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Scripture: 1 Corinthians 1:18-31 

 

 Paul wrote this letter somewhere around 52 – 53 CE, a little more than 20 years after 

Jesus’ crucifixion, and perhaps not even a decade after the Jesus followers declared themselves 

Christians and separate from Judaism. Thus, the crucifixion, its meaning, and Jesus were not 

nearly as clear as they are today. 

 Even today, understanding and living out the gospel is challenging. Jesus taught about the 

kingdom of God. Reaching it today means embracing practices which are contrary to our 

thinking today. We love our enemies. We humble ourselves to lead as servants. We give away 

our possessions to become rich. We share the bread and the cup to have peace. Though these are 

hard concepts to live into fully, they make a modicum of sense when we understand them 

through the cross. 

 Roman authorities crucified Jesus because his teachings and his ministry were antithetical 

to the civil and religious norms and practices of first century Palestine under Roman occupation. 

The radical differences threatened the underpinnings and structures upon which Rome ruled the 

people and the Temple defined religious faith. Rome ruled in fear. The Temple prescribed a 

faithfulness that constricted people’s lives rather than liberation. 

 As difficult as following Jesus is, we trust that they are the right precepts because over 

the centuries we have come to accept that his death was necessary for the sake of humankind. 

The 11
th

 Century theologian, Anselm of Canterbury, maintained that God became man to restore 

life to this world through his death. He wrote, “Christ himself freely underwent death, not by 



yielding up his life as an act of obedience, but on account of his obedience in maintaining justice, 

because he so steadfastly persevered in it that he brought death upon himself.”
1
 

 However, when Paul wrote this, there was no centuries of development and refinement to 

make sense of Jesus’ crucifixion. Messiahs didn’t die, let alone die the death of an 

insurrectionist. Furthermore, Jews understood crucifixion as being cursed by God. Paul sought to 

bring the different factions in the Corinthian church together in their acceptance and 

understanding of Christ. It was the physical symbol of all that Jesus taught and the way he 

served, which was completely contrary to the norms and practices of the day, whether enforced 

by Rome or dictated by the Temple. That Jesus’ death could take an instrument of torture and 

fear and overturn it to become an instrument of hope and love, made clear the extraordinary 

nature of his ministries. The folly of the cross was their salvation. 

 Despite centuries of development and refinement, we have an ongoing struggle between 

sinfulness and righteousness. Though the specific situations Jesus encountered in first century 

Palestine differed from the situations we have today, fundamentally they are unchanged. What 

Jesus taught and Paul preached addressed our humanity’s primal character. The messiness and 

problems we see are the byproducts of our collective humanity. 

 We have fear. Maybe fear of people not like us, which can lead to discrimination, 

oftentimes subtle. Maybe fear of not having enough, which can lead to materialism and likely, 

less generosity. 

 We have egos. Left unchecked, it leads to hubris, which makes us smarter than our own 

good. We can become overly narcissistic, which can lead us to believe that the only life that 

matters is our own. 
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 Our primal needs can overwhelm our sensibilities. Our primal needs readily fit with the 

ways of this world. Jesus taught us to resist our primal urges. As we say each week, “and lead us 

not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.” To resist is foolishness. 

 Except that foolishness makes living more sustainable. One translation of Psalm 23 

begins, “The Lord is my shepherd, I need nothing more.” Resisting fear, keeps us from becoming 

so materialistic that we can never be satisfied no matter how much we have. His aphorisms, “The 

last will be first, and the first will be last,” (Mat. 20:16) “Whoever wants to be first must be last 

of all and servant of all.” (Mark 9:35) remind us to remain humble, which keeps us honest. 

 Addressing the Corinthian Church, Paul sought to allay their suspicions of each other. 

The foolishness of the cross will bind them as community. Basically, he said, “The well being of 

this church rests in setting aside your personal desires, fears, and ambitions, and submit to the 

ways of Jesus, despite what sounds foolish.” 

 What he said then still applies. Despite what this world sees as foolish, embrace it. That 

is the key to have a life that is truly life. 


