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The	great	political	 statesman,	Benjamin	Franklin	once	 said,	 “We	are	all	born	 ignorant,	
but	one	must	work	hard	to	remain	stupid.”		
	
Now	I	don’t	know	about	you	folk,	but	I’ve	met	some	of	those	people—you	probably	have	
too—people	who	seem	to	work	really	hard	at	being	stupid—people	who	seem	to	delight	
in	making	hasty	decisions	and	forming	erroneous	conclusions.	Bigotry,	they	say,	is	a	real	
gift—it	gives	you	the	opportunity	of	forming	an	opinion,	without	having	to	take	the	time	
to	get	all	the	facts.	Some	people	seem	to	make	a	lifestyle	out	of	it.	It	certainly	saves	a	lot	
of	 time.	Never	has	 it	 seemed	 to	be	more	evident	 than	 in	many	biblical	and	 theological	
discussions	of	which	I	have	been	a	part,	over	the	years.	
	
Many	 people	 strive	 after	 knowledge.	 Less	 numbers,	 it	 would	 seem,	 strive	 after	
wisdom—and	even	when	they	do,	very	often	it’s	the	wisdom	of	the	world,	not	what	the	
apostle	Paul	would	regard	as	God’s	wisdom.	
	
Some	people	have	great	knowledge	about	some	things	but	not	about	other	things.	Some	
people	are	good	at	doing	some	things	and	not	so	good	at	doing	others.	There	is	nothing	
to	be	ashamed	of	or	overly	proud	of	in	this.	It’s	just	the	way	things	are.	It’s	expressive	of	
each	person’s	differences.	
	
Take	mathematics	for	example.	To	me,	advanced	maths	(if	I	am	allowed	to	use	the	pun)	
is	an	“unknown	equation”	and	maths	teachers	speak	a	foreign	language	(no	offence,	to	
any	maths	teachers	out	there).	In	the	movie,	Good	Will	Hunting,	the	main	character	is	a	
young	man—the	janitor	at	a	university.	Very	few	people	showed	him	any	respect,	yet	we	
discover	 that	he	 is	actually	a	mathematical	genius.	Every	so	often,	 the	 lecturers	would	
pose	a	complex	mathematical	problem	for	 the	students	 to	work	on.	One	such	problem	
had	 taken	 one	 lecturer	 2	 years	 to	 figure	 out.	 They	 were	 amazed	 to	 discover	 that	
overnight	the	problem	had	been	solved—the	only	person	being	near	where	the	problem	
had	been	displayed	had	been	the	young	janitor.		
	
As	 the	movie	progresses	 and	 the	 lecturers	 talk	with	 this	 young	man	about	his	 special	
gift,	 he	 makes	 the	 comment,	 “Do	 you	 know	 how	 easy	 it	 is	 for	 me	 to	 solve	 these	
problems?”	You	see,	the	lecturers	were	brilliant,	but	this	person,	had	something	that	was	
beyond	brilliance.		
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But	 brilliance	 in	 and	 of	 itself	 does	 not	 equate	 with	 wisdom,	 and	 the	 ability	 to	 use	
persuasive	argument	to	convince	others	of	something	that	you	believe	is	true,	does	not	
necessarily	provide	a	good	grounding	in	that	truth.	Truth,	in	order	to	have	a	completely	
convincing	effect,	must	be	experienced.	In	Christian	terms,	the	foundation	of	faith	comes	
not	in	persuasive	argument,	but	in	a	person’s	experience	of	God	and	God’s	action	in	the	
world—particularly	in	relation	to	Jesus	Christ,	God’s	Son.	
	
Paul,	 in	 his	 first	 letter	 to	 the	 Corinthians,	 is	 writing	 to	 a	 church	 that	 had	 become	
divided—not	divided	in	the	sense	that	groups	had	actually	split	and	gone	their	own	way,	
like	 we	 do	 today—but	 that	 they	 had	 formed	 kinds	 of	 cliques	 around	 some	 of	 their	
leaders	and	some	 travelling	evangelists,	who	had	passed	 through	 the	area—and	 these	
groups	 or	 cliques	 were	 quarrelling	 with	 each	 other	 about	 which	 one	 was	 a	 better	
preacher	 than	 the	others.	 It	was	causing	division	and	Paul	had	a	 lot	 to	say	about	such	
issues.	
	
Even	 in	 the	 church	 today,	 ministers	 need	 to	 careful	 not	 to	 create	 cliques	 around	
themselves	 of	 persons	 who	 always	 think	 the	 way	 they	 do—and	 members	 of	
congregations	also	need	to	be	careful	that	they	do	not	follow	others	just	because	of	their	
“charismatic”	 style	 of	 leadership	 or	 their	 way	 particular	 with	 words.	 None	 of	 this	 is	
healthy	for	either	the	minister	or	the	congregation.	
	
In	this	letter,	Paul	pushes	home	the	point	that	when	the	Corinthians	were	first	presented	
with	the	gospel,	he	didn’t	come	to	them	with	persuasive	arguments	to	convince	them	of	
the	 truth.	Rather	he	gave	 room	 for	God	and	 the	power	of	 the	gospel	message	 to	work	
within	the	hearts	of	the	people	to	convince	them	of	 its	truth.	Paul,	probably	one	of	the	
most	educated	men	in	the	Middle	East	at	the	time,	put	aside	all	that	knowledge—what	
he	 regarded	as	worldly	wisdom—for	 the	 sake	of	God’s	wisdom—so	 that	 the	power	of	
God	could	work	without	the	hindrance	of	Paul’s	personality	or	knowledge.	As	far	as	Paul	
was	concerned,	the	wisdom	of	the	world	is	pure	foolishness	in	God’s	eyes	(when	held	up	
in	comparison),	and	because	this	was	so,	God	chose	to	communicate	with	his	people,	in	
ways	that	the	world	considered	as	foolishness.	
	
It	 isn’t	always	easy	to	determine	the	difference	between	wisdom	and	foolishness,	 is	 it?	
What	seems	wise	at	one	time	may	not	be	so	when	you	look	at	the	results.	What	seems	
foolish	may	in	fact	be	the	wisest	decision	in	the	world	in	the	end.	English	television	host	
and	media	personality,	David	Frost	put	out	a	book	some	years	ago,	called	David	Frost’s	
Book	of	the	World’s	Worst	Decisions.		
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With	 the	 perfect	 vision	 of	 hindsight,	 it’s	 quite	 amazing	 how	 stupid	 some	 very	 smart	
people	 could	 be.	 Like	 the	 executives	 of	 General	Motors,	 Ford	 and	 Chrysler	who	were	
offered	the	design	of	the	Volkswagen	after	the	second	world	war	and	all	turned	it	down	
because,	they	said,	it	would	never	sell!	Or	the	decision	in	1938	by	Joe	Shuster	and	Jerry	
Siegel	 to	 sell	 all	 rights	 to	 the	 comic-strip	 character	 Superman	 to	 their	 publishers	 for	
$130,	 a	 tidy	 $65	 each	 (What	 might	 that	 be	 worth	 today?).	 They,	 however,	 pale	 into	
insignificance	next	 to	 the	 executive	 of	 a	 small	 recording	 company	 in	Memphis	who	 in	
1955	sold	the	contract	he	had	with	Elvis	Presley	to	RCA	records	for	$35,000.	Not	very	
wise	at	all,	when	you	think	about	it.	
	
The	idea	of	“wisdom”	is	very	important	to	Paul’s	argument.	What	is	wisdom?	The	term	
was	used	in	Paul’s	day,	not	only	of	a	speaker’s	content	but	of	their	rhetorical	eloquence.	
An	eloquent	preacher	was	 considered	a	 “wise”	preacher.	 (Wow,	has	 that	 changed—or	
has	it?)	Wisdom	was	also	the	accepted	criteria	in	their	society,	used	to	evaluate	leaders.	
Is	the	leader	eloquent?	Is	he	an	imposing	figure?	Is	he	authoritative	and	powerful?	Paul	
calls	 these	 standards	 worldly.	 They	 are	 based	 on	 the	 wisdom	 of	 this	 world.	 But	
unfortunately,	they	also	appear	to	be	behind	the	divisions	at	Corinth.		
	
So,	 let’s	 let	 the	 Corinthian	 Church	 evaluate	 Paul	 based	 on	 these	 standards.	 Is	 he	
eloquent?	 No,	 he	 can	 write	 some	 pretty	 heavy-duty	 letters	 but	 he’s	 not	 so	 hot	 as	 a	
speaker.	 Is	he	 an	 imposing	 figure?	No,	he’s	 this	 short,	 bald	 Jew	who	has	 some	 type	of	
physical	ailment	that	makes	him	less	than	appealing.	Is	he	authoritative	and	powerful?	
The	way	they	looked	at	it,	no,	he	was	not.	To	them,	an	authoritative	and	powerful	person	
is	one	who	could	and	did	boast	of	great	 things.	All	Paul	ever	boasted	about	was	 Jesus	
Christ.	So,	according	to	these	standards	of	wisdom,	Paul	 just	doesn’t	cut	 it.	He’s	not	all	
that	wise—or	so	some	thought.	
	
So,	Paul’s	basic	argument	is	that,	according	to	the	standards	of	the	world’s	wisdom,	the	
world	 rejected	 Christ.	 Based	 on	 these	 standards	 the	 story	 of	 the	 crucified	 Christ	 is	 a	
scandal	 to	 Jews	 and	 foolishness	 to	 Gentiles.	 So,	when	 God	 saves	 the	world	 through	 a	
crucified	Christ,	he	is	turning	on	its	head	the	wisdom	of	the	supposed	wise.	God’s	wisdom	
is	different	from	the	world’s	wisdom.	What	appears	to	the	world	as	foolishness	is	in	fact,	
real	wisdom.	What	appears	to	the	world	as	weak	is	in	fact,	strong.	God’s	foolishness	and	
weakness	are	wiser	and	stronger	than	the	world’s	wisdom	and	strength.		
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Now,	here	is	what	Paul	finds	particularly	difficult	to	understand.	The	very	standards	of	
wisdom	that	could	never	know	God—the	very	standards	of	wisdom	that	rejected	Jesus	
as	the	Christ—are	now	being	used	by	the	Corinthians	to	make	judgments	about	who’s	a	
good	preacher	and	who	is	not.	But	Paul	states	that	the	preaching	of	the	cross	cannot	be	
done	with	eloquent	wisdom,	for	to	do	so	will	empty	the	cross	of	Christ	of	its	power.	
	
The	message	of	the	cross	that	Paul	preached	to	the	Corinthians—the	same	message	that	
we	preach	today—might	seem	to	be	foolishness	at	first	sight.	To	think	that	Jesus	should	
waste	his	life	by	allowing	himself	to	be	crucified—and	at	such	an	early	age—was	utter	
madness	to	both	the	Jews	and	the	Greeks.	The	Jews	needed	recognisable	signs—acts	of	
God—in	order	to	be	convinced.	The	sign	of	the	cross,	as	far	as	they	were	concerned,	was	
a	 curse,	not	an	act	of	God.	The	Greeks	or	Gentiles	 favoured	philosophical	wisdom	and	
persuasive	argument	to	be	convinced	of	anything.	To	them,	Jesus	dying	on	the	cross	was	
pure	waste.	
	
At	the	end,	his	life	appears	to	have	been	wasted—except	that,	 in	fact,	 it	wasn’t	wasted.	
Through	 Jesus’	 death	 on	 the	 cross	 and	 his	 subsequent	 resurrection,	 that	 we’ll	 be	
celebrating	 in	 just	a	 few	weeks	time,	 Jesus	prepares	the	way	for	us	to	enter	 into	God’s	
presence,	without	 fear,	without	 guilt,	without	 shame.	 In	 the	 end	 it’s	 only	 through	 the	
foolishness	of	Jesus’	death	and	resurrection	that	we	can	come	to	know	God	at	all.	All	the	
wisdom	 in	 the	world,	 you	 see,	 has	 been	 unable	 to	 find	 out	what	God	 is	 really	 like,	 as	
much	as	people	have	tried—as	much	as	people	have	come	up	with	theories	on	what	God	
might	be	like.	But	Jesus,	in	his	own	person,	has	revealed	God	to	us.		
	
In	 Jesus	 we	 discover	 the	 amazing	 love	 and	 mercy	 of	 God—his	 graciousness	 towards	
corrupt	and	fallen	human	beings—his	eternal	plan	to	bring	people	back	to	himself—his	
great	wisdom,	in	showing	the	way	back	to	him	through	faith	in	the	saving	work	of	Jesus	
Christ.	
	
Foolishness	 or	wisdom?	 Some	 people	 choose	 the	wisdom	 of	 the	world	 and	 so	 ignore	
God.	Others,	on	the	other	hand,	have	made	the	wisest	decision	that	anyone	could	make.	
That	is,	to	become	disciples	of	Jesus	Christ.	 Just	as	Moses	said	to	the	children	of	Israel,	
“Choose	this	day	whom	you	will	serve,”	so	we	must	decide	what	kind	of	wisdom	we	will	
follow.	 As	 we	 continue	 our	 journey	 through	 the	 season	 of	 epiphany,	 what	 kinds	 of	
choices	 will	 you	 make	 for	 your	 life?—choices	 based	 on	 the	 wisdom	 of	 the	 world	 or	
choices	based	on	the	wisdom	of	God?	At	the	end	of	the	day,	it’s	your	choice!	
	
To	Christ	our	Lord	be	all	glory,	honour	majesty	and	power.	Amen.	


