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When you are developing sermons from week to week, there are a variety of different ways that 

you come at the passage.  You look at it from different angles, you consider the context and 

voices involved, and one of the ones I particularly enjoy is to try to look at stories from the 

different perspectives of those who were there.  One of the most frequent things that I do, 

however, is to simply read the story and see what jumps out.  I read it, think about it a bit, read it 

again, think about it again, and do this a handful of times just to see what stands out in the 

passage.  Sometimes I have a particular theme in mind, and sometimes I don’t, but often my 

approach to Scripture for preaching is to simply sit with it and see what jumps out from the 

words on the page. 

 

That was the case, this week, with this passage from Paul’s first letter to the church in Corinth.  

Now, this time I was reading the passage with our summer theme in mind.  We’re spending our 

summer on this ‘But God Says…’ theme in which we are exploring the responses that God offers 

to those ill-perceived limitations that we so often see in ourselves.  We say, “I’m not strong 

enough,” but God says, “Your strength is found in me.”  We say, “I am alone,” but God says, “I 

am always with you!”  The list goes on.  The thematic focus for this week, then, was one of 

knowledge and understanding.  We say, “I’m not smart enough,” but God says…  It was that 

framework that was on my mind when I came to this passage from I Corinthians, and as I read 

these words from Paul, the part that leapt from the page was that 25th verse.  “For God’s 

foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength.”  

Hearing those words, and considering that fundamental question of how God responds to our 

claims of not being smart enough, what I heard in this 25th verse was that, “God’s dumbest idea 

is better than our best!”  I think there’s a fair amount of truth to that, but I was also convinced 

that there is more to it than that, so I dug in a little deeper to try to see what that more might be. 

 

One of the first things that we do, when trying to dig into a passage, is look at context.  These 

words come very early in Paul’s letter to the Church in Corinth.  There is a lot happening in 

Corinth – both in the church and in the wider community – and those many things are addressed 

throughout the letter.  To start the letter, however, Paul is dealing with a particular issue that is 

going on in the Corinthian Church.  In the words leading right up to the passage we shared, 

starting in the 10th verse, Paul writes,  

Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of 

you be in agreement and that there be no divisions among you but that you be knit together in 
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the same mind and the same purpose. 11 For it has been made clear to me by Chloe’s people 

that there are quarrels among you, my brothers and sisters. 12 What I mean is that each of 

you says, “I belong to Paul,” or “I belong to Apollos,” or “I belong to Cephas,” or “I 

belong to Christ.” 13 Has Christ been divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you 

baptized in the name of Paul? 14 I thank God[d] that I baptized none of you except Crispus 

and Gaius, 15 so that no one can say that you were baptized in my name. 16 I did baptize 

also the household of Stephanas; beyond that, I do not know whether I baptized anyone else. 

17 For Christ did not send me to baptize but to proclaim the gospel—and not with eloquent 

wisdom, so that the cross of Christ might not be emptied of its power.  (I Cor. 1: 10-17) 

 

Paul’s purpose, early in this letter, is to specifically address this persona-driven faith that had 

formed within the Corinthian Church.  The church had begun to split into these combatting sects 

that drew their identities from particular teachers and faith leaders that they had known.  ‘I 

belong to Paul.’  ‘I belong to Apollos.’  ‘I belong to Cephas.’  It reminds me of my mentor back 

when I was in seminary who would frequently argue that Christian denominationalism had 

inverted the importance of our identities.  ‘Are we Christians who happen to be 

Congregationalists,’ he would ask, ‘or are we Congregationalists who happen to be Christian?’  I 

really think that’s what Paul is saying here.  ‘Is Christ divided into groups like that?’  ‘Is Paul the 

one who died for you?’  ‘If you think this is about us,’ Paul says, ‘You’re missing the point!’  

And, what’s the point?  Well, I’d suggest that those verses we read are his answer to that 

question. 

 

So, let’s go through this passage one more time. 

 

18 For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are 

being saved it is the power of God. 19 For it is written, “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, 

and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.” 

 

It’s a bit jarring to hear words like ‘foolishness’ and ‘weakness’ being attributed to God.  I think 

what Paul is really saying here, however, is that foolishness is a matter of perspective.  It’s 

almost as though, if he were speaking these words today he’d put air quotes around the word 

‘foolishness.’  Because, in truth, there’s nothing foolish about it, it simply looks that way to those 

who don’t get it! 

 

20 Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scholar? Where is the debater of this age? Has 

not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?  

 

It’s an interesting thing that Paul does here.  The newest NRSV translation, which is what is 

printed in our order of worship, differs, here, from the Bible in our pews.  And I think the change 

actually washes over something that Paul is doing here.  What the new translation names as 

‘scholar’ used to be ‘scribe.’  And, there’s a subtle importance to that.  ‘Where is the scribe?’  

Paul asks.  ‘Where is the debater of this age?’  What Paul is doing is pulling in both of the major 

groups of the Corinthian community and the Corinthian Church.  With the ‘scribe’ he’s pulling 

in the Jewish establishment, and with the ‘debater of this age’ he’s pulling in the Greek 

philosophy and thought.  He is looking to both of those groups who push against the Christian 
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narrative and is saying, ‘You think you’re so smart with your laws and your logic, but you just 

don’t get it!’ 

 

21 For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, God decided, 

through the ‘foolishness’ of the proclamation, to save those who believe.  

 

God isn’t known in in our laws and our logic.  God isn’t found in our reasoned philosophies.  

God isn’t discovered in and through our mental acrobatics.   

 

22 For Jews ask for signs and Greeks desire wisdom, (there’s those two groups again) 23 but we 

proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to gentiles, 24 but to those 

who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.  

 

God is known in the Cross!  God isn’t known in in our laws and our logic.  God isn’t found in 

our reasoned philosophies.  God isn’t discovered in and through our mental acrobatics.  God is 

found in Christ crucified, Christ risen, and Christ present in and throughout our lives today. 

 

25 For God’s ‘foolishness’ is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than 

human strength. 

 

God’s ‘foolishness’ is the cross.  God is known in the life, death, resurrection and ascension of 

Jesus, the Christ.  God is known, the answers that we seek can be found, and the strength that we 

need can be discovered, in the cross! 

 

Turning our attention back to the theme of the day, it starts with that claim, “I’m not smart 

enough.”  “I’m not educated enough.”  “I’m not wise enough.”  What I’d suggest, however, is 

that Paul would quickly reply with the argument that our very claim in such things highlights the 

problem.  We’re using the wrong tool for the job! 

 

One of the things I’ve come to learn is that a lot of life’s success boils down to using the right 

tool for the job.  I recalled a story from shortly after Sharon and I bought our first house, when I 

was replacing this old dilapidated deck off the back of the house.  I went out with my little 

prybar and hammer to start pulling out the old deck, and it was taking extraordinary amounts of 

time.  I’d hammer a little and then pry a little, and then hammer a bit more and pry a bit more, 

and fifteen minutes later I’d have removed one board.  Finally, after hours of painstaking work 

with extremely modest progress, out came my neighbor who had spent many years in 

construction.  ‘No,’ he said, ‘that’s going to take you forever that way.  What you need to do is 

go to the hardware store and get a 4lb hammer and a gorilla bar.’  So, I did.  I got the metal 

mallet with a 4lb head, and the 30” curved piece of iron known as a Gorilla Bar, and I am came 

home, and what had been hours of work in the morning was done in minutes that afternoon! 

 

A lot of life’s successes boil down to using the right tool for the right job.  And, what Paul would 

say is that the moment we claim, ‘I’m not smart enough,’ is the moment that we reveal the 

fundamental problem that we face - we're using the wrong tool for the job.  That's the moment 

that we reveal that we are making the same mistakes as the scribes and the debaters of that age.  

It’s the moment that we make abundantly clear that we’re trying to find our answers… we’re 
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trying to find direction… we’re seeking ‘wisdom’… in all the wrong places!  Which, of course, 

brings us back to the question of where it is to be found. 

 

Our oldest, Rebecca, has recently learned that she needs to have her wisdom teeth removed.  And 

I found myself in a conversation with one of our kids about the root of that term, ‘wisdom teeth.’  

The question was whether there was some old wives’ tale or archaic sensibility that there was 

some connection between our teeth and our wisdom, which, of course, is not the case.  The term 

comes from the fact that those teeth come in a bit later, at a more mature and ‘wise’ state of life.  

As a parent of three teenagers, I would argue that equating anything that happens when your 16 

or 17 with the concept of ‘wisdom’ is way off the mark, but nonetheless, all of this begs the 

question.  Where is it, truly, to be found? 

 

We know that wisdom isn’t found in our teeth.  Paul argues that it’s not to be found in our logic, 

or our laws, or our reasoned philosophy, or our books.  So, where is it to be found?  Where do 

find those answers we are looking for?  Where do go for the deeper understanding that we need?  

Where is wisdom to be found?  Paul’s response?  It’s found in the cross!  It’s found in the life, 

death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus Christ. 

 

“God’s ‘foolishness’ (the cross) is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger 

than human strength.”  Paul’s answer is that the understanding that we need, the vision that we 

seek, the path that we are looking for, the truth that we long for, and the wisdom that can guide, 

is found in the cross.  Paul’s response is that what we need to know, what we need to understand, 

what we need to see, and what we need to follow in this journey we call life is found in the life, 

death and resurrection of Jesus, the Christ. 

 

The moment we claim that we aren’t wise enough, Paul would argue, is the very moment that we 

unveil that we are using the wrong tool for the job.  Paul’s claim is that the wisdom we seek is 

found in the cross – that all we need to understand can be known in and through the life, death, 

resurrection and continued presence of Jesus, the Christ, in our lives.  The question that emerges 

for us, then, is whether or not we will set our egos, our willfulness, and our stubborn 

determination, aside long enough to see it. 


