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The Foundation of Freedom and the Peril of Power 

1 Corinthians 1: 18-25 

_______________________________________ 

 

Two highlights of our service have been quite stirring for me.  Our worship 

began this morning with the procession of the cross and the flag.  The 

combination of the two would alone indicate this is a special day and that 

the love of country is a permissible, even desirable affection. 

The second has been the music of our choir.  Not only have they sung the 

Battle Hymn of the Republic – if that doesn’t elicit chill bumps while making 

the case for human freedom – then I don’t know what can.  To live in a 

country that holds the words of this song as an ideal, to believe that at our 

core is a sense that our nation is about the mission of God’s Kingdom of 

goodness and justice – this is a priceless heritage to remember and honor 

this day.  Our choir sang another song as well.  In “This is my song”, we’ve 

heard an acknowledgment that not only is it good for us to love our 

country, and to know it is loved and blessed by God, but it is good to 

acknowledge that God loves other nations too, and desires that not only 

we flourish, but the peoples of other lands too.  I’m grateful for our choir’s 

offerings this morning. 

The most famous photograph of World War II was this one – a picture of 

our flag and six soldiers who raised it on Mount Suribachi on the island of 

Iwo Jima in February, 1945.  There, during a horrific battle, the 1/400th 

second of a camera shutter caught an image that time can’t forget.  The 

six men raised that flag and cheered a nation exhausted by the hardships 

of war.  In his book, Flags of Our Fathers, James Bradley, the son of one of 

the flag raisers, tells the story of those whose images we see in the 

photograph.  Three of the six died in the continual battle of Iwo Jima.  One 

died later of war-related disease.  Two went on to live normal American 
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lives, except that what they experienced in that terrible battle would leave 

scars on them as well.  Such is the plight of our heroes – they can suffer 

even when they survive.    

We who live now are the heirs of the legacy laid by the founders and 

secured by later heroes and it is good this day to proclaim our gratefulness 

for the gift of freedom.  We’ve done this for generations, and for good 

reason.  St Augustine said the best way to define a people is by discovering 

their “one loved thing held in common.”  The American answer to the 

question of what is that one thing, for people of nearly all political 

persuasion, has always been “freedom”. 

We are a people who believe in ever-expanding opportunities for all of our 

people.  We have always been a mobile, assertive folk, who believed that 

tomorrow could and would be better than today.  We believe that freedom 

provides the opportunity for people to achieve their own successes.  We’ve 

always loathed the systems of nations that rule their people with an iron 

fist and we have committed blood and treasure to back up our beliefs.   

But all is not well in our land, or in our perception of it.  You can sense that 

many Americans feel our best days are behind us – that we’re on a slow 

slide morally, financially, and socially.  We feel stagnated both for answers 

to problems here and we strain for understanding our role abroad.  Mostly, 

we wonder about whether our children will have the same opportunities 

that we’ve had.  It’s possible that I just talk to negative people, but I don’t 

think so.  Something has changed. 

Our country is in a wrestling match with itself over the bounds of freedom.  

Os Guinness, a brilliant observer of America and a friend of this church, has 

recently commented that American freedom is always in danger not only of 

decline, but also of becoming too much of a good thing.  He also states:  

“Claims to rights and entitlements without duty are destroying the cultural 

soil in which all rights and freedom itself have to be nourished.” Time will 

tell if he is correct. 
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The second symbol of this morning’s worship of God is especially precious 

to us – the cross.  Though now a widely loved and displayed symbol, it 

defies logic that it has become the logo of the Christian Faith.  The cross 

originated as a means of torture and death at the hands of Roman 

authorities.  The mere sight of it in its day would bring waves of terror to 

those who merely gazed upon it, let alone to those nailed to it.  If a 

religious movement started today and used as their logo a depiction of a 

firing squad, or a hangman’s noose, or an electric chair, we would think 

them at best odd; at worst unusually depraved.  Yet the early Christians 

adopted the cross, an instrument of execution, as our permanent sign – a 

logo forever in our sanctuaries and around our necks, and in countless 

other places.  From one’s marking with the sign of the cross at our baptism 

to the gravestone with the symbol of a cross that caps our final resting 

place, it is this symbol that defines who we are and what we believe. 

In First Corinthians, chapter one, the Apostle Paul addressed the serious 

problem that some Christians were promoting their own status inside the 

Corinthian Church – and to those outside the church community as well.  

These people were concerned with their own status and power and saw 

the Gospel of Christ as a ticket to their own advancement.  In their 

boasting, it became all about them, not the reality of Christ crucified for 

them – and for others. 

Paul seizes the opportunity in this letter to shut the door on this twisted 

thinking.  He insists that the decisive act in the drama of salvation was the 

death of Jesus on the cross and that all matters of status, self-

achievement, and boasting were absurd in the light of Christ’s sacrifice.  

The cross, Paul said, confounds all human wisdom for as an instrument of 

death it became an invitation to life.  In verse 24, he says simply, “Christ is 

the power of God and the wisdom of God.” 

American Christians face a challenging time as we seek to live out biblical 

principles in an increasingly secular age.  Though we have every right to 
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speak up about our concerns and have much to contribute to the public 

conversation, we have to approach this wisely – there are plenty of fools 

speaking these days on all sides of the cultural battles.  Our best wisdom 

will be rooted in the cross, not our own opinions. 

I have a confession to make this morning.  Though I was ordained to the 

ministry and have been a pastor since in I was in my early 20’s, I have also 

served as an elected official.  For six years of my life I served as a member 

of the state legislature in my home state.  It’s a long story why I did that – 

I’ll just say that I felt called to it and was glad I could serve a people and a 

place that had been so good to me.  The alternative is to say I had my 

mid-life crisis early – and that might be true too.  The short of it is, I took a 

leave of absence from the church I was serving and ran for a legislative 

seat – winning in a landslide, well, actually by 38 votes. 

From my own experience I learned many things about the process of law-

making and the struggles elected officials face.  I learned the job isn’t easy 

and the more you try to think through your decisions, the harder it gets.  I 

learned that political bodies are comprised of people just like all of us – no 

wonder they make mistakes.  They deserve our prayers more than our 

scorn, but that’s a sermon for another day. 

The main thing I learned, as a young, idealistic Christian seeking to 

advance God’s causes through the political process, is that the acquisition 

of power for the sake of the Gospel is a risky proposition.  I’m glad when 

Christians run for public office – I’m glad that many ascend to positions of 

power, but I’m increasingly convinced that though we have a duty to 

influence the public debate, the acquisition of power for power’s sake is at 

best a distraction from our core mission – the advancement of the message 

of the cross, a message that is viewed by our culture as foolishness, but is 

in fact the only enduring power.  If acquiring worldly power were enough, 

our culture would have flocked to our ideas long ago.  Our nation thirsts 

less for our opinions than for the message of the cross – that Christ laid 

down his life so that we would find it.   
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Toward the end of Luke’s Gospel, he tells us of the account of the 

conversation of two of Jesus’ followers lamenting their sorrows at the 

death of Jesus.  Unknowingly, they encounter Jesus as they were walking 

on the road to Emmaus.  Only gradually does the revelation unfold that this 

is Jesus they are talking to.  For these disciples, hope died on that cross.  

They shared their thoughts on who Jesus was and referred to him as a 

prophet – and then they said they had hoped that Jesus would be the one 

who was going to redeem Israel.  These two guys weren’t getting it, but 

their confusion was understandable.  They are essentially fugitives from 

Jerusalem, afraid that the occupying government was going to come after 

people like them.  There were many like them – people who thought that 

Israel’s Messiah would be a military or political liberator.  Jesus explained 

to them that the Messiah was meant to suffer for the sake of the people.  

His goal wasn’t political victory, but spiritual freedom. 

As the disciples became aware of Jesus, they realized what had happened 

in the events of the cross and resurrection.  Their faith was renewed - their 

hope clarified and their hearts were lifted.  They then rushed back to 

Jerusalem to share the great news of what God had done.  This account 

helped set the table for many discussions that followed in the early church.  

Their primary mission in intersecting with the world would be evangelism, 

an evangelism rooted in conversation and peaceful persuasion rather than 

in the exercise of power.   

But eventually, the Church rejected the biblical ideal.  Imitating the Roman 

state under which it had suffered, it copied the methods of Caesar.  The 

church of the martyrs became the church of the Inquisition.  Instead of 

being known for its compassion for children, the poor, the sick, and the 

outcast, it developed a thirst for power.  The Church over time corrected 

this and became alert to its mission again.  We always will wrestle with 

that tension of power versus service.  We can only pray that service wins. 

Our message to the world around us is that we believe in human freedom, 

a freedom found in the Scriptures that created in God’s image, people have 
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the ability and right to make certain choices.  This freedom is easily abused 

and it is not limitless.  We Christians are often criticized for imposing its 

values on others.  When we proclaim our faith rightly, we do not impose – 

but we do propose our beliefs.  We’re at our best when we’re not looking 

for power, but when we present the case for free people to act wisely on 

their impulses and for all of us to engage in civil debate about the matters 

of our day.  Since 1776 that’s been America at her best, and we pray this 

becomes ever-more the American way. 

In the meantime, we proclaim in our pulpits, but also in our daily life, that 

this seemingly foolish thing called the cross is the hope of all people and 

the wisdom by which we seek to live.  “For the foolishness of God is wiser 

than man’s wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than man’s 

strength. 

Prayer:  Lord, you have made all the peoples of the earth for your glory, to 

serve you in freedom and in peace.  Give we who live in this great land a 

zeal for justice, the right restraint of our own liberties, and the passion for 

the cross so that all may know not only freedom, but the joy of serving 

you, the living God.  In the name of Christ we pray.  Amen 


