
“Humbled by Choice” (1 Corinthians 1:26-31) 
 
This is a busy time for our high school seniors. Many of them are applying to different colleges and 
universities. This can be a very competitive process. Consequently, we tell our young people that before 
they apply to a particular school, they need to find out what the admissions committee is looking for when 
they evaluate prospective students. Is it grades? Test scores? Personal references? Work experience? 
Extracurricular activities? Creative ability? All of the above? Whatever it is, you’d better know what it is 
and you’d better make sure you’ve got what they want before you turn in your application.1 
 
What sort of people does God look for when He gets ready to populate heaven? If heaven has an 
admissions committee, what qualifications do committee members look for? God’s admission committee 
is different than any other that we have ever considered, for God’s thoughts are not like our thoughts, nor 
are His ways like our ways (Isa 55:8). What types of people does God choose for His family? God 
chooses those that have nothing to brag about. In 1 Cor 1:26-31,2 Paul is going to pull the rug out from 
underneath us and turn our thinking upside down. First, he is going to tell us that… 
  
1. God’s choice eliminates self-esteem (1:26-29). In 1:26 Paul writes, “For 3 consider your calling, 
brethren, that there were4 not many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble.” 
Paul begins by taking the Corinthians back to their spiritual roots. He reminds them of who they were not 
when God saved them. The word “consider” is the first imperative in this book. Thus, this is a key verse. 
Paul commands the Corinthians to consider or contemplate their calling.5 The word “calling” refers to 
their position in the world when they first believed in Christ.6 This issue of calling is important to Paul 
(cf. 1:1, 2, 9, 24). He believes that in order to become a Christian you must respond to God’s call. 
Likewise, if you are a Christian today, it is because you have answered God’s call.  
 
Two weeks ago, I met with Ryan Davis to talk to him about baptism. Ryan is an eight-year-old boy in our 
congregation. I asked him how he became a Christian. He told me that God called him. I said, “Excuse 
me?” I’m used to hearing a lot of things, but this isn’t one of them. As I probed further it became clear 
that, like Samuel, Ryan heard the Lord calling him. As a result of God’s call, Ryan believed in the One 
who was calling him. While this may sound peculiar to you, this is exactly what God does. He calls men, 
women, and children to Himself.  
 
Since Paul will have some difficult things to say, he addresses the Corinthians as “brethren” (cf. 1:10). He 
then shares with his readers “that there were not many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not 
many noble.”  
 

• First of all, the Corinthians were not academically elite (“wise”). They were not wise according to 
a worldly standard. There were some from the educated classes in Corinth, but most of the people 
in the church were uneducated.  

 
• Second, the Corinthians were not political movers and shakers (“mighty”). The word translated 

“mighty” referred to the ruling class of a society. There were some in the church who were 
politically involved in the city, but most of the church members in Corinth had no influence in 
Corinth’s political power structure.  

 
• Finally, the Corinthians were not from well-to-do families (“noble”). Not many had what the 

world calls “good breeding.” By and large, most of them were from the lower ranks of society, 
including the slave class.7 

 



What Paul is saying to the Corinthians is, “You know what sort of people you were when God called you 
out of sinful darkness into the light of salvation. You know that He didn’t accept you as His child because 
you were brilliant or wealthy or powerful, because most of you weren’t at all. And those of you whose 
lives were defined that way were saved in spite of those positions, not because of them. If anything, they 
were obstacles between you and God’s grace.” The reality is that position and wealth and influence really 
can be hindrances, keeping people from the sense of need that leads to salvation.  
 
In a sense, Paul holds up a mirror and says, “Take a good look. What do you see?” If the Corinthians were 
honest, they didn’t see many impressive people. They saw ordinary men and women from unimpressive 
backgrounds whose lives had been utterly transformed by Jesus Christ. There is an important message 
here if we care to receive it. God prefers losers. When God calls people to His family, He intentionally 
chooses those whom the world rejects. He prefers the weak over the strong, the forgotten over the famous, 
and the nobodies over the somebodies. He starts with the people the world chooses last. He actually 
prefers to choose the weak instead of the strong.  
 
It’s not as if God intends to take equal numbers from every social class in the world. And it’s definitely 
not true that God populates the church from the upper classes but sprinkles in a few from the lower 
classes. The opposite is closer to the truth. God populates His church with the rejects of the world and 
then sprinkles in a few wealthy and powerful people. He prefers losers. God deliberately chooses the 
forgotten of the world and He prefers the company of the poor. He loves to save the uneducated, the 
foolish, the addicted, the broken, the downcast, and the imprisoned. In short, He specializes in saving 
those whom the world counts as nothing.8 
 
Before we move to our final point this morning, I wonder if there might be someone here asking the 
question, “If God chooses down-and-outers, is there any place for the famous, the wealthy, or the brilliant 
in the family of God?” The answer is definitely, “Yes!” Notice carefully that 1:26 does not say, “Not any 
of you were wise, not any were influential, not any were of noble birth,” but rather not many. Thank God 
for the letter “M.” Thank God for the athletes, musicians, and actors who have became Christians, but 
God’s Word tells us we should never expect the Church to be filled with such people.  
 
Have you forgotten your calling? Memory can be a blessing or a curse. In the spiritual life, it can be very 
healthy to remember what life was like before we met Jesus. If you remember where you started, you’ll 
appreciate much more the grace of God that has brought you to where you are today. Do you remember 
where you came from? Do you recall what you were doing when God saved you from yourself? God 
chooses those that have nothing to brag about.  
 
[Now that Paul has reminded the Corinthians of who they were not, Paul goes on to inform them of who 
they were.]  
 
In 1:27-29, Paul transitions with a strong contrast. He writes, “but God has chosen the foolish things9 of 
the world10 to shame the wise,11 and God has chosen the weak things of the world to shame the 
things which are strong, and the base things of the world and the despised God has chosen, the 
things that are not,12 so that He may nullify the things that are, so that no man may boast13 before 
God.”14 Three times in 1:27-28, Paul writes that “God has chosen.” This is the doctrine of sovereign 
choice—the biblical doctrine of election. These words mean exactly what they seem to mean. If we have 
a problem with them, the problem does not rest in the Greek text or the English translation. We may not 
like the idea that God chooses whom He will save, but that’s exactly the meaning of these words. There 
are no naturally born children of God; all are adopted. They are children by choice, never by accident. 
Ultimately, we do not become Christians because of an independent decision we have made; rather, even 
the initial part of our becoming believers comes as a result of an inner call from God, rooted in His love 
and undeserved grace (cf. also 7:20).15  



Consider the implication of the text. When the world throws a party, the beautiful people are always 
invited. They rent a nightclub and hire a security team to keep the ordinary people out. Only the “in 
crowd” makes it past the rope line. Helicopters circle overhead and the paparazzi strain to a get a picture 
they can sell to People magazine. It’s all about who shows up and who is wearing what kind of dress, and 
trying to match this man with that woman. That’s how the world throws a party. But God does it 
differently. God chooses those that have nothing to brag about. 

God chooses people that no one would invite to a party. He includes those who would normally be 
excluded. He does this so that He can subvert, invert, and convert human values.16 He shames the wise, 
He shames the strong, and He “reduces to nothing” (NRSV) the things that are impressive to our world. 
Why does God do this? God chooses the despised so that no man or woman can boast before Him. God is 
a jealous God and will not share His glory with anyone (cf. Isa 42:8).  

Mensa is an organization whose members have an IQ of 140 or higher. A few years ago, there was a 
Mensa convention in San Francisco, and several members lunched at a local café. While dining, they 
discovered that their saltshaker contained pepper and their peppershaker was full of salt. How could they 
swap the contents of the bottles without spilling, and using only the implements at hand? Clearly this was 
a job for Mensa! The group debated and presented ideas, and finally came up with a brilliant solution 
involving a napkin, a straw, and an empty saucer. They called the waitress over to dazzle her with their 
solution. “Ma’am,” they said, “we couldn’t help but notice that the peppershaker contains salt and the 
saltshaker pepper.” “Oh,” the waitress interrupted. “Sorry about that.” She unscrewed the caps of both 
bottles and switched them.17  
 
This is how God works! He likes to shame those who are wise and strong. God used trumpets to bring 
down the walls of Jericho. He reduced Gideon’s army from 32,000 to 300 to rout the armies of Midian 
(Judges 7:1-25). He used an ox goad in the hand of Shamgar to defeat the Philistines. With the jawbone of 
a donkey He enabled Samson to defeat a whole army. And Jesus fed over 5,000 with nothing more than a 
few loaves and fishes.18 
 
God does these types of miracles to humble humankind so that no one can take credit for anything! 
Augustine, when asked what were the three most important virtues, replied, “Humility, humility, 
humility.”19 Truly, that is God’s heart for you and me. He wants us to daily recognize that we have 
nothing to brag about before Him. Rather, we are completely indebted to Him.  
 
[God’s choice eliminates self-esteem…but now we will also see that…] 
 
2. God’s choice demands Christ-esteem (1:30-31). Paul closes chapter one with these words: “But by 
His doing you are in Christ Jesus, who became to us wisdom from God,20 and righteousness and 
sanctification, and redemption, 31 so that, just as it is written, ‘LET HIM WHO BOAST S, BOAST 
IN THE LORD’” 21 (1:30-31). It is “by His doing” (lit. “of Him”) that you are “in Christ Jesus.”22 He is 
both the source and the cause of the Corinthians being in Christ.23 The believer is described here very 
simply as one who is “in Christ.” You know, you can’t be any closer to something than “in it.” That’s our 
position as born again believers.24 God the Father sees you and me as a part of His Son. This is just one of 
many reasons a believer can’t lose his or her salvation—the believer is one with Christ.  
 
This phrase (“But by His doing you are in Christ Jesus”) explains the previous verses: “If things that were 
not have now become something, it is due to God alone.” The crucified Christ becomes the manifestation 
of God’s wisdom, which here refers to God’s long-established plan for the world’s salvation (cf. 1:21; 
2:7; Eph 3:10).25 In Him, believers receive true wisdom: the wisdom of the cross and all its benefits—
right standing before God (“righteousness”), moral cleansing (“holiness”), and rescue from slavery to sin 
(“redemption”).26 These three words describe the fruit of God’s wisdom in Christ.27 Let me explain.  



• We’ve been given God’s righteousness. God is perfectly righteous because He is totally as He 
should be. He can’t vary from His rightness. And when we trust His Son, He shares His Son’s 
righteousness with us. He makes us right with Him, right within ourselves, and right with other 
people.  

 
• We’ve received God’s sanctification. We’ve been set apart and made holy, both positionally and 

practically. This is the daily manifestation of the Christ-like character that has been placed into 
us. The character of Christ is gradually revealed in us more and more the longer we’re in 
relationship with Him, as we learn how to handle life according to God’s wisdom. We’ll become 
more patient, more loving, more insightful, and more courageous. It’s a wonderful lifelong 
process. 

 
• We’ve received God’s redemption. To redeem means to buy something back. God, through 

Christ, has purchased us from the power of sin. It’s because of Christ’s redeeming work on the 
cross that we have eternal life. God chooses those that have nothing to brag about. 

 
Paul writes because of these wonderful gifts, we can boast.28 Christians can properly boast, not in their 
own achievements, but in the Lord (1:31), as in Jer 9:24, the verse Paul quotes here.29 This quote 
interestingly follows a verse that declares, “Let not the wise man boast of his wisdom or the strong man 
boast of his strength or the rich man boast of his riches” (Jer 9:23). And those are precisely the three 
categories Paul has enunciated in 1 Cor 1:26.4  
 
However, please note that in Jer 9:23 the Lord is Yahweh, but in 1:31 it is Jesus. Paul is saying, “We can 
boast but we must boast in Christ.” May our boast be not in what we do for Christ but in what Christ does 
for us. When it comes to salvation we contribute nothing but the sin that makes it necessary to be saved. 
God does the rest. God chooses whom He pleases, and He does so by choosing those whom the world 
overlooks. The reason God does what He does is to demonstrate that He alone is the source of our 
salvation. Thus, if we believe what this passage teaches it will change the way we look at ourselves, and it 
will change the way we talk about ourselves. Some of us talk so much about ourselves that we hardly talk 
about the Lord at all. Our real problem is the vast difference between our view and God’s view. 
 
Now, you may be thinking this is a nice sermon, but it further demonstrates that I will never amount to 
anything. Even though I am chosen by God and included in His plan, I still feel like a nobody. If you 
think you are too small to be effective, you have never been in bed with a mosquito.30 I want to assure you 
that God has you right where He wants you. If you feel average, weak, and foolish, God can use you. 
Those people that He has used the most are those that have plenty of sin and weakness.  
 

• Noah: Rejected from society. Built an ark for 120 years and had no converts.  
• Abraham:  Offered to share his own wife with another man, not once but twice. 
• Joseph: Ostracized by his dysfunctional family; possesses a prison record. 
• Moses: A modest and meek man, but poor communicator, even stuttering at times. Murderer. 
• David: Affair with his neighbor’s wife; murdered her husband to avoid charges. 
• Elijah:  Prone to depression—collapses under pressure. 
• Jeremiah: Emotionally unstable, alarmist, negative, always lamenting things. 
• Hosea: Wife became a prostitute. 
• Peter: Aggressive, hot-tempered fisherman, loose cannon who denied Christ. 

 
Ordinary people of faith can do extraordinary things for God if they eliminate self-esteem and put on Christ 
esteem. God chooses those that have nothing to brag about but Him. 
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Scripture Reference  
1 Corinthians 1:26-31 
Jeremiah 9:23-24 
Deuteronomy 7:1-11 
Matthew 11:25-27 
James 2:1-13 
Ephesians 2:8-9 
2 Corinthians 10:12-18 
 
Study Questions  
1. When did I first sense that I was being called by God (1:26)? How did I respond? What was my life like before 

I believed in Christ? How has God changed my life since that point? Is it easy to recall who I once was before 
Christ? How does this humble me today?  

 
2. Why does God choose the members of His family (1:27-29)? Why does He choose the people He does? How 

does this make me feel? What should my natural response be to God’s gracious choice?  
 
3. Can I define the words “righteousness,” “sanctification,” and “redemption” (1:30)? If so, what do these words 

mean to me? How can I apply each of these terms to my own life experience? How would I explain them to my 
child?  

 
4. What have I boasted in during the course of my life (1:29, 31)? How has this boasting brought displeasure to 

God? Why is it so difficult to boast in the Lord? In Jeremiah 9:23-24 the Lord declares, “If people want to 
boast, they should boast about this: They should boast that they understand and know me. They should boast 
that they know and understand that I, the LORD, act out of faithfulness, fairness, and justice in the earth and 
that I desire people to do these things” (NET). Who do I know who exemplifies this passage? What can I learn 
from him or her? How can I become a man or woman who boasts in the Lord? How can I avoid artificial 
spirituality and exude authentic humility?  
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