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1 Corinthians 1.18-end

18For 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. 

19For it is written,
‘I will destroy the wisdom of the wise,
   and the discernment of the discerning I will thwart.’        from Isaiah 29.14
20Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world? 

21For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, God decided, through the foolishness of our proclamation, to save those who believe. 

22For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, 23but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling-block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, 24but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. 

25For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength. 

26Consider your own call, brothers and sisters:* not many of you were wise by human standards,* not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. 

27But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; 

28God chose what is low and despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to nothing things that are, 29so that no one* might boast in the presence of God. 

30He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification and redemption, 31in order that, as it is written, ‘Let the one who boasts, boast in* the Lord.’ 
Our first reading starts, “The message about Christ death is nonsense (or foolishness) to those who are being lost, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.”
If I say to you, “You need your glasses to find your glasses” many of you will know what I mean

you wake up in the morning

they’re not by the side of the bed as usual as you put them somewhere ‘safe’

and so you go groping around trying to locate them

For this passage to make much sense it has to be read with another pair of spectacles, but we don’t know which specs to use

· as without them it is somewhat difficult to get your head round it
It appears to me to be saying:
· there is a downside to being wise, indeed it needs taking apart and shaming

· apparent foolishness is wisdom in God’s economy

· God has chosen the despised and lowly over the clever and smart

· and Jesus is a stone that will trip you up (esp if your wise and smart)
Not really a message to win most of our friends 

So what is this all about?

Behind all this talk is the question, “How do you know God?” and also
“How do you know yourself?”  “And how do you know what is real?”
· Paul addresses this question as powerful lobbies in the congregation argue their case from positions of power and influence (sounds just like real church!)

The classic philosophical tradition that this church was immersed in (and of which we are also heirs to a great extent)

· believed that God could be known through wisdom (Sophia)

· that is, a deep understanding and knowing that leads you to what is true and right

· where one’s emotions (passions) are held in check in order for reason and knowledge to prevail

So, very much an exercise of the head

So I can hear some of you saying
“Is St Paul advocating that this should be taken down a peg or two, and shamed
Yes

But that is stupid and foolish! (you cry), look at all the benefits of learning and education and growth in knowledge, this can’t be rubbish

I think Paul would say, 
“if you want to know God then it is of little or no use – if you want to make an internal combustion engine then it is very useful”
        or a medicine, or a translation of a text, or even know about God

e.g.  I can know a lot about my wife Rosie Turner by reading about her, watching her, asking others about her, reading what she has written

· but that is not how I know her or love her 
   (as to truly know someone is to love them)

Paul is not being anti intellectual here or suggesting that we stop asking questions or purusing answers

· rather, he is challenging the attitude that for some their ‘knowing’ gives them some advantage

· or that ‘learning about’ leads to ‘knowing someone’ – stalkers may know a lot about people, but you can’t usually say they know their victims
So Paul offers the ‘foolishness of God’ 
as being wiser than human understanding

e.g. at school one of our more polite curses was to call a boy a ‘moron’

this is the root of ‘foolishness’ – the ‘moronic-ness’ of God – the stupidity of God

In this ‘stupidity’, Paul says that what people see as failure (and how we hate failure) God sees as the beginning of wisdom

· what we see as shame and defeat is a good starting block for properly knowing God, and thus knowing who you are and what is really real
· what actually is ‘ego’ will eventually prevent us from being ‘saved’

· “If I understand all mysteries and all knowledge, but have not love, I am nothing”  1 Cor 13.2

e.g. In my last parish was a lady 

· she grew up in a poorer part of the city

· she was not called by her real name, the family gave her another one ‘Mentally deficient faggot’ – she did not know what it meant for a long time, but she knew it was not good

· she was despised
· married with two children – one night the house caught fire, she and her children escaped, but her husband sadly died

· she had no advantage of learning or Greek styled wisdom – but she had an advantage

· when she read lessons and prayers on Sunday mornings (after a lot of persuasion) she did not read them well – but they were read well (from the heart of true knowing)
   I’m not being patronising here
The lady was disabled by her upbringing – but so are you and I, it is just that we do not see it as we are not wearing the right specs

· but Brenda always knew she was disabled – but most of us don’t
Paul:  If you think that what has brought us success or wealth or position in life (and most of us have to some extent) will help us much on the real journey of life, then you are quite mistaken

	The wisdom of the wise
	The foolishness of God

	Loves to parade its knowledge, skills and abilities
It can argue its case and recruit others to its cause through debate and persuasion

Is afraid of shame, and being regarded as lowly or despised

Believes in meritocracy as a basis for society


Needs taking apart because it thinks it knows, can do – without falling apart will never know love 

Is inherently unstable, as the only way is down – cf Egypt and all empires
Chooses strength, knowledge and competency, Saul, Samson, and Caesar
	Is certain of one thing, it does not know much

Often cannot argue its case, but somehow knows deep down that it knows
Has had to learn to live with shame, but is free of no longer having to look good in the eyes of others
Believes in love as the only basis for true community

Is more likely to find love among its brokenness – Blessed are the poor, mourners, merciful, peacemakers and the persecuted

Is stable as there is nowhere else to fall


Is chosen in its vulnerability and apparent weakness in people like Moses, Gideon and Mary


This message is so foolishness that 

I do not think it will really fill church (or even pay our bills)
I am not sure that I believe it (or that you do) most of the time

But this way truly believes that through death and resurrection is transformation
· that nothing is lost, no matter how bad things get

· that you can do nothing to know God, except allow it to happen to you

· and the words of Mary, the mother of Jesus, affirmed this:
the Mighty One has done great things for me, holy is his name. 
   he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. 
He has brought down the powerful from their thrones,
   and lifted up the lowly; 
he has filled the hungry with good things,
   and sent the rich away empty. 
He has helped his servant Israel.
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