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Epiphany 3rd Sunday “Wisdom or Folly” 1 Cor 1 18 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing unto 

You, O Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen! 

Hear again the words of our Epistle reading, 1 Corinthians 1: 17 Christ sent me to 

preach the gospel, and not with words of eloquent wisdom, lest the cross of 

Christ be emptied of its power.18 For the word of the cross is folly to those who 

are perishing, but to (those of) us who are being saved it is the power of God. 

Paul has been arguing that reliance on one’s skill as a speaker can rob the cross of 

Christ of its power. He now sets out to cure the Corinthians of their fascination 

with fancy talk and flowery speech. After all, they should know that no matter 

how well they dress up the word of the cross, the world will always find it 

unpalatable. For the world marches to a different drummer. Its enthusiasm is 

always for whatever seems attractive and successful, whatever is sparkly and 

shiny, whatever is pleasing to the eye and satisfying to the appetite. Its basic 

orientation is toward what has aptly been called “the theology of glory.” But now, 

in opposition to the world’s lust for glamour, success, and “image,” Paul sets forth 

“the word, the theology of the cross”. Only that sobering word will provide the 

Corinthians with a basis for overcoming their divisions and restoring their 

fellowship in Christ. 

These expressions are based upon Luther’s Heidelberg Disputation of 1518. In 

thesis 20, for example, Luther cites 1 Cor 1:21 and 25, “For since the world did not 

know God through its wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach 

to save those who believe…For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the 

weakness of God is stronger than men.” And Luther continues: “It is not sufficient 

for anyone, and it does him no good to recognize God in his glory and majesty, 

unless he recognizes Him in the humility and shame of the cross. Thus, God 

destroys the wisdom of the wise.… For this reason, true theology and recognition 

of God are in the crucified Christ.”  
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Then, in thesis 21 Luther adds: “God can be found only in suffering and the 

cross.… It is impossible for a person not to be puffed up by his own good works 

unless he has first been deflated and destroyed by suffering and evil until he 

knows that he is worthless and that his only good works are not his but God’s.”  

The power of God is visible in creation (Rom 1:18–32), but the grace of God can 

only be found in God’s Word and Sacraments, on the cross and in the Supper, 

which to the world appear weak and foolish. The Corinthians, and we, need to be 

realistic that “the word of the cross” will always be “foolishness to those who are 

being destroyed,” those without the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 1:18). In itself, of course, 

the Gospel is not foolishness; only to those who are being destroyed is it 

foolishness.  

The world will always think Christians are wasting their time. There was a period 

when even Jesus’ mother and brothers thought he was “beside himself” (Mk 

3:21). Many of his Jewish opponents claimed that he was insane (Jn 10:20). Later, 

the Roman governor Festus charged Paul with insanity: “You are out of your mind, 

Paul; Too much learning is driving you insane!” (Acts 26:24).  

Through the centuries, the message of the cross has drawn similar abuse from 

Christianity’s cultured and less-cultured despisers. In their view, Christians “are of 

all people most to be pitied” (1 Cor 15:19). Now, the expression would more likely 

be “of all people most to be hated.”  

So long has the cross been a centerpiece in churches that Christians can easily 

forget the shame and offensiveness it represented in the ancient world. Only 

criminals and disobedient slaves were crucified. Indeed, Matthew’s gospel 

portrays Jesus’ death as that of a slave worth thirty pieces of silver (Mt 26:15), 

and Paul draws a connection between Jesus’ taking the form of a slave and His 

dying the death of a slave on the cross (Phil 2:7–8). In short, as has been well said, 

“to assert that God himself accepted death in the form of a crucified Jewish 

laborer from Galilee in order to break the power of death and bring salvation to 

all men could only seem like folly and madness to men of ancient times.” But Paul 

emphasizes that rejection of the word of the cross brings tragic consequences: 
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Those who despise it are actually in the process of condemning themselves to 

eternal death; they are “being destroyed” (1 Cor 1:18). The rejected Gospel, as “a 

fragrance from death to death,” is having its effect on them (2 Cor 2:15–16). On 

the other hand, “to us who are being saved it [the word of the cross] is the power 

of God” (1 Cor 1:18).  

Note that despite the divisions in the Church of Corinth that he has just deplored, 

Paul does not classify the Corinthians among those being lost. The words “to us” 

assure them that they, and we, are united as the blessed recipients of salvation. 

For them, as for us, the word of the cross is a “fragrance from life to life” (2 Cor 

2:16). According to Paul, believers, those who have received the Holy Spirit 

through Word and/or Sacrament, are surrounded by salvation—past, present, 

and future. Having been saved by grace in the past (Eph 2:5, 8; Titus 3:5), they are 

now, day by day, in the process of being saved (1 Cor 1:18; 15:2), a process which 

continues until they are finally saved on the last day (Rom 5:9). Above all, it is this 

sure hope of rescue from God’s wrath on the Last Day which gives to the words 

“save” and “salvation” their power.  

Our salvation is accomplished by “the power of God” effective in “the word of the 

cross” (1 Cor 1:18). The voice of the Gospel is not foolishness, but “the power of 

God for salvation” (Rom 1:16). Thus, Paul’s ministry was “a demonstration of the 

Spirit and power” (1 Cor 2:4). Through his preaching, God established his kingdom 

“in power” (4:20). Hence, Paul was not interested in how well his spiritually 

“inflated” opponents could talk, but in their power (4:19). While outwardly he 

and his co-workers appeared to be weak, he rejoiced in weakness and blessed 

God when there was no more room for self-reliance (2 Cor 1:8–9), for then he 

knew the power of Christ would rest on him (2 Cor 12:9–10; 13:4). Indeed, 

according to Paul’s Gospel, human cleverness and self-reliance were an 

abomination to God (1 Cor 1:19).  

Paul supports his thesis from Is 29:14: “I will destroy the wisdom of the wise and 

the understanding of the understanding I will reject.” “The wise” in Isaiah 29 are 

the complacent priests and prophets who had no idea that God would perform 

amazing deeds of judgment and salvation in their day.  
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Those people drew near to God with their mouths and honored him with their 

lips, while their hearts were far from him, as it says in Is 29:13. It is very likely that 

Paul, in citing these verses, was recalling the whole context and suggesting to the 

Corinthians that all their “prized speech gifts,” including the gift of tongues, would 

only incur God’s judgment if their hearts were far from him. Paul drives home the 

point that the Lord will act in judgment to shatter the plans of the nations and 

reject the thoughts of peoples and the plans of rulers, as it says in Psalm 2:1-4,  

Why do the nations rage 
    and the peoples plot in vain? 

2 The kings of the earth set themselves, 
    and the rulers take counsel together, 

    against the LORD and against his Anointed, saying, 
3 “Let us burst their bonds apart 

    and cast away their cords from us.” 
4 He who sits in the heavens laughs; 
    the Lord holds them in derision. 

Paul now sets out to demonstrate what he has just asserted by means of his 

rhetorical questions. His argument and terminology anticipate his epistle to the 

Romans 1:18–22, “knowing God,” “claiming to be wise,” “being made foolish,” 

“therefore God gave them over to the sinful desires of their hearts.” 

Even more, they echo Jesus’ words of thanksgiving to the Father in Mt 11:25–26: 

“I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because You have hidden these 

things [these insights into the person and work of Christ] from the wise and 

understanding and revealed them to babies. Yes, Father, for this was Your 

gracious will.” Thus, Paul underscores what Isaiah and the Lord had said about the 

way God surprises the world by rejecting its values and elevating what it despises. 

For centuries Greek philosophers and Jewish rabbis had been engaged in the 

quest to know God. “Through … wisdom” (1 Cor 1:21) the pre-Socratic Greek 

philosophers had sought to understand the structure of the universe, and 

Socrates and his successors had tried to understand human beings in relation to 

their world. The rabbis had busied themselves with the minute study of the 
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Torah, but over their hearts lay a veil which is only removed when a person turns 

to the Lord (2 Cor 3:15).  

The wise men and philosophers of today continue that same quest. But with all 

their intellectual ingenuity they have missed the mark as well. Only through the 

Holy Spirit can they have true wisdom. Jesus Christ is the true light that enlightens 

the Gentiles. And only the Holy Spirit, through Word and Sacrament, calls, 

gathers, enlightens, sanctifies and keeps us in the true faith. 

We are all sinners; Christ died for us all. Life has to be lived in that reality. We 

abide in it. God plants us in the rich soil of His promises. Through His Word and 

Sacraments, we receive the Holy Spirit to be nourished and strengthened and 

bear fruit. Despite every assault of the devil, Jesus Christ comes to us; He rescues 

us. He is our obedience. He is our faithfulness; He is our Rock and our Redeemer. 

Like beggars we come before Him with empty hands, and He gives us all good 

things. 

May the love of God and the grace of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and the 

power of the Holy Spirit abide in you to life everlasting. Amen! 


