
The Natural Man, The Spiritual Man  
And the Things of the Spirit of God 

 
1 Corinthians 2:14-15 
But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he 
cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised. But he who is spiritual appraises all 
things, yet he himself is appraised by no one. 

 
The Common Interpretation & An Interpretive Alternative 

 
The verses above are generally interpreted to mean that the man outside of Christ, that is, the “Adamic 
man”, cannot in and of himself either receive or understand the scriptures, but; that only “he who is 
spiritual”, that is, the man in Christ who has received the Spirit of God is able to both receive and 
comprehend them. But perhaps to be more specific, the accepted technical meaning of the text is not that 
“natural man” cannot through study and exegesis gain any understanding whatsoever of the word of God; 
but that apart from the Spirit and its regenerative work, man is unable to both harmonize/systematize and 
communicate/articulate what he has understood through research and study. In other words, in the field 
of theology, the “natural man” void of the Spirit is unable to attain to the level of harmonious and synergistic 
understanding as he who has been enlightened by the Spirit. However, is this what the passage teaches? 
This is the question that we will now begin to explore. 
 
To begin, consider the following: If a general understanding of scripture can in fact be gained by the 
“natural man” through diligent and principled exegesis (determination), then why should he not be able to 
both harmonize/systematize (assimilate) and communicating/articulating (reproduce) what he has rightly 
understood?1 Furthermore, does not historical reality testify to the fact the natural man can and does 
accomplish these tasks, and in some ways, better than he who is spiritual?2 This is not a case of placing logic 
over inspiration, but of harmonizing reality with the truth of the word of God. By honoring the immediate 
context and by allowing scripture to comment on scripture, this article challenges the traditional and 
prevailing interpretation of the passage cited above and provides a sound interpretive alternative. 
 
It is our position that in the context of 1 Corinthians 2:14-15 the “natural man” refers not to every man in 
Adam, nor does “he who is spiritual” refer to every man in Christ, neither does “the things of the Spirit of 
God” refer to the scriptures in a general or overall sense. Rather, what Paul has in mind is a contrast between 
the wisdom of the Jews according to the spirit of that age, and the wisdom of the apostles according to the 
spirit of the age to come in relation to the manner of the fulfillment of the Old Testament promises. In other 
words, the “natural man” are those Jew who seek to understand the fulfillment their promises in a manner 
that is according to the flesh, contrary to the preaching of Paul and the apostles. Those who persisted in the 
wisdom of that age and rejected the wisdom of God concerning the spiritual fulfillment of their promises, 
could neither accept nor understand “the things of the Spirit of God”. 
 
 

																																																								
1 Abraham Kuyper, Encyclopedia of sacred Theology: Its Principles (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1898), 568-570. 
2 A great example of this is seen in the works of Albert Schweitzer. Although not a Christian (he did not believe that 
Jesus had been raised from the dead), Schweitzer well understood that Jesus and his disciples expected the coming of 
the Son of Man in his kingdom to be an imminent event; something that many who are “spiritual” continue to fail to 
understand. 
 
 
 



Natural & Spiritual in Context 
 
In 1 Corinthians 2, Paul says that his coming to the Corinthians to proclaim the testimony of God was not 
in “superiority of speech or of wisdom” but in “demonstration of the Spirit and power” (2:1,4). The reason 
for this Paul says, was that so their faith would not “rest on the wisdom of men, but on the power of God” 
(2:5). This “wisdom of men” of which Paul refers corresponds to the “cleverness of speech”, the “wisdom of 
the wise”, and the “wisdom of the world” employed by the “debater of this age” (1:17-20). As the letter 
continues, this worldly wisdom which on some level was common to both Jew and Greek (1:21-24) becomes 
applied exclusively to the former, specifically to the leaders and rulers of the people. 
 
Paul contrasts the wisdom of the apostles (“we speak God’s wisdom in a mystery”) which God had 
predestined to be revealed before the ages, with the wisdom of “this age” employed by the “rulers of this 
age” who were at that time “passing away”. That the “rulers of this age” referred to the Jewish rulers within 
Judaism, and the “wisdom of this age” to the earthly/natural understanding of those Jews in relation to the 
fulfillment of their promises is made clear when Paul says: 
 

“Yet we do speak wisdom among those who are mature; a wisdom, however, not of this age nor of the rulers 
of this age, who are passing away; but we speak God’s wisdom in a mystery, the hidden wisdom which 
God predestined before the ages to our glory; which none of the rulers of this age had understood; for if they 
had understood it they would not have crucified the Lord of glory” (2:6-8) 

 
Both Peter and Paul were adamant that the “rulers of this age” who crucified the “Lord of glory” were the 
Jews of their generation. 
 
In Acts 2:22-23 Peter says: 
 

Men of Israel, listen to these words: Jesus the Nazarene, a man attested to you by God with miracles 
and wonders and signs which God performed through Him in your midst, just as you yourselves 
know; this man delivered over by the predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God, you nailed to a 
cross by the hands of godless men and put Him to death. 

 
Acts 3:13-15,17 Peter continues: 
 

The God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of our fathers, has glorified His servant Jesus, the 
one whom you delivered and disowned in the presence of Pilate, when he had decided to release Him. But you 
disowned the Holy and Righteous One and asked for a murderer to be granted to you, but put to 
death the Prince of life, the one whom God raised from the dead, a fact to which we are witnesses…. 
And now, brethren, I know that you acted in ignorance, just as your rulers did also. 

 
And, in Acts 4:8-10 Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit says: 
 

…. Rulers and elders of the people, if we are on trial today for a benefit done to a sick man, as to how 
this man has been made well, let it be known to all of you and to all the people of Israel, that by the name 
of Jesus Christ the Nazarene, whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead, by this this man stands 
here before you in good health. 

 
And finally, in Acts 13:26-28 Paul says: 
 

Brethren, sons of Abraham’s family, and those among you who fear God, to us the message of this 
salvation has been sent. For those who live in Jerusalem, and their rulers, recognizing neither Him nor 



the utterances of the prophets which are read every Sabbath, fulfilled these by condemning Him. And though they found 
no ground for putting Him to death, they asked Pilate that He be executed. 

 
Paul’s point in 1 Corinthians 2 was to establish the contrast between the “natural” wisdom of the leaders of 
Old Covenant Israel and the “spiritual” and hidden wisdom of God as expressed through the preaching of 
the apostles. This contrast becomes lucid in verses 8-10 where Paul says: 
 

The wisdom which none of the rulers of this age has understood; for if they had understood it they would not 
have crucified the Lord of glory; but just as it is written, “things which eye has not seen and ear has 
not heard, and which have not entered the heart of man, all that God has prepared for those who 
love Him.” For to us God revealed them through the Spirit; for the Spirit searches all things, even the depths of God. 

 
Thus, the “us” in verse 10 does not refer to all Christians in general, but to the apostles3 to whom the Spirit 
had revealed “all that God had prepared for those who love Him”. This was the “hidden wisdom of God”, 
the mystery of Christ, as revealed through preaching of the apostles. In contrast, the “rulers of this age” 
were the leaders within Jewry who through their natural wisdom (their understanding of the promises apart 
from the apostle’s interpretation) had failed to understand the spiritual nature of fulfillment. Their affections 
were set on the things of the earth (a natural and earthly fulfillment) and not on the things from above (the 
spiritual fulfillment in Christ).4  
 
In the following verses, Paul reaches the climax of his contrast. The “we” and “us” refer to Paul and the 
apostles who speak “words taught by the Spirit”, while the “him” and “he” refer to the Jewish rulers of that 
age, the “natural man”, who is void of spiritual apostolic discernment. 
 
1 Corinthians 2:12-14 
Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, so that we may know the 
things freely given to us by God, which things we also speak, not in words taught by human wisdom, but in 
those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words. But a natural man does not 
accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them, 
because they are spiritually appraised. 
 

Summary of Conclusions 
 
By honoring the immediate context of these verses and by allowing scripture to interpret scripture, we arrive 
at the following conclusions concerning 1 Corinthians 2:14-15: 
 

1. The “rulers of this age” were the first century rulers of Judaism who crucified Jesus the Christ. 
 

2. The “wisdom of this age” refers not to the musings of unregenerate men in general, but the natural 
(carnal) understanding of the Jews apart from the apostolic wisdom of the apostles, as it relates to 
the nature of the fulfillment of their promises. 

 
3. The “things of the Spirit of God” refers neither to the bible as a whole, nor to a systematic understanding 

of theology, but to the hidden wisdom of God concerning the spiritual nature of the fulfillment of 
the promises in Christ, as revealed through the preaching of the apostles. 

																																																								
3 The “us” in 2:10 corresponds to the “we” in 2:7 and the “us” in 4:1. This is clearly a reference to the apostolic 
ministry of Paul and the other apostles.  
4 Colossians 3:2. 



4. The “natural man” refers not to unregenerate mankind in general, but to the unregenerate first 
century Jew who rejected the wisdom of God through the preaching of the apostles and thus failed 
to both accept and understand the fulfillment of his promises in Christ. 

 
5. Finally, “he who is spiritual” refers not to all who belong to Christ and have received his Spirit, but 

to the first century apostles alone. It was to them whom God revealed all that he had prepared for 
them that love Him (2:9). It was them that spoke the wisdom of God in a “mystery” (2:7). And it 
was them who taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts (hidden in the Old Testament 
scriptures) with spiritual words (expressed through the preaching of the gospel) (2:13). For it was 
they who had the mind of Christ (2:16). 

 
It is my conviction that Paul’s primary point throughout this passage was not that all men outside of the 
covenant of Christ are unable to understand the scriptures in a synergistic, systematic, and even a spiritual 
fashion. But, that the Jews who persisted in understanding the fulfillment of their promises in an earthly and 
natural manner would never be willing to accept or able to understand their true and spiritual meaning. 
Until the end of that Old Covenant age, the “wisdom of that age” which belonged to the “rulers of that 
age” continued to blind the Jews of that age to the eternal “wisdom of God”, concerning “all that God had 
prepared for those who love Him.” 


