
Don’t Be Fooled about the Cross 
(1 Corinthians 1:18-25) 

The Cross. You have to admit it’s an ‘interesting’ emblem to summarise Christianity.    
 
Nations & Empires have emblems of POWER:  

• The American Eagle: Free & Ferocious, eating snakes & lifting mountain goats!   
• The Russian Bear:  Ravenous & Mighty   
• Caesar’s Rome:  with the abundant swords of its iron Legions. 

 
Not just nations but ideologies, belief systems have emblems of power:  

• Communism with its hammer & sickle – symbolising the power of the proletariat:  
the working-class of industry & agriculture. 

 

Atheist philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, famously wrote,   
"What is ‘good’?  
Everything that heightens the feeling of power in man, the will to power, power itself.” 

 

Power is at the centre of most national & ideological emblems, and the leaders of such 
are usually the powerful army generals & political revolutionaries.  
 
Fascinating for the CROSS to become the definitive emblem identifying Christianity & its 
crucified leader . . . so much so that Christians often wear a cross.  Why?! 
 After all, a cross is an instrument of EXECUTION. 
 

You don’t see jewellery advertisements for other implements of death: 
“This anniversary, get her a necklace with the pendant of a hangman’s noose?!... 
 or that very special, very ‘tight’ necklace in the shape of a guillotine?! 

 

Instruments of death are not normally fashion wear!   
 

Possibly more extraordinary is the Bible referring to the message of the cross as POWER!    
  
In Paul’s biblical letter to the church in the city of Corinth, he writes  

The word of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing,  
but it is the POWER of God to us who are being saved.  (1 Corinthians 1:18) 

 
The news of Christ crucified, a dying Saviour is “Power”?      Yes.   
That’s why we call it “Good” Friday . . . the day on our calendar to remember that day 
in history when Jesus Christ was crucified – in our place. 
 
But as this verse reveals, the cross of Christ has always been polarizing . . . there is no 
way to remain ‘neutral’ about Jesus Christ, crucified. 
 
In the year 2000, the National Gallery in London, hosted a millennial exhibition called “Seeing 
Salvation”.  While some of the exhibition was about the birth of Jesus, most of the artefacts 
and pictures throughout the centuries were of Christ crucified. 
 

The London Press slammed the exhibition, saying, 
“Why do we in the modern world need to see all these pictures of someone being tortured to 
death. [GESTURE] Surely, we can move on from that!” 

 
This year, April Fools’ Day falls on Easter weekend . . . so Chapter 1 of Paul’s letter to 
the Corinthians is an appropriate passage to consider, since verse 18 tells us 
 The very same cross of Christ can be perceived very differently:  

‘FOOLISH’   vs   ‘POWERFUL’ . . .  
‘Surely we can move on from that!’   vs    ‘Surely we’re only saved by that!’ 
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The difference of perception – according to our passage – is a difference of wisdom . . . 
a difference of how we view God & how we ourselves.  Verse 25 sums it up: 
 

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

 
Rephrasing this into our main point:   

Don’t be Fooled – the Cross is God’s POWER to Save! 
 
So as we consider the cross of Good Friday, Paul zooms in on 2 conflicting ‘Wisdoms’  

• The Perceived Wisdom of the World 
• The Powerful Wisdom of God 
 

THE PERCEIVED WISDOM OF THE WORLD      

It’s easy to understand the ‘wisdom’ of the world . . . a mighty Caesar or a Churchill, 
army General, or an A.S.I.O (Australian Security Intelligence Organisation)  
. . . those are the leaders, the saviours we need, right? 
 Military Power subdues enemies.   

Intellectual Power ensures safety.  Anti-drone guns for the CW Games! 
             . . . that’s where we put our confidence, right?! 
 
No matter your background, it’s hard to find a culture impressed by an executed leader!  
It just seems . . .  foolish! 
 
It seems so today and it did way back when Paul wrote, in verse 22,  

“the Jews demand SIGNS and the Greeks seek WISDOM” 
  
BTW, the “Greeks” more broadly means non-Jew (“Gentiles” is the older term in v. 23.) 
Jews & Gentiles represents the people of the whole world. 
And ‘Signs’ were often called ‘Wonders.’   

So whether it’s   
 

Wonder-seeking Jews  or Wisdom-seeking Gentiles,   
 both were utterly unimpressed by a crucified Messiah! 
       
First let’s consider . . .  
• Wonder-seeking Jews:   {Miraculous Power} 
 

Signs were about raw, miraculous power of God – like the 10 plagues, against Egypt. 
  Now the Jews were in bondage to Rome.     

So, the Jews constantly asked for, even demanded “signs” from Jesus. 
“show us a sign!” 
“we want to see a sign from you!” 

 
While Jews very much believed in the supernatural, they were not gullible fools! 
They wanted evidence . . . verifiable, empirical evidence that Jesus is the Messiah. 
   
“Doubting Thomas” saw Jesus crucified . . . dead as a doornail, beaten to a pulp. 
So, when he saw Jesus walking/breathing 3 days later, Thomas said, 

I will believe it’s You – and not a ghost – when I can feel You with my own hands  
and put my own finger through the nail holes in your body!          And that He did! 
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The Jew’s problem was not a desire to ground their faith on evidence. 
It was refusing the clear evidence & authority of Jesus in the many signs he’d done! 
 
Jesus displayed all the miraculous credentials of the promised Messiah: 
 ‘Healing the blind and lame, proclaiming God’s favour, setting captives free.’ 
But Jesus was proclaiming God’s favour by setting people free eternally . . . setting us 
free from sin, from its bondage and condemnation.    Jesus told them: 

What’s easier – for Me to say words to this crippled man, ‘your sins are forgiven’? 
Or for Me to prove it by saying, ‘Crippled man, You’re forgiven. So pick up your mat & walk!’ 

 
And the crippled man stood & walked! 
Forgiving sins is something only God had the authority to! 
 
Jesus was showing them the power of miraculous mercy; but Jews wanted political power. 
A political Messiah who would liberate them from bondage to Rome. 
 
Verse 23 says “Christ crucified is a stumbling block to the Jews” 
We get our English word “scandalous” from the Greek for stumbling block. 
 Only the worst criminals, were crucified.  They were called the “cursed.” 
 Messiah, the righteous ‘Super Saviour’ . . . crucified?!   
   That’s the MOST scandalous thought conceivable to a Jew! 
 
Jews did not like Jesus’ divine claim of authority & they didn’t like His approach of mercy 
 

In this way, they were like Nietzsche. Finishing off Nietzsche’s quote from earlier,  
What is more harmful than any vice?     
Active pity for all the failures and all the weak:   Christianity."1 

 

Jews wanted a sword-bearing Messiah, power of political freedom from Rome.  
But the SWORD cannot save us from sin, from Hell!  We cannot fight our way into Heaven  
 
 

The Greeks/Gentiles also had issues with the cross.  
 
• Wisdom-seeking Greeks:  prize a Marvellous Persuasion  
 
Intellectual & philosophical prowess, is what the Greeks sought after. 

A crucified Christ, a hamstrung hero, was hardly that!, on the face of it, at least. 
 
Wisdom to Greeks was a mastery of eloquence & rhetoric, one who could win any 
debate, who could talk people into anything, and who could talk their way out of anything 
– especially crucifixion!  
The emphasis of Greek wisdom was oratory power of persuasion, persuasive wording. 
 
This is why Paul frames these verses with bookends cautioning against man-made wisdom:  

(1 Cor 1:17, [bookend 1])  
“Christ sent me . . . to preach the gospel, NOT with cleverness of speech so that the cross of 
Christ will not be emptied of its power.”   

 

                                       
1 Nietzsche, The Antichrist, 1888. 
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(1 Cor 2:1-2,  4-5 [bookend 2]) 
I did NOT come with brilliance of speech or wisdom. I decided to know nothing among you 
except Jesus Christ & Him crucified . . . My speech & preaching were NOT in persuasive 
words . . . so that your faith would not be based on human wisdom but on God’s power.”   

 

He’s saying, “Don’t try to sound like Dr. Smarty Pants!  Ph.Ds don’t save us from sin!” 
The Good News of Jesus is not about persuasive words. 

     but His persuasive work on the cross! 
 
Paul knew the cross “impressed” neither Jew nor Greek.  Paul knew what people wanted. 
But Paul knew what he was not a salesman!   Verses 22-23,  

For the Jews ask for signs and the Greeks seek wisdom, 
BUT we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to the Jews and foolishness to the Gentiles. 

 

To them, a murdered Messiah was the ancient equivalent to “April Fool’s Day.” 
 
Today, atheist Richard Dawkins is just one example of those who try to dismiss the wisdom 
& power Christ crucified.  Here’s 30-second clip from a debate that highlights Paul’s point.   
 Listen to Dawkins insulting the intellect of a Christ crucified  {VIDEO – 30 secs} 
  Did you catch that?  He called the God of the Cross: “Petty & small minded”?! 
 
Make that almost any other event, and Dawkins would call it “noble & large minded” 
• A parent giving her life to save her own child – noble & large minded 
• A surf-lifesaver giving his life to save a drowning stranger – very noble & large minded! 
• Righteous God-in-flesh, giving his life to save rebellious enemies – small minded? 
  Jesus taking upon Himself the weight of condemnation of millions of sinners at once, petty? 
THAT’s the ‘wisdom’ of the world?   So Paul declares in verse 20, 

Where is the one who is wise?  Where is the teacher of the law?   
Where is the debater of this age?  Hasn’t God made the world’s wisdom foolish? 

 
What’s going on with Dawkins, with any who consider the cross petty? Foolish? 

Pride!  Boasting is mentioned 3 times in this chapter, and many more in the letter. 
We don’t want to be humble, dependent, needing a Saviour. 
We want the wisdom to be ours, the power to be ours . . . not God’s. 
 
In our pride, we all want to be self-sufficient, self-righteous, the Self-made Man . . .   

   like the famous statue 
   by that name: 
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Many will know the opening lines from Frank Sinatra’s famous song:  My Way 
And now, the end is near 
And so I face the final curtain 
My friend, I'll say it clear 
I'll state my case, of which I'm certain . . .  
I traveled each and every highway 
And much more than this, 
I did it my way! 

 

Sinatra’s song ends in powerful crescendo:  
For what is a man, what has he got? 
If not himself, then he has naught! 
To say the things he truly feels 
And NOT the words of one who kneels!     
The record shows I took the blows! 
And did it my way! 

 
No friend!  You need Jesus . . . God, made Man . . .  

 
who took the blows for all who trust in Him! 

 “He was pierced for our rebellion, He was crushed for our sins!      
 To bring us peace, He was punished!” (Isaiah 53:5)  

 
Isaiah wrote these words 700 before Jesus, prophesying the coming Messiah, a crucified 
Christ, the Saviour of the world. 
 
The Bible could not be more clear that doing it “my way” is the wrong way!     

“ALL of us, like sheep, have gone astray,  
 EACH of us has turned to his own way  

 
Yet, this prophecy finishes with great hope,     

But the Lord has caused the sins of us all to fall on Him.” (Isa 53:6b) 
 
So Jesus declared, 

“I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life;  
no one comes to the Father but through Me.” (John 14:6) 

 

 
THE POWERFUL WISDOM OF GOD   

Don’t be fooled about the Cross!   It was God’s great victory, not defeat. 
Verse 21 says,  

Since, in God’s wisdom, the world did not know God through its wisdom,  
God was pleased to save those who believe through the foolishness of what is preached . . .  
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Verses 23-24,  
Christ crucified – a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Greeks – but to those who are 
called, both Jews & Greeks, Christ is the power of God & the wisdom of God! 

 
No fooling!   
 

What exactly happened at the Cross? 
 
As Isaiah prophesied, our Sinless Saviour became the SUBSTITUTE for sinners. 
Paul wrote to the same Corinthian church about this substitution,  

God made the One who did not know sin to be sin for us,   
so that in Him we might become the righteousness of God. 

 

We could summarise it like this . . .  
Jesus Lived the perfect life that we should live, but don’t.   So . . .    
Jesus Died the death we deserve to die,  
      for the life we do live, but shouldn’t!2 

This the Great Exchange   His righteous given; our wretchedness taken, on Himself 
 
Mind-blowing grace & mercy from a righteous God to unrighteous rebels, us! 
Heart-stirring love of the Creator to His creatures who repent & trust in His righteousness 
. . . . what HE has done for us, NOT what we have done. 
  Our God conquers evil with good . . . Good Friday. 
 
Everybody boasts . . . the question is, who are we boasting about? 
 
Jesus came to right our wrongs, at catastrophic cost to Himself, to save us and to put 
an end to all our arrogant self-boasting, that we might boast only in God.   

 
God has chosen what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, and 
God has chosen what is weak in the world to shame the strong. 
God has chosen what is insignificant and despised in the world  

– what is viewed as nothing – to bring to nothing what is viewed as something,  
so that no one may boast in His presence . . . . 
instead, Let the one who boasts, BOAST IN THE LORD!   (1 Cor 1:27-29, 31) 

 
A song writer puts it so well:  

And O the mystery of the cross  
That God should suffer for the lost!  
So that the fool might shame the wise  
And all the glory might go to Christ! 

 
So, the great question for us all on Good Friday is this:   

Who are you boasting about?  Who are you trusting in? 
 
Don’t be fooled.  Do you view yourself as . . .  
. . . an unholy moral rebel, totally dependent the mercy of a Holy God, crucified for you?   
. . . or as self-sufficient, self-righteous, proud in your own virtue?  

                                       
2 Alistair Begg, “Lost in Niceness”. 
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The cross of Christ confronts us – it is scandalous to any who boast in self. 
 
Let’s be really practical, really clear: 

The Good News of Christ crucified is NOT 
God rewards “nice” people for “doing their best.” 

 

A wealthy young man came to Jesus asking,  
“Good teacher, how can I gain eternal life.”   

  
Jesus replies, 

Why do you call me “Good”?  No one is good but God!” 
In other words, 

Do you know whom you’re speak to?  Do you know who I really am? 
 
The identity of Jesus confronts us with our identity – our need for Jesus, our Saviour. 
 
The young man replied, literally, “I have kept all the commandments since my youth”!  

Basically . . . ‘I’m religious, I’m respected, I give to many charities.’ 
 

He expects Jesus to reply, 
So you’re saying you’ve been doing really well, and you’d like to do a little better?” 
Wonderful . . . with all those accomplishments, why don’t you become our Treasurer. 
Judas will get you sorted.” 

 
No!   Instead, Jesus replies (I paraphrase), 

“Friend, you’re self-righteous – and it’s made you delusional.   
To think you’ve kept ALL the commandments since your youth . . . Don’t be an April fool! 
The greatest commandment is to love the Lord with ALL your heart, ALL your mind, ALL your 
strength . . . . Mate [if Jesus were in Australia] Mate, you break the greatest commandment 
every single day – and plenty of the rest, too! 

  
Let me help you to SEE the state of your soul, my wealthy friend. 
Let Me just illustrate this with ONE command that proves you do not love God most, you don’t 
love Him will all your heart . . . sell what you’ve got – your enormous idol of pride in your 
possessions – and give it to the poor.  Come, follow Me, and you’ll have treasure in heaven. 

 
At this the man’s face fell (downcast). He walked away sad, because he had great wealth. 

 
He did not rejoice finding true worth in Jesus Christ – worthy is the Lamb who was slain! 
No, his greatest love, his god was his wealth . . . and He walked away from Jesus. 

 
With you it might not be money.  Your greatest love might be popularity, or pleasure. 

 
We all bow to idols of one sort or another.  We’re all hypocrites: 
    We judge the cheating cricket players (sand-paper, ball-tampering, shame on them!) 
 Yet which of us has never cheated?! 
 We rebuke others for lying to us, yet which of us has never lied?! 
 
Morally speaking, we’re all ‘ball-tamperers’ before the Judge of the world. 
 
The good news of Good Friday, of Christianity, is not “niceness”.  Christ was CRUCIFIED! 
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The Creator God, entered Creation – humbly, in a manger not a palace! 
By taking on human form, He would fully, genuinely sympathise with us, with our 
weaknesses & trials & temptations, healing the unworthy & undeserving. 
Never once did He sin! 
 
And we MURDERED him! 
 
 
But hear this:  Jesus gave His life willingly.  
He said for this very thing He came, to die for us . . . rebels, hypocrites, scoundrels. 
 
Can you see why the message of the cross saves? 
 It is news of glorious grace that God uses to break our pride!  
 To humble us AND give us new hearts, hearts of gratitude! 
This is Good Friday:  Good news for bad people! 
 
But message of the cross divides – there is no middle ground! 
This morning, right here in Rochedale South, there are only two groups:  v. 18 
 those Perishing,   and 
 those being Saved 
 

We’re all born sinners, born perishing. 
All who go grocery shopping are familiar with the word “perish” – perishables is the 
category of food that goes off, goes mouldy, smells pungent. 
 
To “perish” in the NT refers not fruit & veg, but to people.   
People dying without forgiveness, without reconciliation & adoption into God’s family; 
without repenting & receiving the gift of righteousness that Jesus powerful gave at the 
cross – this is what it means to “perish.”   
To forever know – not the fellowship & glory of God – but the wrath we deserve. 
 
But John 3:16, says 

“God so loved the world, that he gave His only Son, that whoever believes in Him  
should not PERISH but have eternal life.”   

 
To believe is to trust in, to rely upon Jesus’ righteousness, his alone. 
To repent is to let go of what you were trusting in, worshipping. 

“Repentance it’s not a punishment . . .  it’s an opportunity!  
 
Will you repent & believe today, and make your Good Friday for you personally? 
Please consider the 1-session course, “So What About Jesus?” 22 April. Bring Qs 
There’s more to the story . . . Sunday’s coming – the resurrection! 
 After all thousands were crucified, but only rose from the dead. 
 

A closing word to those already Christians:    
I pray your Glorying in the Gospel and Boasting in Christ, has been stoked today! 
Paul wrote, 
“May I never boast, except in the CROSS of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Gal 6:14) 

 
May we never be ashamed of the gospel – power of God to save! 
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May we never feel inadequate about sharing the Good news of Jesus: 
which is not about persuasive words. 

        but His persuasive work on the cross. 
 

If you only know ONE thing, be resolved like Paul:  (1 Cor 2:2) 
“I resolved to know nothing while among you, except Jesus Christ & Him CRUCIFIED”  
 

 

Just be clear about one thing:  the cross of Christ . . . and His resurrection.  
Good Friday’s Hashtag: “This Changes Everything!”   
Easter Sunday’s Hashtag: “This Is Not the End!” 
 

 
See you Sunday!, for Part 2 of the good news:  Don’t Be Fooled about the Grave 
 
 


