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Lenten Series – “Cross Purposes”                              Rev. Lynell M. Caudillo 
“Foolish Wisdom” 
Isaiah 29: 13-16, I Corinthians 1:18-25                        March 7, 2021 
 
Isaiah 29:13-16 New International Version (NIV) 
13The Lord says: “These people come near to me with their mouth and honor me 
with their lips, but their hearts are far from me.  Their worship of me is based on 
merely human rules they have been taught.  
14Therefore once more I will astound these people with wonder upon wonder; 
the wisdom of the wise will perish, the intelligence of the intelligent will vanish.” 
15Woe to those who go to great depths to hide their plans from the LORD, who do 
their work in darkness and think, “Who sees us? Who will know?” 
16You turn things upside down, as if the potter were thought to be like the clay! 
Shall what is formed say to the one who formed it, “You did not make me”?  Can 
the pot say to the potter, “You know nothing”? 
 
INTRO to Corinthians—This letter of Paul’s is addressed to the believers in Corinth. 
Corinth is located in Greece, on the narrow isthmus or land bridge that connects 
the mainland with the Pelopanese peninsula.  Given its location, Corinth was a 
thriving seaport, a metropolitan city.  It is believed that the Apostle Paul visited 
Corinth at least three times.   
 
1 Corinthians 1:18-25 (NIV) 
18For 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.  19For it is written: “I will destroy the 
wisdom of the wise; the intelligence of the intelligent I will frustrate.” (Isaiah 29:14)  
20Where is the wise person?  Where is the teacher of the law?  Where is the 
philosopher of this age?  Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?  21For 
since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God 
was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who 
believe.  22Jews demand signs and Greeks look for wisdom, 23but we preach Christ 
crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24but to those 
whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the 
wisdom of God.  25For the foolishness of God is wiser than human wisdom, and the 
weakness of God is stronger than human strength. 
 
PRAY 
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Two wonderful events happened in our family this week - we celebrated our 
granddaughter Ellie June’s first birthday on Friday.  And on Monday, her mother 
(our daughter in law) received news that her final projected was approved.  She 
received her Master’s Degree!  This would be an accomplishment for anyone, but 
she began her course of study just before she realized she was pregnant!  She 
worked so hard to get as much done as she could before Ellie arrived.  As it was, 
Ellie arrived March 5, 2020 - the day before WA state “shut down” for Covid 19!  In 
addition to all that, Grace started a new teaching position in a new district, in 
August 2020!  We are so proud of her, for persevering against the odds! 
 
Knowledge and wisdom: Are these the same thing?  How much does a degree of 
any kind, reflect true wisdom?  I worked with a person who had a Ph.D. and who 
made sure people did not forget it!  She would find ways to drop that tidbit into 
conversation on a regular basis.  She was a ‘name-dropper’ too - always so 
impressed with other people and her association with them.  
 
Is God impressed by all this?  I doubt it! 
 
In this passage, Paul compares and contrasts human wisdom with God’s wisdom. 
For all the human wisdom we possess, we have one problem: Our finite minds 
cannot comprehend an infinite God.  “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 
neither are your ways my ways,” declares the LORD.”  (Isaiah 55:8)   
 
In all our searching, in all our knowledge, we can put people on the moon and an 
explorer on the surface of Mars, but we cannot find God, apart from God’s own 
self-revelation in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ!  The fact that we 
come up empty handed in this search on our own, reveals our helplessness, unless 
God reveals Godself to us. 
 
Paul knows the recipients of his letter well.  The church in Corinth consists of Jews 
who moved to Greece during the “Diaspora”, as well as Greeks.  Coming from 
different cultural backgrounds, they value different things.  Paul seeks to appeal to 
both groups, trying to convince them of the centrality of the cross. 
 
Paul is not trying to disparage all wisdom, intelligence, or scholarship.  NO.  In fact, 
Paul is part of the Jewish “intelligentsia”.  Rather he is predicting the “ultimate 
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demise” of wise ones, legal experts/teachers of the law and philosophers/orators 
who, rely solely on their worldly wisdom, and in doing so, reject God.   
 
Today people can gain notoriety on Tik Tok or Twitter, Instagram, or the Internet. 
In ancient Greece, of course there was no “fame” or “celebrity” apart from 
attracting a following due to one’s amazing oratory.  Greeks valued “wisdom”, 
which they prized above all else.  Rhetoric, eloquence, and elitism were 
emphasized, along with speculative philosophies centered on the highest of human 
ideals.  To them, the idea of the incarnation - of God entering into human flesh - 
was incomprehensible.  
 
The Greeks valued the soul/”psyche”, but the “soma” or body was considered a 
necessary evil.  To imagine then, that God was in Christ (incarnation) and that he 
suffered a humiliating death on a cross was rejected out of hand.  It was 
unthinkable! 
 
Paul says the Jews wanted “signs” and wonders, manifestations of power that 
would at last, be a harbinger of God’s powerful deliverance of his people from 
bondage.  After all, hadn’t God liberated the people of Israel from the domination 
of Pharoah?  In contrast, the prophet Isaiah had prophesied about a “suffering 
Servant” who would redeem God’s people.  Because such an image demonstrates 
weakness, not power, this notion was difficult, if not impossible, for the Jews to 
accept. (Isaiah 52:13-53:12) 
 
Together both the Jews and the Greeks find the cross a “stumbling block”, (literally, 
“scandal”) and foolishness, pure and simple. (v.23) 
 
The Greeks had a powerful tradition in which war heroes who died to save others, 
were commemorated.  In 430 B.C., Pericles delivered a famous oration praising the 
Athenians who died to save the city from Sparta.  This epitaphios - which means “a 
speech over a tomb” - was the first and most famous of the six which have survived 
from antiquity. 
 
There are some amazing parallels between Pericles’ speech/epitaphios and Paul’s 
presentation here of Christ crucified.  Among them are these: 
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1- Both remember and reflect on the saving significance of the death of a revered 
champion or champions.  Paul affirms that it pleased God through the folly of 
Christ crucified, to save all who believe.  

2- The use of polarities.  For example, it was common that these Greek orations 
would make mention of dark and light, mortal and immortal, word and deed, 
etc.  Paul mentions wisdom vs. foolishness (the wisdom of God and the wisdom 
of men which is foolishness), power vs. weakness (Power of God vs. power of 
men which is weak) and wise words vs. the word of the cross. 

3- Power is a significant theme in both, however for Pericles power resides in the 
military, and in the ethical and cultural power of the Athenians.  For Paul, the 
“power of the world” is seen as foolishness.  God transformed the weakness of 
the cross into strength, demonstrating God’s power in Christ, crucified, and 
risen.   
(P. 93-101, Kenneth Bailey, Paul Through Mediterranean Eyes, I Corinthians) 
 

A Pulitzer prize winning book, Lincoln at Gettysburg, by Garry Wills describes the 
influence that Pericles’ “epitaphios” had on Lincoln.  In 272 words, Lincoln so 
powerfully commemorates those who died in that most horrific battle.  
 
Lincoln summarizes: “The world will little note nor long remember what we say 
here, but it can never forget what they did here.”   
 
The President knew he had a good speech, but he also understood that the event 
of the battle of Gettysburg was what mattered.  For Paul, the word of the cross - 
the event of the cross was what mattered; it is the power and the wisdom of God.  
(K.Bailey, p.98) 
 
By “knowing his listeners” Paul encourages both the Jews and Greeks to consider 
Christ.  He appeals to the Jews to see the crucified messiah as the fulfillment of 
Isaiah’s prophecy.  To the Greeks, he gives them opportunity to offer loyalty to… a 
new “hero” who died in a new way, to save a new people, who became the wisdom 
and power of God for all who believe. 
 
Honestly, neither group wanted to hear about the cross.  Neither do we.  The cross 
does not fit in with our modern sensibilities.  It is offensive, indeed, “a scandal”.  
Rather than acting like a magnet that draws our attention, it repels and repulses 
us.  
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No matter how many or how few degrees we have received, no matter our score 
on an intelligence test, the fact remains that we accept the cross of Christ as 
“foolish wisdom”.  I realize this is an oxymoron, a contradiction in terms.   
 
How can something be both foolish and wise at the same time?  Only when it is our 
foolishness and God’s wisdom.  These coalesce at the cross of Christ, in his death 
and resurrection. 
 
“The crucifixion is a “scandal” to religious people in general…because it is 
offensively irreligious; it is “foolishness” to secular people not only because of its 
intrinsic nature but also because of its affront to the educated, sophisticated mind.” 
(p.86-87, The Crucifixion: Understanding the Death of Jesus Christ, by Fleming 
Rutledge) 
 
What the Apostle Paul affirms throughout, is the centrality of the cross.  There is 
no other theological center for Christianity than Christ - crucified, dead and risen; 
who became “the wisdom of God for us”.  For Paul, the ‘word of the cross’ is an 
event in history, which accomplished our righteousness, sanctification, and 
redemption. 
 
T.S.Eliot wrote: “All our knowledge brings us closer to our ignorance.” 
My interpretation?  “The more we learn, the more we realize how little we actually 
know or understand!” 
 
I completed my Masters of Divinity at the same time my sister completed her Juris 
Doctor degree.  I asked her: “Now do you know everything there is to know about 
the law?”  She replied: “No.  But I learned a way of thinking, and I know what 
questions to ask.” 
She asked me: “Do you know everything there is to know about theology?” 
I replied: “No. I know Jesus, better than I did before.” 
 
As Paul said:   For I decided that I would speak only of Jesus Christ and his death on 
the cross.  TLB 
“For I resolved to know nothing while I was with you, except Jesus Christ and him 
crucified.”   NIV   I Corinthians 2:2 
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I am guessing that we who trust Christ, do so NOT because of miraculous signs or 
because of some persuasive, well-reasoned philosophical argument. 
 
Rather, in some form or another we heard the message of the cross - foolish as it 
seems - and we were loved into the Kingdom.  We did not find our way to Christ, 
rather God “called” us (v.24) and we responded.  We did so, not because we are 
wiser (we are not), or because our hearts were closer or farther from God than 
another’s (Isaiah 29:13). 
No. It is purely a gift of grace! 
 
So, what shall we do with this foolish good news? 
First, we should never try to meld the message of the cross with the world’s 
wisdom.  They are incompatible. 
Second, we need to keep the cross of Christ - his life, death, and resurrection - at 
the center of our lives, and at the center of Calvary’s ministries. 
It may not be popular.  Many will think it foolhardy.  Not our problem. 
Ours is to proclaim it to all, without exception. 
 
It is God’s will to call people as they hear this foolish, life-saving proclamation. 
18For 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.  (1 Corinthians 1:18) 
  
PRAY 


