in evangelism? And what is the evidence of a 
true Gospel ministry and the consequences of a distorted 
one? Let’s gain a clear understanding of these lessons 
from this important section about Paul’s core concern. 

Without question, the Apostle Paul was considered one of the 
most brilliant men the world has ever known. Dr. Martyn 
Lloyd-Jones considered Paul to be one of the three or four 
giant intellects of history alongside the likes of Augustine, 
Seneca, and even Plato himself.  

One of the early church fathers said he would have liked to 
see Rome in its splendor, Solomon’s temple in its glory, and 
the Apostle Paul in his preaching. Oh, what a mighty 
preacher Paul was! Because of His preaching, that part of the 
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world would never be the same again. His preaching altered 
Asia, roused Rome, and shook the entire Mediterranean 
world with the good news of Christ.  

Yet, has it ever occurred to you that Paul would never be 
hired to pastor most churches today? His resume would have 
been thrown right into the trashcan! Today, we have a liking 
for preachers who have wit, flash, charm, and eloquence, and 
therefore, Paul wouldn’t rate very highly in this day and age 
because he just didn’t have enough going for him. But there 
was one thing Paul did have—when he preached, the power 
of God fell! That alone put him miles ahead of the powerless 
glamour boys in most pulpits.  

I submit to you that this is the greatest need we have today in 
the church—a return to this kind of preaching. Yet underneath 
this kind of preaching is a core concern, and Paul explains it 
to us here. In addition to his supreme love for Christ, Paul had 
a concern that people would truly know Christ and the 
practical transforming effects of His cross. How can we 
develop this concern?  

There is a sense in which everyone who personally knows 
Jesus Christ is a Gospel preacher. Oh, you may not have the 
specific responsibility of standing in the pulpit weekly as I do, 
but if you know Jesus, you are commissioned as an 
ambassador to proclaim the good news of the Lord Jesus 
Christ! (2 Cor.5:20). As a matter of fact, in Acts chapter 8:4, we 
are shown that the way the early church grew was that the 
average layman and laywoman went everywhere proclaiming 
the Word of God. If we are to see the church flourish and 
grow again, we must have the same core concern that God 
owns and blesses. 
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PAUL HAD THREE CORE CONCERNS 

1. Preaching the RIGHT MESSAGE (content) (vv.1-2) 
2. Employing the RIGHT METHODS (form) (vv.3-4) 
3. Serving with the RIGHT MOTIVES (reasons) (v.5) 
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2. 
CONTEXT 

 

There is some valuable background information behind the 
opening statement, which sheds some light on this text. Paul 
says in verse 1, “When I came to you, brethren, I did not come with 
superiority of speech or of wisdom proclaiming to you the testimony of God.” 
  
In Acts 18:1, Paul came to Corinth on his second missionary 
journey. In Acts 17, the Athenian philosophers gathered at 
Mars Hill to listen but mocked the great Apostle as he 
preached. Only a few responded to the message (Act 
17:32-34). If ever there was a time for Paul to be tempted to 
adjust his message to the prevailing climate of the day, it was 
after he left Athens and before he arrived in Corinth.  

As Paul walked to Corinth, no doubt, he thought about the 
opportunities that awaited him there. Corinth was the center 
of fashion. Would he appeal to the fashionable crowd with a 
message that was sure to be rejected? Corinth was an 
intellectual city. Would he soften the truth and shave down 
his message to be acceptable to the taste and culture of 
Corinth? Corinth was also a very profitable and wealthy city. 
Today, its architecture is still a proverb, and its brasses and 
Corinthian leather are famous worldwide. Would the city’s 
culture, materialism, and taste cause this man of God to 
switch to a new message and take a different approach? 
What decision did he make? Here he tells us. When he 
arrived at Corinth, the decision was already made, and verses 
1-2 indicate his resolve.  
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3. 
THE RIGHT MESSAGE 

 

Notice, first that Paul was concerned and determined to 
maintain the right message (vv.1-2). 

1 And when I came to you, brethren, I did not come with superiority of 
speech or of wisdom, proclaiming to you the testimony of God. 2 For I 
determined to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and Him 
crucified.  

Paul begins with a negative assertion to explain what he did 
not do—I did not come with superiority of speech or of 
wisdom. 

Superiority of speech refers to a method of worldly delivery. 
Wisdom refers to a message of worldly doctrine. Paul was 
concerned that both his method and his message were of a 
certain style and content so as not to distract listeners from 
Christ. In the Graeco-Roman world, the Corinthians were 
accustomed to great orators. Many of these men were 
famous for their ability to use eloquent flowery language and 
a charismatic style to please the audience. This was the boast 
of the orator—he possessed the persuasive ability to move 
the audience by how he spoke rather than the content of the 
message he gave. In other words, speakers in that day aimed 
to speak for effect and to please and amuse the 
congregation, thus bringing praise to the speaker. The same 
is true in our day. Too many preachers magnify themselves 
and their gifts and fail to lift high the cross of Jesus.  

Paul did not use preaching as a vehicle to exhibit his 
rhetorical virtuosity or to win admiration. When he came, Paul 
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says, “I did not come using the common method of speaking.” 
He refused to embellish the Gospel with his own 
understanding. He did not garnish the truth with beautiful 
flowery language to move men’s hearts. Paul did not want the 
Corinthians to be impressed by his rhetoric. 

Now, it is important to understand that Paul was an extremely 
qualified man and could have presented the Gospel in the 
style of that day. Educated at the famed school of Tarsus in 
Cilicia, the Apostle spoke three languages and was well-
schooled in the divine law of the Hebrews. In addition to this, 
he was well-read of the poets of his day. In Acts 17:28, he 
quotes the poet Aratus; in Titus 1:2, the poet Epimenides. In 1 
Corinthians 15:33, he pulls a thought from the poet Menander. 
Paul was more than able to match wits with the best thinkers 
and speakers of his day, but he chose the plain and simple 
style, reflecting a witness who stands to testify to what he has 
seen and heard. 

Application: Could you identify some ways that human 
methods and messages would go directly against the 
Gospel? 
  
On the one hand, Paul refused to compromise in the method 
and the message (context) of the Gospel; on the other hand, 
what did Paul do?  

For I determined to know nothing among you except Jesus 
Christ and Him crucified. 

The word “determined” (Gk. krino) means to reach a decision 
toward a course of action. It indicates that Paul had gone 
through some mental struggle in making this decision. But 
when he arrived at this decision, his determination 
represented a temptation conquered and a conflict of soul 
that had been won. Oh, dear brothers and sisters, there is 
nothing like going through an inner struggle and battle with 
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the devil and sin, and yet despite its intensity, you come out 
on the other side and say, “I have decided.” Paul made a 
choice. 

Now, what had Paul decided? Paul decided not to 
compromise the message and not to capitulate to fear. This 
is what we must continue to decide daily as we walk with 
Jesus as His disciples. To compromise dishonors God. To 
capitulate disregards the need of men. 

The focus of Paul’s preaching is summarized in two phrases; 
“the testimony of God” and “Jesus Christ, and Him crucified.” 
Together, these phrases cover the source of His message and 
the content of the message.  

This is the thing that fired Paul up. If you want to know what 
the passion of a true Gospel preacher is, look no further than 
his message. Paul’s heart throbbed to preach the Gospel. He 
said, “woe is me if I do not preach the gospel” (1 Cor.9:16). He said if 
anyone should “preach to you a gospel contrary to that which we have 
preached to you, let him be accursed” (Gal.1:8). He called the 
Gospel “my Gospel.” He wasn’t a mild-mannered man speaking 
to mild-mannered people and urging them to be more mild-
mannered. No, no! Paul was a man with thunder and lightning 
in his soul.  

The proclamation of the Gospel is first described as “the 
testimony of God.” It was not Paul’s testimony about God, but 
God’s own testimony concerning Himself and what He has 
done in Christ for our salvation. It is the testimony made by 
God concerning Jesus.   

Application: What is the difference between our testimony 
about God and God’s own testimony concerning Himself? 
State some distinctions. 
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The source of the message is “the testimony of God,” but the 
content of the message is “Jesus Christ and Him crucified.” 
By “Jesus Christ,” the Apostle means His person in general—
His life, death, and messianic dignity as the appointed Savior. 
“Him crucified” means His work of atoning for our sins. 

Paul’s message was not focused on man and his needs, but 
Christ and His cross. He did not flinch from proclaiming that 
the Lord of the world was crucified. From the outset, the 
Corinthians encountered the shameful message of the cross. 
This means the substance of Paul’s message was not angled 
to receive human approval. 

How does this kind of message look in our lives?  

1. It is certain. Paul is one who blows the trumpet of truth 
with no uncertain sound. He speaks with no tremor in his 
voice. He has a decided conviction of what he knows and 
believes. He later told these Corinthians, “I believe, therefore 
I spoke” (2 Cor.4:13). Now we shouldn’t expect any real 
power to return to the church until Paul’s conviction 
returns to the pulpit and to our witnessing. Amen! 

2. It is passionate. Why is there so little conviction of truth 
among church members in general and preachers in 
particular? The answer is that we, like the Corinthians, 
have been overly impressed with the entertainment world 
of our day. We seem to think that the Word of God and the 
old fashion Gospel are unable to compete with the slick 
advertising of Madison Avenue. Let’s be honest—we feel 
that the plain-speaking message of the Gospel cannot 
keep up with the Twitter and Instagram generation. It’s too 
strange to just stand and preach. No, no, we need to be 
like the newscasters who maintain poise and calm voices 
as they describe news that ought to rattle our souls. When 
we speak of the truth, we almost apologize as if to say the 
message we preach will only work if you give consent to 
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it. Not so with the mighty Apostle!  
 
He felt what he believed and stood as if the Almighty God 
were right at His side—and He was! Oh, do you see, dear 
church, why there is a need to not only know the Gospel 
but to believe it and to experience its saving power in our 
lives? The Gospel is not a series of edifying lectures 
beautifully put together. The Gospel is not about the 
power to make good men better, but dead men live! 
When it is preached, it opens the windows of hope. When 
it is preached, the oceans of grace begin to flow. Ah, 
some may think it is a shallow and narrow message, but 
all who are drawn by the Spirit’s power find that it contains 
infinite depths of saving and sanctifying grace.  

3. It is Christ-centered. Having the right message meant 
preaching that Jesus is all you need for reconciliation with 
God and living a life of holiness before men. One 
commentator said, “What Paul means is that to know 
Christ crucified is the maximum of knowledge, not the 
minimum. He means that in Jesus Christ and Him 
crucified all doctrines culminate, and from Jesus Christ 
and Him crucified all duties emanate and evolve.” You 
see, dear friends, the death of Jesus Christ is the heart 
and soul of the good news! Paul is not saying that He 
preached only the crucifixion of Christ as a historical 
event, but He preached it as a saving event—for, without 
the death of Christ, sins are not atoned for, pardon is not 
granted on the basis of faith in Him, and there is no good 
news—only bad news!  

Application: Has God given you spiritual eyes to see 
that knowing Jesus is all you need? This knowledge is 
not something that even we, as Christian, can expect to 
come to us passively. We must endeavor to know Him 
better. And as we know Christ better and understand the 
truth concerning Him, every question is answered, every 
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perplexity made clear, and every doubt dissolved. Why 
turn to worldly wisdom and vain speculations when God 
has spoken finally in Christ?   

The men of old used to say that “it is possible to know the 
things that are said about Christ, and not know Him about 
whom these things are said.” Oh, how sad, yet easy, it is 
to hear of Christ, week in and week out, and never taste 
of His goodness. Christ must be known dear friends—as 
He was known by Samuel Rutherford who said, 

O, Christ! He is the Fountain, 
The deep sweet Well of Love!  
The streams on earth I’ve tasted 
More deep I’ll drink above. 
There is an ocean fullness 
His mercy doth expand, 
And glory, glory dwelleth 
In Immanuel’s Land.  1

 Samuel Rutherford, The Sands of Time Are Sinking1
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4. 
THE RIGHT METHOD 

 

Having the right message is only part of our responsibility. 
The other part is to have the right method or form (vv.3-4).  

3 I was with you in weakness and in fear and in much trembling. 4 And my 
message and preaching were not in persuasive words of wisdom, but in 
demonstration of the Spirit and of power. 

Here we are told two things about having the right method. 

1. The right method comes from a proper view of one’s 
responsibility before God. What three ways did Paul 
describe his method or form while with them? 

The root cause of Paul’s “weakness, fear, and trembling” was 
not man but his responsibility before God. The phrase 
“weakness and in fear and in much trembling” describes his state 
of mind when he came to Corinth. As Paul was faced with 
a seemingly impossible task, he was aware that most of 
the pagans in Corinth would not receive his message. But 
to encourage Paul, we are told that God gave him a vision 
and said, “Do not be afraid any longer, but go on speaking and do 
not be silent; for I am with you, and no man will attack you in order to 
harm you; for I have many people in this city” (Acts 18:9-10). 

J.B. Phillips translates this verse, “I was feeling far from 
strong; I was nervous and rather shaky.” Paul is not 
describing anxiety about how people would receive the 
Gospel. He was fearful that he would rely upon himself, on 
his own rhetorical abilities, such that his proclamation 
would be ill-suited to the message of the cross.  
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Application: So why did God place him there?  

Because this is exactly where God wanted Him. God often 
gives us assignments that are bigger than ourselves—so 
that we are compelled to fall on our knees with a sense of 
our own inadequacy and lean completely on Him. When 
God puts us in a place of weakness, we discover a source 
of power beyond ourselves. This is why Paul wrote later 
on, “When I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor.12:10). God 
places us in these positions to drive us to depend on Him, 
and He never fails His servants.  

2. The right method comes from knowing where true 
power comes from. When Paul says, “my message and 
my preaching,” he is speaking of both the content of his 
sermons and the way he spoke to them. The Greek word 
for “message” is logos, which means a word or rational 
speech—and that rational speech was his doctrine.  

The word for “preaching” is kerygma, which was used to 
describe a herald who delivers a message to people 
directly from the king. In other words, the power of the 
Gospel does not reside in the speaking skills of the 
preacher, who is merely a herald; the power is in the 
content of the message itself.  

The way Paul marshaled his facts was not done to 
manipulate people’s emotions or to cajole them into some 
decision. He stripped his language of all varnish so that 
people heard the clear, plain truth of the Gospel of Christ. 
This is the right method. 

Now, what was the result of having the right message 
and using the right methods? The Holy Spirit owned it 
and used it to change lives! 
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The word “demonstration” in verse 4 denotes “the most 
rigorous proof.” It was used to speak of legal proof 
presented in a court of law. Persuasion is man’s method of 
moving men; demonstration is God’s way. The Holy Spirit’s 
power in preaching and witnessing produces results 
beyond question that prove the validity and authenticity of 
the delivered message.  

The Holy Spirit can take the weakest word of a preacher, a 
witnessing believer, a Spirit-filled student or businessman, 
a housewife, and use them to bring conviction to the lives 
of lost people. He can awaken each of us at just the divine 
moment and plunge a word like an arrow into our hearts 
and change our lives forever.  

If we could summarize the right message and the right 
method, we might say,  

• Preach the Gospel simply. 
• Preach the Gospel exclusively. 
• Preach the Gospel humbly.  

We have considered the right message and the right 
methods. Finally, we must now consider, briefly, the right 
motive (v.5).   
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5. 
THE RIGHT MOTIVE 

 

5 so that your faith should not rest on the wisdom of men, but on the 
power of God.  

This verse tells us that it is possible for a person to be 
deceived and think that they possess true faith when, in 
essence, their faith has been generated by something other 
than what is divine. It is possible for a person’s faith to rest 
upon human artistry and the amazing skills of a preacher 
rather than on the power of God in the proclamation of the 
Gospel (Rom.1:16-17).  

John 1:13 lists three things people often place their faith in. 

• Human relation—not of blood 
• Human determination—nor of the will of the flesh 
• Human persuasion—nor of the will of man 

This is the type of false, counterfeit faith that always fails to 
display saving evidence. If the faith you have depends upon 
clever reasoning, it can be demolished by a cleverer 
argument with a superior show of logic and skill. Therefore, 
you will never possess a settled peace. In other words, if 
someone talked you into believing, someone can also talk 
you out of believing. But the faith that is produced by the 
power of God can never be overthrown. God protects it from 
apostasy and sustains it through storms, according to 1 Peter 
1:5, until the final day of redemption.  
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• Are you concerned that people’s faith truly rests on 
Christ? 

• How do you know if your faith rests on well-grounded 
evidence and the power of God? 

Ask yourself, what are you relying on for your soul’s 
salvation? Your works or His work? Your attendance or His 
atonement? Your efforts or His Person and work? If you are 
depending upon Christ, then evidence of that dependence 
will follow.  

Jesus said in John 10:27-29—“My sheep listen to My voice, 
and I know them, and they follow Me; 28 and I give 
them eternal life, and they will never perish; and no one will 
snatch them out of My hand. 29 My Father, who has 
given them to Me, is greater than all; and no one is able to 
snatch them out of the Father’s hand.” 

APPLICATION 
How can we cultivate this deep core concern like the Apostle 
Paul had? John R.W. Stott suggests…. 

• The first step is to humbly acknowledge our desperate 
need for it! 

• The second step is to make living holy lives our daily 
priority—the church is looking for better methods, but 
God is looking for better men. Only when holiness 
becomes our burning passion can we legitimately expect 
the Spirit of God to come upon us with the power Paul 
knew. 
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My faith has found a resting place, 
Not in device nor creed. 
I trust the ever-living One 
His wounds for me shall plead. 

I need no other argument.  
I need no other plea. 
It is enough that Jesus died, 
And that He died for me. 

Enough for me that Jesus saves, 
This ends my fear and doubt; 
A sinful soul, I come to Him 
He’ll never cast me out. 

I need no other argument. 
I need no other plea. 
It is enough that Jesus died 
And that He died for me.  2

 E.E. Hewitt, My Faith Has Found a Resting Place2
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