Text: 1 Cor 1:18-31
Trouble in the Text

I’m going to steal a quote from a modern theologian Gordon Fee – “Paul’s Corinth was at once the New York, Los Angeles and Las Vegas of the ancient world…and the church was in many ways the mirror of the city.”  Corinth was a port city full of sailors and business people in town for a few days to take care of business and have a little fun.  The fun was so well known that the name of city had turned into a verb.  In Greek you could Corithinize.  Maybe the ancient version of “One night in Bangkok.”  Being such an important travel and trading city, Corinth became a Roman colony which came with Roman government and Roman aristocracy and Roman legions.  Governments and business attracted everyone else.  Every nation around the Mediterranean Sea was represented in Corinth.  And with every nation came every god and goddess, every philosophy and worldview known to man.  And when fun and business and government and gods collide, politics happens.  Power struggles and divisions and claims of truth.  
Right before the text we read, factions are the problem that Paul is confronting.  Chloe, or at least someone from her house, has come to Paul who is in Ephesus.  We know this spirit.  We know who Chloe is.  This is the person who gets greatly upset at conflict.  And she runs to Paul and pours out the sad tale – Paul, the church is just splitting apart.  Some show up and say I’m following Paul.  He’s got the genuine pure gospel message.  And then others come in and start arguing.  Paul, Apollos is a much wiser teacher and a much better preacher.  We follow Apollos.  Some of our Jewish brothers come in and scoff at both.  Who are Paul and Apollos?  A couple of upstarts let me tell you.  We follow the real authority in the church – Peter.  And then in a squeaky voice a few get all high and bothered and say you all can follow whoever you like but we, we follow only Christ.
And you know that each and every one of those factions had the absolutely perfect argument for why they were the superior tribe.  The only thing they could actually agree on most likely was that they were just that much better than those pagans out there Corinthinizing.  Although if the rest of the letter is an indication, part of at least one faction’s wisdom included some Corinthinizing.
Trouble in the World

If there is one situation in the ancient world that almost translates directly it would seem to be Corinth.  We still have our favorite factions.  And our factions each have their portion of the truth.  And we will fight long and hard over our absolute truth.  The Church growth crowd, which you’ve heard a few hymns from that hymnbook from this pulpit in the last few months, brings out statistics and graphs and arguments.  Rome will trumpet an unbroken line of tradition with the pope sitting on the Throne of St. Peter.  Throne – I bet Peter loves that one.  The Pentecostals are all so spiritual.  Have you had the experience brother?  Have you been baptized with the Spirit?  And then you’ve got the intellectuals of two branches - the traditionalists who follow Luther or Calvin or Augustine or name your favorite Orthodox theologian and the progressives who constantly see the Spirit moving and are claiming to speak in prophetic voices.  We all claim to have wisdom or power or authority on our side.  See, the graph is going up.  See, Christ said Peter was the rock.  See, this is what the confessions say.  And each faction has just enough arguments, just enough of the truth, just enough power to hold on.  Just enough to say, look at me, I win, what a good boy am I.
Grace 

Do you know where God puts all of our arguments and power, our intelligence and wisdom?  Right there at the foot of the cross.  That cross levels all the arguments.  That cross levels the winning and the boasting.  We might make arguments, we might look for wisdom, but if we think we win because of our wisdom or skill or intelligence, God says look at the cross.  That is where your wisdom and intellect lead.  We were the ones who thought that apple looked good for food and desirable for wisdom.  That cross makes foolishness of all of our claims.  Just when we think we have it all figured out, that things make sense, we see the cross.
To those who are perishing, to the ones scurrying around trying to save their life in this age that is passing away – that cross is what is foolish.  On almost every level it just looks stupid.   Look, a representative from God would not end up on a cross.  That cross is the example of everything we want to escape.  We want to escape pain.  We put great intellect into figuring out ways around suffering.  Whole philosophies and religions take their starting point as the elimination of suffering.  Our wisdom seeks to avoid or bypass death.  Elaine Pagels, a scholar at Yale, would like a Gnostic church.  Death in that Gnostic view is not an evil, but gets redefined.  Death releases the soul for ascendance.  That is our wisdom, let’s redefine death.  And that avoidance of all things cross is just the start of foolishness.  The man on that cross said a bunch of things that are foolishness to this world.  Blessed are the meek?  Sure, for church, but in the real world the meek get the pink slip and the pat on the back.  Blessed are the peacemakers – they get done to them what they are loath to do to others.  Blessed are the merciful – they get it a second time.  Blessed are the one’s persecuted for righteousness – they get to be called fanatics.  That cross and that man on the cross is foolishness for everyone still trying to save themselves in this world.

But thanks be to God, his wisdom is greater than ours.  According to our wisdom – would a holy omnipotent God put up with sin and fallen creatures?  No, that would seem to be one of those tax loss write-offs.  Let’s close this division down sooner rather than later.  Who would the omniscient God save if anyone?  By our lights -  the debater, the philosopher of the age, the scribe.  Only those powerful enough or smart enough to find God.  To complete the quest.  To gather all his blessings to them.  In our wisdom, salvation is a long path that you are never sure you’ve completed.  After all there is always one more thing to do.  There is always someone smarter or wiser – and if not now just wait.  How many of us would qualify?  That is what Paul asks.  Not many of us were wise, not many powerful, not many noble…but God chose the cross.
God chose the cross, and the cross levels the boasting.  The weak can find themselves at the cross.  The despised.  The powerless.  The ones who just are not who have no standing in the worlds schemes can find themselves at the cross.  The meek, the peacemakers, the merciful, the persecuted all can find themselves at the cross.  The entire sinful and fallen world can find itself at the cross.  On that cross God confronts us with where our wisdom leads.  On that cross God offered the way out of this dying world.  It is not our way.  It is not the way we would choose.  But God humbled our power and wisdom.  To those that are being saved the cross is the power of God.  God took the pain, and suffering and rejection and death that is common to everyone, and made it His wisdom, and His righteousness, and His holiness.  God took that ultimate foolishness of death and made it our life.  God chose the cross where all the foolish of the world could meet.  No more arguments or power plays or seeking wisdom.  For God has called all, God has called you to the cross.

God has called all of humanity before that cross.  He does it through the further foolishness of preaching.  Some raving loon in a dress on Sunday morning.  A grandmother to a grandson.  A father to a daughter.  Come and see.  Come and see Jesus.  Come His Body and Blood offered for you with the bread and wine.  Some will just see foolishness.  But to those being saved, we see the power of God.  Power great enough to be revealed in foolish things.  Power great enough to humble all our factions.  Power great enough to call all of humanity to the same spot.  Power great enough to save all of the foolish.  Power great enough to save us at the foot of that cross.  Welcome to the life and the table prepared by the Lord.
