“Foolishness of the Gospel”

1 Corinthians 1:18-31

September 14, 2008

Read 1 Corinthians 1:18-31

Last week, we began looking at the “messiness in the church” by introducing the problems in the house churches in Corinth. Not to put too blunt a point on it, they had become proud of the progress they had made, and had begun to be divided about who was better because of what they had experienced or what they knew. They were competing with each other for power and status. 

Sound familiar? Ever been in a church where, if you were not part of the “in” crowd, you were out and probably not very welcome? I remember back on the east coast visiting churches where family names were on plaques mounted on the side of the pews; making sure that seats were saved. It was intimidating to sit down, wondering if I was going to be shoosh’ed away because I was in the place of someone important. When I asked about it, I was told that it had always been done that way and I should not worry about it. But even that explanation of “don’t worry about it,” let me know I was an outsider because there was no way I could know whether or not it was true without someone in-the-know telling me. 

Paul is posing the question, where is the focus of the Corinthian’s faith – on Jesus or on competing with each other? Based on the report he received, it was more important to the Corinthians how others perceived them than living out the gratitude for the saving grace they had received. This is no small thing: Paul rejects both the celebration of the religious and the adoration of the wise. And he puts it in certain terms: “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.” 

God’s power is not found in being more religious. 

In the Corinthian churches – and in congregations today – we admire those who are really religious. The danger in being religious is that people do things without thinking about why; they do things simply because that is what we are supposed to do or that is how it has always been done.

Rituals develop to remember an event – a happening. Think about this past week: how many different places held times of remembrance for the September 11, 2001 attacks. People gathered, they took time listening to speakers, hearing music, perhaps singing, and remembering what happened that day. It is very fresh to us, but to our children’s children? What will they make of the remembrances that occur on their September 11’s? 

The problem with religious rituals arises when the details of the ritual overshadow or obscure the original; when we add layers and layers to the meaning. For example: a lot of people I know dread Christmas time because of all the details that require attending: the parties, the cards, the shopping, the presents – does it sound like I am a September-time Grinch? Even the Grinch has begun to overshadow the meaning of the Dr. Suess play; we remember the character, do we remember the point?

We have high expectations for Christmas. We do all those things, hoping and praying that we get that special feeling at some point. Yet, for many people, just going through the motions searching for that feeling can be a hollow experience, one that leaves them more drained than fulfilled. In fact, it has gotten worse the more that our culture has tried to remove Christ from Christmas; attempting to make it a time for celebrating for the sake of celebrating. If you are not participating in everything, you are weak and inconsiderate; if you are not invited to everything, you are not important or valued; if you do not get everything done, you are a failure and selfish. Ho! Ho! Ho!

Can you strip away the expectations of others and your own desire for status in their eyes? At the root of Christmas is the mystery of the incarnation – the transcendent, sovereign God of everything emptying himself and being born for the purpose of redeeming us through his obedient walk to the cross. Do you know Jesus or are you hoping that if God exists, that he will be pleased that you tried your best to do good things in a religious setting? 

Serving a religion ultimately leaves you empty, broke, and divided. And for many, the trappings of religion take the place of a real relationship with Jesus – the only hope we have. 

This is a tough word to the church today. As Presbyterians we often think of church in terms of two things: buildings and committees. 

I am guilty of it, too, at times: I will catch myself equating faithfulness with participation in activities in the buildings with which we have been blessed. I am encouraged when we have more people come into our buildings than last week, discouraged when there are fewer. I have encouraged you to plan and make strategies to draw more people to the campus. But numbers and strategies are meaningless if they do not encourage and build up relationships with Jesus. When we come to worship, when we do programs, when we reach out, it is all with the goal in mind of glorifying God and enjoying Him forever. That’s not a punch-line to a joke, it is a statement of relationship, a statement of purpose. 


Religion without relationship yields frustration, division, and hopelessness. 

Further, God’s power is not found in the adoration of human intelligence. 

Wisdom without God is foolishness. It is an oxymoron. There is no real wisdom without God; however, the secular world rejects Godly wisdom as foolishness and narrow-mindedness. Paul is not addressing the secular world – he is addressing the church that had adopted the secular world’s perspective.

The Corinthian culture valued education. This cultural value worked its way into the church, causing division among those who were called together. Those who were perceived to be wise looked down upon those who were not. 

A similar circumstance has transpired in the modern church. The trend of theology has been to follow the pattern of secular academia, where “new” is valued and “old” is suspect. “Good” scholars question the foundations of what is popularly believed. Theologians and pastors who simply pass on what they have faithfully received are not newsworthy. They certainly do not gain the respect of their peers; rather, it is those who are groundbreaking, new, or creative who garner the most attention.

Many of you have read about “The Jesus Seminar” – a group of scholars who debate about the historical accuracy of the Gospels; deciding by vote whether Jesus actually said what the Gospels report. That is new, groundbreaking, and really, really creative. Compare the awareness of the Jesus seminar with the last time you read anything positive about a Bible-believing scholar? 

Following the pattern of secular academia is not healthy for the Church. The purpose of secular academia and the purpose of the Church are very different. Secular academia serves to broaden what humans can know; the Church proclaims narrowly what God has done. Mixing the two leads to the attempts to “re-imagine” God, as if we have the authority and ability to determine who God is apart from God’s self-revelation in Scripture.  

In recent years, the Presbyterian Church has fallen into the academic trap; it wants to function more as a university than a church. The trend has been to encourage people to offer Jesus into the mix as an option among others to consider. Although polite, it also is (at best) lukewarm.

Faith is a conviction, it is a relationship; it is not a hypothesis to weigh objectively. The wisdom of God is revealed through the living of the relationship, not in the empty parroting of concepts. Yet, specificity and clarity of declarations of faith are out of vogue in the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.).  

For example, when we ordain and install officers, we ask whether the individual receives and adopts the "essential tenets" of the Reformed faith as expressed in the confessions. What does this mean? Let me quote from a report entitled "Confessional Nature of the Church Report" which notes:

The ordination question that asks for commitment to the "essential tenets" of the confessions brings freedom in the church at several levels. Ordained persons are free to be "instructed," "led," and "continually guided" by the confessions without being forced to subscribe to any precisely worded articles of faith drawn up either by the General Assembly or by a presbytery. (Presbyteries, too, are bound to the constitutional language that excludes demand for adherence to any specifically worded interpretations of a few selected doctrines. In a presbytery the decision for ordination is always determined by a concrete encounter between the presbytery and the candidate.) Presbyteries (in the case of ministers) and church sessions (in the case of elders and deacons) are free to decide for themselves what acceptable loyalty to the confessions means in their particular situation without being bound to any "check list" prescribed by higher governing bodies of the church.

Lost is any understanding of the power of the message – the power of the cross of Christ being the power of God saving us. The power of the cross of Christ is actively saving us – here and now. Straying from that message suggests that we are embarrassed by it or that we think it is not important. Lest you think I am overstating the case, the result has been that there is a considerable segment of the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) that argues that it is acceptable for Presbyterian officers to disagree about the bodily resurrection and the meaning of the cross.

Paul points out the message of the power of the cross of Christ is the most important thing we have. If the message is lost or not important enough to proclaim, congregations and denominations will fail -- no matter how well funded it is with property, endowments, annuities, and interest income. Those who claim the name of Christ should not hide the light of the message under a bushel. 

 
For those of us being saved, the message of the cross is the power of God.

If this seems like a hard message, there is good news. 

God’s ways are not our ways. God’s thoughts are higher than our thoughts. God’s word will not return to him empty; rather, it will accomplish that which God intends it to accomplish. 

God chose what is low and despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, so that no one might boast in the presence of God. He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification, and redemption, in order that, as it is written, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.”

We boast in the Lord, not in our own growth. We boast in the accomplishments of Jesus, not in the wisdom of our own minds. Years of discipleship do not earn us the right to boast in our own accomplishments; years of study do not earn us the right to pride in our own wisdom. Everything we do and everything we have learned has its foundation in the message of the power of the cross of Christ for our salvation. Yes, this is our gospel. It takes conviction and discipline to realize how profound it is in its simplicity. 

Look at the foolish activity of faith. It is more than just ritual. We live convicted God is real and we are in relationship with him:

· We pray as if God listens and speaks to us – a waste of time in the eyes of the world, when we could be doing something in our own power and wisdom about the problems we face;

· We obey God’s Word and call as if God is sovereign – incomprehensible in a world of self-fulfillment and self-determination;

· We worship because God is worthy – in a world that wants to pretend God does not exist;

· We confidently anticipate Christ’s return – even after two thousand years; 

· We serve and sacrifice – in a world that demands compensation; and,

· We live in hope – in a world that has no ultimate answer to offer.

I think I have told this story before; if I have, it bears repeating – if not, know that you will probably hear it again some time. A number of years ago, I was attending a large church in Indianapolis when Stewardship Sunday rolled around. You know the Sunday: it is the one when everyone kind of winces because the pastor is going to start pulling at your wallet. Well, on this Sunday, the pledge cards were received in the offering prior to the time of the sermon. I breathed a sigh of relief because I thought, “The numbers aren’t going to miraculously change now – my pledge card is in!” The sermon started and I do not remember what was the text. What I do remember was when the pastor left the pulpit and went over to the communion table where the pledge cards had been placed in the offering plates. She said, “Now, I want you to think hard about this: who knows what is best for your life? Who has your best interest in mind and who knows what is best for you? That’s the person to whom to give your offering. If it is your stockbroker, you should make your offering to him. If it is your candidates, give the money to them. If it is your spouse, give it to him or her. If there is anyone who knows what is in your best interest and is able to provide it for you better than the LORD, you should come up now or after the service, take your card out of the plate, and go give this pledge to them.” 

She stopped and stepped aside as if waiting for someone to come forward to take back a pledge card. It was not an illustration – it was an invitation to remember our relationship with Christ. 

She closed quoting Joshua, “Choose this day whom you will serve. But as for me and my house, we will serve the LORD.” 

Conclusion

As we look at the messiness of the church, be aware of the way that pride enters into the life of the church. As soon as we start thinking less of someone else because of the way they are not doing all they should for the church, or because we are doing more than we should, it is time to take a step back and look at what is going on. Whether it is a program, a position, or a status thing – put it down. Lay it down at the foot of the cross of Christ, where we all come equally undeserving, equally in need of the ongoing saving power God.

To others, laying those things down may look foolish. 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. He is the source of our life in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification and redemption. 

To God be the glory. Amen. Amen.
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