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1st Corinthians 1: 18-31 
 
 Those of you…those of you who worshipped here at Trinity last Sunday: 
you may recall that I left us with something of a question: a question that I 
permitted to remain hanging in mid-air.  That question involved the Cross: the 
Cross of Jesus Christ.  Based on what we had heard seven days 
ago…powerfully reinforced this morning…it’s pretty safe to claim that for Paul, far 
more articulate than any human eloquence, far wiser than any human wisdom, 
and far stronger than any merely human strength, stands the Cross of Jesus 
Christ.  And the obvious question, of course, involves the basis of that claim.  
What is Paul driving at, when he insists that God—in and through the Cross—
reveals God’s foolishness as wiser than human wisdom, God’s weakness as 
stronger than human strength?  What in the world is he driving at? 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
 Let’s begin…let’s begin by acknowledging that this claim, made here by 
Paul, represents not merely one aspect of the Gospel, but in many ways the 
defining heart of the Gospel.  And I realize, full well, that the assertion I am 
making here, runs counter to our mainline Protestant tendency to place the 
emphasis elsewhere.  I strongly agree that God is love…and that the Gospel of 
Jesus Christ, whatever else it represents, represents a stirring statement of that 
love.  And yet: when we seek to comprehend the depth of that love, we who 
follow Christ tend to be pointed in the direction of the Cross.  Similarly…similarly, 
we rightly emphasize the need for Christians to respond whole-heartedly to the 
good news of the Gospel: to seek justice, to love kindness, and to walk humbly 
with our God. That too is central to our faith: and yet such justice, kindness and 
humility are generally exemplified best, by those who have come to place their 
trust in the justice, kindness and humility God has shown us in Christ.  In short, 
our starting point is Jesus…and his Cross is at the heart of everything we will 
come to know of him.  Let’s establish that much at the outset.  Nevertheless! 

 
 Let’s also establish that the Cross, so understood, can make us 
extraordinarily uncomfortable: for it raises a host of questions for us, questions 
that are not easily answered.  Above all: understanding the Cross in the way in 
which Paul here understands the Cross, means accepting—at least as a 
provisional thesis—the very real possibility that God was implicated in the death 
of Jesus.  That’s a bridge many of us are reluctant to traverse.  It’s one thing to 
say that the Jewish religious leadership conspired to bring Christ’s ministry to a 
close.  It’s one thing to further note that one of his own followers betrayed him, 
and most of the others abandoned him.  Finally, it’s one thing to say that the 



Roman authorities had their own reasons for putting an end to the career of one 
more Jewish rabble-rouser, especially one whose followers regarded him as a 
would-be Messiah!  But it’s something entirely different to claim—as the central 
Christian teaching has claimed for pretty much the past 2000 years—that God 
made use of these human actors, to accomplish God’s own purposes: in short, 
that Paul is entirely correct to insist that we can behold, in the Cross of Jesus 
Christ, God at work in our midst.  God’s foolishness wiser than our wisdom!  
God’s weakness stronger than our strength!  Those are monumental claims, and 
we struggle with them!  And yes: given the extent to which human beings differ 
from their Maker…given that our ways are not God’s ways and that our thoughts 
are not God’s thoughts, how could we not struggle with the Cross of Jesus 
Christ? 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
 Well: suffice it to say that it is not my job, this morning, to sell you on a 
fully fleshed-out theology of the Cross.  Perhaps more Christian theological ink 
has been spilled on this topic, than on any other.   Were I to attempt to begin 
unpacking even a handful of the theories of the Cross—theories of atonement—
that have been weighed and pondered within the life of the Christian faith 
community over the centuries, trust me: we’d be ordering in pizzas about an hour 
from now!  But what I do want to do…with the time remaining to me…what I do 
wish to explore, are two aspects of Paul’s particular emphasis in this section of 
the letter…this section of his First Letter to the Church at Corinth. 

 
 And yes, alas: the first of those two aspects involves a word we don’t 
particularly fancy in our particular branch of the Church, namely the word 
“judgment”.  And yet: however else we regard Paul’s words here…it’s hard to 
ignore the fact that he regards the Cross as the means through which God is 
casting a pretty severe judgment on the whole human enterprise.  Think about it!  
He regards the Cross as an act of folly that is wiser than human wisdom…and as 
an act of weakness which is stronger than human strength.  But then he goes 
further…he goes further and makes the point that Jews, in particular, crave 
demonstrations of God’s strength: we call such demonstrations “signs”.  And then 
he adds the further point that it is the Greeks who crave demonstrations of God’s 
unmatched insights: we call such demonstrations wisdom.  And yet the Cross, or 
so Paul insists, puts such “signs” and such “wisdom” to shame…and therein, I 
think, he gets us to the very heart of the judgment…the far from benign 
judgment…God pronounces and reveals through the Cross of Jesus Christ. 
Here’s why all of that is so terribly illuminating. 

 
 The Crucifixion of Jesus takes place at the crossroads of three of the most 
remarkable civilizations the world has ever known.  If you have ever studied 
ancient cultural history, you will obviously spend significant time learning about 
India and China. But as you move west, three cultures in particular will likely 
occupy the lion’s share of your time.  In terms of the pursuit we call philosophy, 



you’ll be asked to familiarize yourself with the ancient Greeks: with names such 
as Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, individuals who still provide the fountainhead for 
all subsequent philosophic engagement.  In terms of the pursuit we call religion, 
you’ll be asked to familiarize yourself with the ways of ancient Israel: you will 
learn of a people whose legacy includes a stubborn insistence on God’s 
oneness, a oneness manifested—at least in part—through the signs God 
displayed through Moses, in liberating a motley collection of slaves from 
bondage, and forging them—against all odds—into a united people.  And 
finally—Paul doesn’t go here, but he most certainly could have gone here—
having studied the contributions of the ancient Hebrews and the ancient Greeks, 
you will probably then go on to study the contributions of the ancient Romans, 
and will likely learn two things about the Romans.  First, you’ll be told that they 
were far less creative than the Greeks, and that the best aspects of their culture 
were borrowed from the Greeks.  But next, you’ll be told that the one area in 
which the Romans did outdo themselves, was in the area of law: that the Roman 
legal code continues to influence us in much the same way that Hebraic religious 
insight and Greek philosophical insight continue to influence us.  And all of 
that…all of that is true.  But now think about all of that for a moment. 

 
 Take the profound religious insight of ancient Israel, add to it the profound 
culture and thought of ancient Greece, and set all of that within a world governed 
by Roman law.  Blend that together—shake and stir—and what do you get?  
Well, you get a dying Messiah hanging on a tree.  And the point, of course—and 
the reason the divine judgment that is spoken from Golgotha pierces so deeply—
is that it is a judgment that takes place not at an intersection where human 
culture is at its worst, but at an intersection where human culture is at its most 
rarefied!  And yes: if you want to see something similarly at play closer to our 
own era, think of the Holocaust: and remember that the same culture that gave 
us Auschwitz is the culture that gave us Bach and Beethoven, Goethe and 
Schiller, Kant and Hegel, Einstein and Mendel.  The stark truth of the Cross…the 
judgment on display in the Cross…is that of a human race in which even the best 
and the brightest are capable of engineering horror, capable of finding 
themselves complicit in cruelty and neglect.  Hardly surprising…hardly surprising 
that so many of us find ways to absent ourselves from worship on that most 
peculiar of days: the one we so oddly christen as “Good Friday”.  Perhaps for 
many of us the reminders are too painful, too stark, too sharp.  What is broken in 
human brokenness, is broken indeed.  What is broken in human brokenness 
begins right here: with you, with me, with us. 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
 I need to be honest at this juncture.  I need to be clear on something.   

 
 If that’s all there were to the Christian message—the Christian 
proclamation, the Christian Gospel—I wouldn’t be standing here this morning.  I 
wouldn’t, quite frankly, even be in the room.  I’d be someplace else.  Because if 



the final word of the Cross were a word of judgment, then quite frankly, I would 
see no need to promulgate that word in any way, shape or form.  Human life is 
hard enough without continually being reminded that the reason human life is 
hard, is because we’re all a bunch of fools and bullies!  I would want no part of 
that particular enterprise.  And yes, let me push that point a wee bit further. 
Because the sad truth is that the Church…far too often…has permitted the word 
of God’s judgment—which is to say the word of human brokenness and sin—the 
Church has far too often permitted that word to be the first and the last word, the 
alpha and omega of the message we have shared with the world!  And when we 
do that…when we leave the impression that God’s judgment is God’s final Word 
to us, we betray the Gospel…we betray the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  And let me 
share with you the place…the place in this first chapter of 1st Corinthians, where 
Paul makes that point abundantly clear. 

 
 Think back…think back to last Sunday, when Paul was trying to convince 
the Corinthians not to place too much stock in their loyalty to particular leaders: 
not even too much stock in Paul’s own leadership as founder of the community.  
Remember that Paul, in the midst of making that point, asks them three essential 
questions.  “Is Christ divided?”  That was the first question.  “Were you baptized 
in the name of Paul?”  That was the final question.  But it’s the middle question I 
want to focus on right now:  “Was Paul crucified for you?”  And, of course, the 
answer to all three of those questions is a resounding no: Christ is not divided!  
They were not baptized in the name of Paul!  And Paul was not crucified for 
them!  But that’s not the point I want to pursue right now.  No.  What I want us to 
consider is that wee little preposition…as in:  “Was Paul crucified for you?”  In 
other words, “Was Paul crucified on your behalf?”  After all: he could have 
phrased that question by simply asking:  “Was Paul crucified?”  The preposition 
“for” is entirely optional as Paul makes his case that Christ’s role is infinitely more 
basic than that of any of the Church leaders, including Paul himself.  But Paul 
instinctively adds the “for”: reflexively asks: “Was Paul crucified for you?”  “Was 
Paul crucified on your behalf?”, doing so, I suspect, because he cannot help 
but phrase it in that way.  Why?  Because at the core of his most basic conviction 
about Jesus Christ, is the conviction—as he puts it in another of his letters to the 
Corinthians—that “God was in Christ reconciling the world to Himself.” In short: 
that God was in Christ making peace with the world, seeking to bless and heal 
the world, seeking to assure us that there is nothing we can think, or say or do 
that will put us beyond the outreach of God’s undying and unyielding love. 

 
 And no: as I said at the outset, this is not a morning on which we’re going 
to attempt to “explain” how that is true: the mechanism by which the Cross 
accomplishes what Paul claims it accomplishes.  What is required here isn’t 
explanation but proclamation: proclamation of a love that no judgment can 
obscure, of a love that sees the stark truth about humanity but refuses to permit 
the truth to serve as anything other than a starting point, starting point for a 
rescue operation undertaken by a God so stubbornly determined, that He is 
prepared to undertake any risk, endure any trial, embrace any heartbreak…in 



order to set the children free…in order to bring the wanderers home…in order to 
point us to that time when God and God’s love will be all in all. 

 
 For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach 
Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who 
are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of 
God.  For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of God is 
stronger than men! 

 
 In Jesus’ name.  Amen! 


