SERMON – 1 Cor. 1:17-25 & John 2:13-22
(The foolishness of the Cross)
Central idea = 
The Cross of Christ as central to Christianity
Purpose = 
The Cross of Christ as God’s wisdom and the world’s foolishness
Specific objective = 
For people to understand the Cross as the only way to salvation
Structure
1. Introduction – A gift
2. The perception of the Cross
3. The achievement of the Cross – The salvation of sinners
4. The power of the Cross
Opening prayer

Heavenly Father,

I pray that you would quieten our hearts and minds now so that we can hear Your message to us,
I pray also that my words would not be filled with human wisdom 

but with the power of the Holy Spirit.

For the sake of Your Son Jesus Christ

In whose name I pray.

Amen.

Introduction – A gift
Soon after I became a Christian whilst going out with my future wife Esther, I had a conversation with her father, Alan (who ministers for a Brethren church) about Christian doctrine and belief.  I remember asking Alan if he could recommend any books on the subject.  Ideally, it would be theologically sound and fairly concise.  Nothing too weighty, you understand, if I was going to read it in my spare time.  Alan replied that he would think about it.  The next time I saw Alan, he said he had a book in mind which he thought would meet my needs and he had kindly bought a copy for me.  Excellent, I thought.  The book I was presented with was ‘The Cross of Christ’ by John Stott.  Theologically sound without a doubt, but at four hundred and sixteen pages long in a small type set, it was not my idea of concise.  And so it sat on my shelf, until last week.
As I was looking through the set readings in preparation for today’s sermon, verse 17 from Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians leapt out at me:
‘’For Christ did not send me to baptise, but to preach the gospel – not with words of human wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power.’’

There it was again.  That phrase – The Cross of Christ.  In this verse, Paul is alluding to his first visit to Corinth, which we can read about in Acts, chapter 18.  This was an important point in Paul’s ministry and possibly something of a personal crisis.  In three cities, Philippi, Thessalonica and Berea, Paul had seen a promising beginning to the church opposed by fanatical Jews.  This was followed by a journey to Athens, but Paul had made little headway with the intelligentsia there.  His companions on this missionary journey, Silas and Timothy, were occupied in Macedonia and so it is likely that Paul arrived in Corinth alone and discouraged.  At the start of chapter 2, just after today’s reading, Paul writes that when he arrived in Corinth he resolved to make ‘’Jesus Christ and him crucified’’ (1 Cor. 2.:2) the sole subject of his preaching:

It wasn’t sufficient for Paul to tell the Corinthians about Jesus and his life, what he had done – he also had to tell them about his death on the cross.  This link between the preaching of the gospel and the cross is given an added dimension in verse 17 which suggests that Jesus’ crucifixion is not just central to the gospel but somehow without it, the gospel message would lose its power.
So today I would like to look at three aspects of the Cross of Christ:
1. The perception of the Cross

2. The achievement of the Cross
3. The power of the Cross
The perception of the Cross

The cross remains the universal symbol of Christianity.  It is not the earliest symbol but from the second century onwards Christians not only used the cross as the symbol of their faith but they made the sign of the cross on themselves and others.  Whether it be crosses standing on the Lord’s Table, images in stained-glass windows or even the ground plan of some churches, the shape of the cross pervades Christian places of worship.  The practice of making the sign of the cross persists even to this day, and not just among Roman Catholics.  In the Anglican church, for example, the minister makes the sign of the cross during the blessing and in a baptism service, the candidate is marked with the sign of the cross.
Clearly a universally accepted symbol of the Christian faith should speak of Jesus Christ.  But why choose the cross – symbolising his death.
It is worth reminding ourselves of the horror with which crucifixion was regarded in the ancient world by the then main cultural groups – Romans, Jews and Greeks.  Crucifixion was one of the cruelest forms of execution ever practised, deliberately delaying death until maximum torture had been inflicted.  When adopted by the Romans, it was reserved for slaves, foreigners or other non-persons who had been found guilty of the most serious crimes such as murder, rebellion or armed robbery.  Roman citizens were generally exempt from crucifixion, except in extreme cases of treason.  Cicero, the Roman writer, put it like this:
‘’To bind a Roman citizen is a crime, to flog him is an abomination, to kill him is almost an act of murder.  To crucify him is – what?  There is no fitting word that can possibly describe so horrible a deed.’’

If the Romans regarded crucifixion with horror, so did the Jews, but for different reasons.  The Jews made no distinction between a ‘tree’ and a ‘cross’ and therefore under Jewish Law, crucified criminals died under God’s curse.  Deuteronomy chapter 21, verses 22 and 23 state:

‘’If a man guilty of a capital offence is put to death and his body hung on a tree, you must not leave his body on the tree overnight.  Be sure to bury him that same day, because anyone who is hung on a tree is under God’s curse.’’  (Deut. 21: 22-23)

It is also worth understanding something of first century Jewish thought and expectations.  The Jews were looking for the coming of God’s promised Messiah to liberate them from the hated Roman occupation.  It was expected that when the Messiah came he would confirm his claim by miraculous signs before liberating the Jews from their oppressors.  So the popular idea of the Messiah was connected with signs or wonders.
In our Gospel reading, we heard about Jesus clearing the Temple.  This cleansing was an act of God’s promised Messiah.  Jesus was behaving as God’s Messiah was expected to act.  And by the reaction of the Jews, we can see that they understood the significance of Jesus’ action.  Their question to Jesus in verse 18 was essentially this ‘By this act of yours you have claimed to be the Messiah.  Now show us some miraculous sign which will prove your claim.’  Jesus’ reply was enigmatic and was interpreted by his listeners as referring to Herod’s Temple, while in fact Jesus was referring to the temple of his body.  But the episode clearly shows that the Jews were interested in evidence and miraculous signs.
Finally, let’s look at the Greek perspective, bearing in mind that in the first century, Greek culture and thinking had extended throughout the Mediterranean area.  Perhaps the best way to see how the message of the cross was perceived by Greek philosophers can be found in Paul’s experience in the city of Athens (Acts 17:16-34).  There, in the most learned city in the ancient world, home of the rival Epicurean and Stoic schools of philosophy, Paul had to state his faith before the most exclusive of councils, the Areopagus.  In an inspired address, Paul started on common ground, focusing on their altar to an unknown god and then leading his listeners on to the person of Jesus as the pinnacle of God’s redemptive work for humanity.  But he met with little success and shortly afterwards left Athens for Corinth.  The Athenian philosophers simply could not accept the resurrection of Jesus from the dead.  In contrast to Paul and other early Christians, they regarded the resurrection as folly rather than convincing proof.
And so we can begin to see why Paul’s message of the cross was described as ‘’foolishness’’ in verse 18.

To the Romans, a criminal who had been found guilty and put to death in the most humiliating way possible was beyond respect, let alone worship.
To the Jews, with their expectation that God’s promised Messiah would be a conquering king accompanied by signs and miracles, the idea of a crucified Messiah dying under God’s curse, strung up on a tree was incomprehensible.  The idea was a contradiction in terms.
To the Greeks, who despised as barbarians all who did not understand their arguments of human reason and philosophy, there was no room for the idea of an incarnate god dying on a cross and then being raised to life.  It made no sense.  There was no wisdom in it.
So the message of Christ crucified is described as ‘’a stumbling block to the Jews and foolishness to the Gentiles’’ (verse 23).
The achievement of the Cross – The salvation of sinners
Having considered the perception of the cross, we will now look at what Jesus accomplished by his death on the cross?  It seems to me that verse 18 gives us a clue.
‘’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.’’

Paul seems to be saying that people’s attitude to the cross produces two very opposite effects.  It is foolishness to those who are on the way to being lost but it is the power of God to those who are being saved.

So what did Jesus Christ accomplish by his death on the cross?  One answer is that those people who accept or believe (verse 21) the message of the cross are rescued or saved.  But what do we understand when we say we are saved by Christ’s death on the cross?
Salvation, to use the theological word, has a rich meaning and encompasses a number of terms such as propitiation, redemption, justification and reconciliation, all of which help us understand different aspects of the cross.  They are perhaps best viewed as a series of complementary images, each image contributing a vital part of the whole, but distinct in its own right.
I would like to consider two in more detail – redemption and reconciliation.
1. Redemption

Firstly let’s consider redemption.  To redeem something means to buy back either a purchase or a ransom, and implies a costly and decisive intervention by the buyer.  The teaching in the New Testament reveals that our plight is moral, rather than material, and because of our wrongdoing we remain under God’s judgement.  To put it another way ‘’The wages of sin are death’’ (Romans 6:23).  Not only that but we are unable to extricate ourselves from our plight and must be redeemed by someone else.  The price of that ransom was the death of God’s son on the cross.  However it is important to understand that our redemption has not been fully realised.  We have been redeemed from guilt and judgement but we have not yet been made perfect, either physically or spiritually.
Another facet of being ransomed is that the redeemer has propriety rights over his purchase.  So we are no longer free to do what we want to do but have begun to do what Christ wants us to do.
A story is told of a young boy who lived in a New England seaport and loved to watch the boats come in with their daily catch.  One day he decided to build a little sailing boat all of his own.  He worked for weeks and weeks making sure every detail was exactly right.  Finally the big day arrived.  He went down to the wharf and proudly put his sailing boat in the water.  As he watched it , he noticed that the wind had changed direction and his boat was swept out of sight.  The little boy was heart broken and every day for a month he went back to see if it had been washed up on the shore.

Then, one day in the market, he saw his boat in a shop window.  He excitedly ran into the shop and told the owner that it was his boat.  The owner responded by telling him that the boat would cost him two dollars.  After pleading to no avail, the boy pulled out the money and gave it to the shop owner.  As the boy was leaving the store he said ‘’Little boat, you are twice mine.  You are mine because I made you, and you are mine because I bought you.’’

2. Reconciliation

Reconciliation is the second image of salvation I would like to look at.  Reconciliation is personal in nature.  To reconcile means to restore a relationship or friendship that was previously broken.  It is the opposite of alienation which is so characteristic of the western world today.  Reconciliation in the New Testament has two aspects.  Firstly, we are reconciled to God.  This means we are at peace with God and have a personal access into his presence – we have been adopted into his family.  Secondly, we are reconciled to one another in Christ.  We are one community, which incorporates Gentiles and Jews and representatives of every nation.  We are part of a single, new, unified humanity.
So the cross revolutionises our attitudes to both God and other people.

But it is important to appreciate that although God’s side of reconciliation has already been completed by the cross, it is still necessary for us to repent from our sins and believe in Christ’s saving work on the cross before we can be reconciled with God.
The power of the Cross
So having explored the achievement of the Cross, let us turn to our final section – the power of the Cross.  Reading verse 18 again:
‘’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.’’

The opposite of foolishness is wisdom.  So we might expect Paul to write at the end of verse 18 that the gospel is ‘the wisdom of God’.  Instead, he tells us it is the power of God.
So what does Paul mean when he says the message of the cross is God’s power?

To the world, the image of a dying man nailed helplessly to a cross does not convey power.  The power of the cross is that it is the means of salvation for all who believe.  It is God’s wisdom to save people by believing in the cross of Christ.  There is no other way.  The use of the words ‘’God was pleased’’ in verse 21 tells us that it was God’s sovereign choice to save people this way, even if by the world’s standards it makes no sense.  People do not receive salvation by human wisdom.  Salvation comes to those who simply believe in the cross.
Even today, the message of the cross still sounds foolish to many people.

For those today who continue to trust in their own righteousness, like the first century Jews, the Cross of Christ remains a stumbling block.  Religions such as Islam reject both the fact of Jesus’ death on the cross and the need for the cross, and as a consequence its followers remain under God’s judgement.
Ghandi, the founder of modern India, who was attracted to Christianity could not accept the cross’ saving significance.  He writes in his autobiography:
‘’I could accept Jesus as a martyr, an embodiment of sacrifice and as a divine teacher, but not as the most perfect man ever born.  His death on the cross was a great example to the world, but that there was anything like a mysterious or miraculous virtue in it, my heart could not accept.’’

And what was foolishness to the Greeks continues to be for modern intellectuals who trust their own wisdom.  Verse19 with its quotation from Isaiah reveals that God has dismissed human wisdom as a means of achieving salvation.  And this point is hammered home by a series of rhetorical questions to the intellectuals of this world:

‘’Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age?’’ (1 Cor. 1:20a)
before concluding with a question that anticipates a resounding yes

‘’Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? ’’ (1 Cor. 1:20b)

So it is not by doing goods deeds or through human wisdom that we can earn salvation.

The message of the cross is regarded as irrelevant and out of touch with the values and spirit of this age, especially in our novelty-seeking, information packed culture.  So we can perhaps expect to be thought of as foolish by many when we speak of Christ and his salvation through the cross.  However, our greatest opportunity lies in the fact that the message of the cross offers what everyone is looking for – hope, security, identity, forgiveness.  Our greatest challenge is to make people understand that this is true.  We need to testify to the power of Christ and his cross today – what he has done for each of us and what he still continues to do.  As Bishop Graham’s urged us – let’s tell the stories of Christ in our lives today.

May it be so.
Additional material for the section on Reconciliation (Not used)
This thought of breaking down the barriers between Gentiles and Jews is implied in the cleansing of the Temple.  The Jewish Temple in Jerusalem consisted in a series of courts leading to the Temple proper and to the Holy Place.  First, there was the Court of the Gentiles, then the Court of the Women, then the Court of the Israelites and finally the Court of the Priests.  All the buying and selling was going on in the outer Court of the Gentiles.  The money changers were there to ensure pilgrims arriving from abroad were able to change their foreign currency into Jewish shekels to pay the required Temple Tax for maintaining the daily Temple ritual.  However, the money-changers were known to charge exorbitant exchange rates thus exploiting the pilgrims.  The animals sold in the Temple precincts were for offering the appropriate sacrifice but only at extortionate prices.  Any animal bought outside the Temple at a reasonable price was likely to be rejected as unsuitable for sacrifice by the Temple inspectors.  So again, visitors to the Temple were effectively blackmailed into buying their animals at the Temple booths if they wanted to sacrifice at all.  It was all this profiteering in the name of religion which in part moved Jesus to anger.

But on a deeper level, Jesus attacked more than just the social injustice and exploitation of pilgrims.  He was showing that the whole Temple worship with its rituals and animal sacrifice was obsolete and at an end.  Jesus was indicating that no amount of animal sacrifice could put a person right with God - a message consistent with the Old Testament prophets.  So in symbolically clearing the Court of the Gentiles and dispensing with the Temple and its rituals, Jesus was sweeping away one of the cultural and religious barriers between Jews and Gentiles.  Rather, Jesus through his death on the cross would inaugurate a spiritual worship with direct access to God for all true believers, whether Gentile or Jew, without any man-made temple and rituals.

