1 Corinthians (3): 1.18—2.5 The Cross Tests All

1.18 provides the basis from which the rest of this section is developed. God's good news, central to which is the declaration that the death of one man as a convicted criminal is of life-changing significance, seems foolishness to many but those 'being saved' discover in it God's power. In 3 different ways the cross is a test like a plumb-line: it stands at the centre of God's strategy, God's call and our ministry 

a) The Cross as the Centre of God's Strategy 
1.18-25

The message of the cross turns out to be God's strategy for bringing people good news, because the message of the cross is itself the good news.

In Paul's experience there were 2 reasons why people found this difficult to accept:

a) There were no spectacular fireworks in support. Jews (with their accounts of God at work in the Old Testament and their expectations of a triumphant Messiah) expected something dramatic and successful – the cross appeared the very opposite – a DISASTER!

b) It did not fit the expectations of philosophy and subtle arguments in which many Greeks took pride. 'We want a serious intellectual debate but what you have here is intellectually insulting!' Crucifixion was reserved for slaves/terrorists & never mentioned in polite society. 'A proper God would take our intellects seriously and engage with them!'

Little wonder many rejected it: after all, what was there in Christ crucified to suggest that here was the key to all? The danger for Corinthian Christians was that they move away from the good news they had heard from Paul, from a cross-centred message to a triumphalist/respectable one. They were tempted to

· intellectualise it, trying to make it more respectable

· take a signs/wonders approach – depending on the miracle of particular answer(s) to prayer

These reactions are not so far from some objections to the Christian message today:

a) Go on, give us some evidence; prove the resurrection; let's have an answer to prayer that can only be a miracle...

b) This view of God is not nearly sophisticated enough for the 21st century; we need a proper intellectual discussion that acknowledges the advances humankind has made over the past 2000 years. The idea that the death of that man could be the key to the enigma of human existence is insulting/pathetic: 'if I was writing a Ph D thesis on how I think God was likely to work, there is no way that I would come up with something as ludicrous as this!' 

Paul asks who we are to judge how God should work: God has a habit of turning human values upside down (see the Sermon on the Mount). Put alternatively, human values are very easily skewed; the desire for self-promotion is never very far from the surface. Very close to the heart of the Christian message is the truth that God is God & He will not be tied to our ideas

If it is I who say where God will be I will always find a God who is agreeable to me (Dietrich Bonhoeffer)

b) The Cross as the Centre of God's Call
1.26-31

The Corinthian Church was a real mixture, nothing elite about it, not a collection of people of a particular IQ/educational background/status/living standard; by and large it was not made up of respected members of society. In the eyes of society it was a pretty insignificant mix.

Some members found it hard to accept this – wealthier members wanted keep the lower classes in their place: they hoped to advance their own status & lower class members hindered that, lowering the tone

Some looked for status in the church – either to climb the Corinthian social ladder or to make up for a disadvantageous past.

Paul says both are totally/utterly wrong; social background/standing are totally irrelevant. Without God all are  nothings/nobodies; each one is of infinite significance only because God has chosen him/her.

Christ is the key to our standing in God's presence; He is our: 

· wisdom – the lens that gives clear vision, enabling us to see things as they truly are

· righteousness – the one who puts us right with God [this is done through Jesus, not by ourselves; it is a gift, not a level of moral achievement]

· sanctification – the one who keeps us near to God & in touch with Him

· redemption – the one who makes it possible for us to be owned by God (more on this when we come to 1 Cor 6.20)

If we are to boast/glory, at the deepest level it is not to be in home/family/achievements/possessions, but above all in God's love & what He has done for us through Jesus. All the emphasis is on receiving not achieving. God loves us not because of education/status/background/achievements but because He loves us. So He affirms nothings & nobodies & uses people the world writes off: 

The start of the organisation that has become WEC (Worldwide Evangelistic Crusade) was pioneered in the heart of Africa by a grandfather who was a physical wreck while the home end was run by an invalid grandmother from her couch in the UK!

Mrs Thatcher has gone on record as asking, 'Is he one of us?'  How easily we can write people off/look down on them because they are not 'one of us'! 

How would someone feel if they found their new neighbour had recently come out of prison? We can very easily import that sort attitude into the church, judging by job, car size, house, holidays – I can jump to conclusions on the basis of which theological college someone attended.

God calls on the basis of the cross – to remember this delivers Christians from self-preoccupation.

c) The Cross as the Centre of our Ministry
2.1-5

Paul describes the approach of his preaching and his whole ministry. Elsewhere in his letters he talks about his weakness & sickness, emphasizing there was nothing impressive about him. Here he talks of his weakness, fear & trembling: he is not talking about sloppy presentation (he took plenty of care in communication, in the thought out arguments in 1 Corinthians) but declaring that he was not out to be impressive/please his audience: he made no attempt to manipulate/spin/dominate his audience – he was speaking not giving a performance. Some at Corinth wanted a performance – then they could boast that they had a fantastic speaker! By contrast, Paul uses plain language/straightforward gospel – some professional  classes in Corinth were embarrassed: 

What do you look/pray for in your preachers? What do you want the central focus to be? Sometimes today music, lighting, electronic simulation, personality, etc can obtrude in the wrong way. What is the central focus? 

· When Paul talks about fear & trembling it was not because he was worried about what the audience thought of him but because of the burden of proclaiming Christ faithfully: [at my ordination I found I could only pray 3 words, 'Lord, have mercy'; after over 30 years as a minister I need sometimes to be reminded of that (especially because, as those who are teachers find with experience, I know I can 'get by')]

· In our concern to encourage others to discover Jesus for themselves/link with Christ Church are we careful to make sure we share Christ crucified or can we be sidetracked to 'another gospel that isn't gospel'?

· What does your faith rest on? If it rests on mere human cleverness/eloquence then it only needs someone more clever &  eloquent & you will be drawn away to their persuasion: but if it really depends on the message of the cross then it has the power to hold & transform you.

**************************************************

1. What kind of objections are you aware of being made to the message of the cross? How would you answer them?

2. 'If it is I who say where God will be I will always find a God who is agreeable to me.' What would you say about this statement?

3. Is he/she one of us?  Why do you think this attitude is sometimes found in churches? What can we do about it? 

4. What do you think helps to prevent us from judging other church members on the basis of their background, outlook or theological emphases?

5. What do you look for in those who preach? How does this compare with Paul's approach? 

6. What would you say your faith depended on?

