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The wisdom of the Cross * 1 Corinthians 1:17-24 
Langford Community Church * January 15, 2017 * Graham Gladstone 
 
I’m excited this morning to be starting into a sermon series based on Paul’s first letter to the 
Corinthian church called ‘Keeping up with the Corinthians.’  I expect that we will spend a few 
weeks in Corinth and then go to the OT for a few weeks and then pick up Corinthians again in 
time for Easter. 
 
Here’s why I’m excited to go into First Corinthians: the church at Corinth faced a problem that 
we face today.  They were so influenced by the culture around them, that there was nothing 
distinctly different about them as Christians.  Their lives were shaped more by their culture 
than by the events of the Gospel and so Paul writes to this church to help them think about 
how life is different in light of the Cross. 
 
So it gives us the opportunity to talk about conflict and love and family and singleness because 
those are all topics that Paul brings up as he encourages the believers in Corinth to turn down 
the volume on the world around them and to turn UP their awareness of God’s love for them. 
 
Some of you will recognize in that name an echo of a show on TV – Keeping up with the 
Kardashians – and I first I was going to use the name just b/c it sounded the same – 
Corinthian/Kardashian – but as I thought about it, the Kardashians provide a really neat symbol 
for the city of Corinth.  When you think about the Kardashians – Kim Kardashian and her sisters, 
Kanye West, the Jenner sisters, Caitlyn (formerly Bruce) Jenner, you think of power and gender 
and self-sufficiency and wealth and that really encapsulates the city of Corinth and the 
influences that the church there would have had to resist.   
 
So I’m excited to dig into First Corinthians with you to work through “how do we think about all 
these things, in our culture?” because it’s not THAT different from first century Corinth.      
 
I think it’s telling though to see that as Paul begins his letter, right off the bat, he takes them to 
the Cross.  There’s all sorts of things that he could go to – believe me, we’ll see that the church 
in Corinth had some issues – like, call Jerry Springer issues – but before he gets into the issues, 
he establishes the importance of the Cross.   
 
Now to do that, Paul launches into a pretty tightly woven argument – he does a lot of looking at 
the Cross from two point of you - so I want to give you an organizing thought that will help us to 
work through Paul’s thoughts this morning.  Let’s work through the passage, using our 
organizing thought, and then we’ll work through some of the implications for us as we apply 
this in our own lives.   
 
So here’s our big idea – 
 
While the world thinks it wise to call the Cross foolish, 
the truth is, the Cross is God’s wisdom and power.   
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He’s the first part of what Paul is saying – ‘The world thinks it wise to call the Cross foolish.’   
 
Remember that as Paul is writing this to the Corinthian church, the culture around them is not 
at all Christian.  There was no ‘keep Christ in Christmas’ campaign – they just had no idea what 
Christmas even was. 
 
So when one group of people looked at the Cross (let’s call them ‘the world’), they saw utter 
foolishness. 
 
Now Paul doesn’t here expand on what he means by ‘the Cross’ but just to be clear, let me 
jump ahead to chapter 15.  Here’s what he says about the Cross – 
 
Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on 
the third day. 
 
That’s the message of the Cross – that Christ, that is, the Saviour sent by God, died on the 
Cross, to forgive our sins, and then was raised to life again, to demonstrate His mastery over 
death.  That’s all tucked into ‘the Cross’ – we, by our own self-centred deeds separated 
ourselves from God, but in His great mercy, God sent His Son to bear the consequences that our 
sin deserved so that we could receive the blessings He deserved.   
 
One group of people heard that and said ‘that’s foolishness.’   
 
First of all, a Cross?  No god would ever submit Himself to that.  The Cross is the worst possible 
execution one could face – only slaves and traitors and low-lifes merit such an awful death.  You 
know, we’re pretty far removed from it, so ‘the Cross’ doesn’t seem like such a scandal, but it 
would be akin to the Supreme Court sentencing someone to death, then dragging them out 
behind the courtyard to be torn to bits by wild dogs, all the while broadcasting it live on 
YouTube.  That’s how awful ‘the Cross’ was to first century Corinthians.    Surely God couldn’t 
have been involved in that. 
 
Second, especially for Jews – a Cross meant God’s curse.  See they had Deuteronomy 21:23, any 
one hung on a tree was cursed by God, so how could Jesus, hanging on the Cross, have been 
acting on God’s behalf?  It just seemed like foolishness. 
 
And I’m not just making this up - There’s famous graffiti from a plaster wall in Rome – there’s a 
picture here – of a person with the head of a donkey hanging on a cross, and a person below 
him, and the inscription – ‘Alexamenos worships his god.’  Historians generally agree that this 
was meant to mock Christianity. 
 
And applying the best of human wisdom, the Cross does seem foolish.   
You don’t achieve victory by dying – you slaughter your enemies! 
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You don’t demonstrate your power by surrendering your power – you flex your muscle and 
make everyone fall in line. 
You don’t achieve your plans by going to the grave – you achieve your plans by going to any 
length necessary to do what you want to do.  Just ask Donald Trump. 
 
Human wisdom says God just wouldn’t work that way – look at verse 22. 
 
Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom. 
 
The Jews thought they knew how God should behave – Human wisdom says, when He 
appeared, He would act through His Christ, riding in on a white stallion, at the head of a 
righteous army to deliver His people from every enemy they ever faced.  They looked for 
miraculous displays of power, signs to show that God really was at work in a person who 
claimed to be sent from God. 
 
So that’s why Jesus heard that constant refrain – show us a sign, show us a miracle – give us 
proof that You were really sent from God and then we’ll listen to you.   
 
And then they heard Paul preach a Christ who was crucified and they were beside themselves.  
It was a stumbling block to them –it says in the next verse – Paul actually used the word there 
that gives us our word for scandal.  It was scandalous, preposterous, foolish, to think that God 
would act that way. 
 
The Jews demanded miraculous signs… 
 
And the Greeks looked for wisdom.   
 
You know, we have Hockey Night in Canada to bring the people together, but the Greeks loved 
theory and philosophies.  A fun night on the town was hearing philosophers debate the newest 
ideas in the town square.  They thought that by applying their critical reasoning they could get a 
handle on the spiritual realm, so when Paul showed up preaching a Christ who was crucified, 
they thought it was utter foolishness.  Again, that’s verse 23. 
 
The world thought it wise to call the Cross foolish. 
 
And you know what, even the Corinthian believers were starting to think maybe they were 
right.  Look at the Cross solely through human reason and it DOES seem kind of crazy.   
 
But then Paul sent his letter to remind them – While the world thinks it wise to call the Cross 
foolish, the truth is the Cross is God’s wisdom and power.   
 
This is a really striking point with all sorts of implications for us – God does often work 
unpredictably, in ways that the human mind finds foolish, but through those actions He 
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accomplishes marvellous things.  When the Spirit opens our eyes to it, we can see the Cross for 
what is really is – God’s means of salvation! 
 
Look again at 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. (1Co 1:18 NIV). 
 
That’s a sobering statement isn’t it?  The world judges the Cross and finds it foolish; they think 
themselves the pinnacle of human wisdom, but look at God’s assessment of the situation – 
they’re not wise, they’re perishing!  They think that can stand in judgment over God but He’s 
judging them!   
 
Pick it up in verse 19 –  
 
19 For it is written: "I will destroy the wisdom of the wise; the intelligence of the intelligent I 
will frustrate."  20 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? 
 (1Co 1:19-20 NIV). 
 
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. (1Co 1:21 
NIV). 
 
God knew that no human wisdom would ever lead a person to believe in God.  Wisdom for the 
sake of wisdom leads only to pride and to self-sufficiency.  That’s why Paul quotes the OT – “I 
will destroy the wisdom of the wise.”  Translation – I will show how foolish their wisdom 
actually is. 
 
And Paul calls out the wisest of the wise in verse 20 – the scholar or scribe – that’s the wisest 
thinker in Jewish thought and the philosopher or debater – that’s the smartest guy in Greek 
thought and says ‘next to God, they look like Kindergarten kids.’   
 
And here’s why – God has made their wisdom look foolish.   
 
See, they looked at the Cross and said – that’s foolishness! 
And yet, through the Cross, God had accomplished something that their best aspirations for 
God could never achieve. 
 
Jewish wisdom said – God rides in, saves His people from their earthly enemies, but then what?  
Plant a nice flower garden?  Israel’s history showed that whenever a godly leader road in to 
rescue God’s people, it wasn’t long before there was conflict and injustice and ANOTHER enemy 
to be rescued from. 
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Greek wisdom said – God is a force that gives meaning to the universe but what we see on 
earth is only a shadow of the real and you can only feel good about yourself by transcending 
the material realm and becoming spiritual.  Ok, but, what if I’ve lost my job?  What happens 
when I haven’t eaten for days? 
 
Human wisdom said – the Cross is a foolish way of getting things done, and yet… 
 
That foolish way of getting things done 
Defeated death. 
Forgave sin. 
Reconciled people to God. 
Guaranteed that God would forever care for His people. 
Demonstrated that, out of love, God would go to Hell and back for the benefit of His people.   
 
Kind of reorients your understanding of wisdom and foolishness doesn’t it?   
And what does verse 21 say? 
 
God was pleased through the ‘foolishness’ of what was preached to save those who believe. 
 
This meant that salvation didn’t depend upon people’s ability to figure out secret wisdom about 
God. 
It didn’t depend on your family or your race or you culture – 
 
The Cross means anyone can experience salvation simply by believing that Jesus died for their 
sin. 
 
That’s wisdom.  One commentary I read this week put it like this -  
 
"In the cross, God puts both Jew and Greek, wise and foolish, trained and untrained, on the 
same level, canceling out all human enlightenment on the subject of salvation or redemption." 
Those who know God are not to be congratulated for their astute insight and perceptive 
understanding. In finding God they were no wiser than anyone else.”   
 
Paul drives that home in verse 23 – 
 
23 but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 
 24 but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the 
wisdom of God. (1Co 1:23-24 NIV). 
 
Doesn’t matter who you are, only that you trust God, because salvation depends entirely upon 
God’s wisdom and God’s power.   
 
And Paul ties it all up with his conclusion in verse 25 –  
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25 For the foolishness of God is wiser than man's wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger 
than man's strength. (1Co 1:25 NIV). 
 
If the Cross is foolishness and the Cross accomplished salvation for anyone who would simply 
receive it by faith, then imagine what God’s WISDOM will accomplish.  God’s weakness is 
stronger than our strength.  That is good reason to rely on Him.   
 
The world thinks it wise to call the Cross foolish, but the truth is the Cross is God’s wisdom and 
power.   
 
Let’s wrap up here with a few points of application: 
 
First, if you’ve ever shared your faith with anyone and they called you crazy,  
you’re not alone and  
they’re not doing anything new.   
From the graffiti on the Roman walls to the Russian cosmonaut who returned from space and 
said ‘I looked and looked and looked but couldn’t see God up there’ people have made a 
mockery of the Christian faith.  They have called the Cross foolish. 
 
And yet, that ‘foolishness’ is the way that we are saved eternally.  It’s the way THEY could be 
saved eternally.  The Cross is God demonstrating that His so-called foolishness leaves the 
wisdom of man in the dust.   
 
Lean on the strength and the wisdom of God. 
 
Second, and this is a point that’s going to unfold over the course of our sermon series – God’s 
wisdom trumps the world’s wisdom every time.   
 
The world called the cross foolish and yet it turns out to be God’s wisdom and power. 
 
Paul’s now going to transfer that over to other areas of life and say ‘church, you’re living 
according to the wisdom of the world when it comes to this or that topic.  That so-called 
wisdom called the greatest thing in your life – the Cross – foolishness, so maybe think twice 
about letting the world’s wisdom shape the way you live.  So really, this letter and this sermon 
series is about applying God’s wisdom – God’s all surpassing wisdom – on display on the Cross, 
in every area of our lives.   
 
The world thinks it wise to call the Cross foolish, 
But the truth is the Cross is God’s wisdom and power.   
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8 He will keep you strong to the end, so that you will be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. (1Co 1:8 NIV). 


