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The Power of God in the cross of Christ  

1 Corinthians 1:18-31  

In the previous section of 1 Corinthians one Paul urged the Corinthians to find their unity in 

Christ rather than their favourite preacher, either Paul, Apollos or Peter. The thought that 

some of the Corinthians might become devotees of Paul horrified him because that would 

void the cross of Christ.  

For Paul preaching Christ crucified was paramount because he knew that people’s salvation 

depended on what they thought of the cross. You and my salvation also depends on what you 

think of the cross of Christ where or not Christ died for you. But then as is still the case today 

people have had different views of the cross. Some find it abhorrent, others make fun of it 

and many reject the cross of Christ as the way of salvation. However in this opening section 

of his letter to the Corinthians he wants them to know that the cross of Christ is the power of 

God for those being saved.  

As he says the word of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing but to us who are 

being saved it is the power of God. We’ll look at this text by considering three different 

attitudes to the cross of Christ. 

1. The first is that some stumble over the cross. Those who did were mostly Jews 

according to Paul in verse 22. While Jesus ministered among them in Judea and Galilee he 

performed many miracles which excited them but many didn’t understand why Jesus 

performed miracles. The only thing they could think of was power. There is a history to that 

of course.  There were times when God performed miracles for the Hebrew people such as 

the 10 plagues on Egypt and the miraculous Exodus through the Red Sea on dry land. There 

were miracles in the days of Elijah and Elisha including the raising the widow of Zarephath’s 

son who had died and the healing of Namaan of leprosy. So there was an expectation that 

when the Messiah came his kingdom would come with power and the miracles of Jesus 

contributed to that mindset. In fact The question the disciples asked Jesus recorded in Acts 

1:6  “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?” tells us that such 

thinking was common among the Jews.   

But they really didn’t understand their own Scriptures and missed the point of O.T. passages 

such as Psalm 22  or Isaiah 53that the Messiah would suffer. They weren’t listening when 

Jesus said that he had to suffer at the hands of the leaders of the Jews and be killed and raised 

up on the third day. Before there could be a messianic kingdom of glory there needed to be an 

age for people to repent and believe the good news. Sin had be paid for confessed and 

forgiven first.  

But because the Jews were looking for power and glory there and then they stumbled over the 

cross. The cross was to them a sign of abject weakness. How could someone who died the 

death of a common criminal be the messianic king? 

There are those who stumble over it today. They are fine with the ethics of Jesus, such as his 

teaching on the Sermon on the Mount. They see Jesus as a wise and popular leader one of the 

world’s greatest  but have no time for the cross of Christ. It terrible and a shame if a good 

ethical Rabbi died that way but it must mean that he was really just another man.  
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To see the cross of Christ as just another tragic event which has no meaning beyond itself is 

to stumble over it according to Paul . 

2. Some stumble over it others laugh at the cross. They think it to be foolish. This was the 

response of the Greeks in Paul’s day. They were impressed with wisdom and revered scholars 

and philosophers. According to one commentator the popular philosophy of the days was “the 

wise man is king and to the wise man belong all things.” In Paul’s day you had clever people 

who thought they could  make sense of the world by philosophizing. Philosophy was 

considered to be a normal part of the education which would prepare a young person for  a 

public career or the military. Hence philosophies influence was wide spread, especially 

among those who could afford education.  

Now we all know how important education is in order to be able to live a productive life and 

earn money to provide for a family. But education doesn’t save. Paul asks a pertinent 

question in verse 21,  has all the world’s philosophizing and cleverness brought people closer 

to God? No, the world through its wisdom did not come to know God. If anything worldly 

wisdom brings its adherents further away from God. Take the theory of evolution, a lot of 

smart scientists swear by this worldly wisdom which is no more than a very bad  attempt to 

do away with having to believe in God. 

The church isn’t immune from such influences either. Earlier we read from Isaiah 29. The 

context of that passage was that the people of Israel honoured God with their lips but not their 

hearts. They looked like covenant children of God but their religion had become tradition and 

things they learned by rote from childhood. But their hearts and minds were filled with 

influences from the east and the incantations of soothsayers from Philistia according to 

Chapter 2:6 They had become obsessed with money according to Isaiah 2:7 and had become 

proud and ostentation according to 3:16. What went on in the temple was really just a farce, 

This can happen to us if religion becomes merely a ritual and the guiding principles for life 

are not Biblical as though you can be Christian on Sunday and a humanist during the rest of 

the week. Humanism teaches all people are  basically good rather than sinful by nature. The 

goal of life is a good life here and now because there is nothing after death.  Man is capable 

through reason and experience of perfecting the good life but  achieve it one must first get rid 

of all religious superstitions.  

But its quite ironic that reason and experience are the tools by which humanists achieve their 

goals. Listen to what CS Lewis wrote in his book The Screwtape letters . In it the senior 

demon Screwtape advises his junior accomplice on how to prevent people from becoming 

Christians. He wrote, “Keep pressing home the ordinariness of things. Above all do not use 

science  as a defence against Christianity. There have been some sad cases among 

physicists!”         The ‘sad cases’ are of course physicists who by way iof reason and 

experience have been honest with the evidence, have had to admit the existence of God and 

have become Christians.  

As Paul said long ago, “Since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities, his eternal 

power and divine nature have been clearly seen being understood from what has been made. 

So that men are without excuse. “ 
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Secular humanism which rejects God is in fact superstition or blind faith  and Isaiah quoting 

the Lord says “he will deal marvellously with this people. The wisdom of the wise shall 

perish.” Paul also wrote, “Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world.”  

Worldly wisdom is foolish is because it rejects the reality of sin. It has no solution for it so it 

pretends it doesn’t exist. But no matter how clever someone might be no matter how virtuous 

someone thinks we are all are sinners and sin alienates us from God. The only hope for 

anyone of ever getting off this planet groaning under the cure of sin, is to be reconciled to 

God. Without that reconciliation man and all his wisdom is perishing. Our aging bodies tell 

us we are perishing. Scientists know it. The astrophysicist Stephen Hawking  knows it. But he 

thinks we need to find another planet to inhabit within the next 100 years or we are all 

doomed. That’s how it is if word of the cross remains foolishness or a stumbling block.  

3. On the other hand the word of the cross is God’s power for those who are being saved. 

What Paul is saying here is that the answer to the world’s basic problem is the cross of Christ. 

Because as Paul wrote elsewhere to the Colossians church it was “the Father’s good pleasure 

for all the fullness of God to dwell in Christ and to reconcile all things to himself having 

made peace through the blood of the cross, whether things on earth or things in heaven.” 

(Colossians 1: 19&20) 

If you are reconciled to God through the cross of Christ then you are not perishing but are 

being saved.  

So its plain to see that saving power doesn’t reside in kilowatts, physical strength, armies, 

influence or intellect. All of these things are corrupted by sin and ultimately perishing. True 

power lies in the one who has the ability to cancel out the power of sin and the only one who 

could do that was Jesus Christ on the cross. 

This is the central message of the Bible.  

When Adam and Eve first sinned God promised that the seed of the woman would crush the 

serpents head. Well at the cross,  the seed of the woman who is Jesus Christ, paid the ultimate 

penalty for sin. He redeemed us from the judgment every sinner deserves by destroying 

Satan’s power of accusation against us and sealing Satan’s doom.  

The OT sacrificial system was graciously given by God for the forgiveness of Israel’s sins.  

When God made a covenant with Abram we notice in Genesis 15 that only God passed 

between the pieces of slain animal  indicating that He alone would pay the penalty for failure 

under the covenant by his chosen people.  

God knew that there would be massive failure under the covenant by Abraham’s descendants. 

Kings and subjects alike would turn from God and follow idols. Sin would dominate them.  

But even so God’s covenant would not fail. It is a covenant of grace the grace. God himself 

would pay the penalty for the failures of all who repent and believe.  

This is possible because Jesus Christ the son of God, the radiance of God’s glory, the exact 

representation of His being who has made purification for sin. He suffered the humility and 

death we deserve. The law said that anyone who is hung on a tree is cursed of God. Well, 

Jesus Christ hung on a wooden cross took that curse upon himself and paid the terrible 

penalty for our sin.  
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That was a stumbling block for the Jews. Even those close to Jesus couldn’t understand it at 

first. In Matthew 16, when  Jesus explained to his disciples that he needed to go to Jerusalem 

suffer at the hands of the leaders of the Jews and then be killed. Peter said “never Lord!. This 

shall never happen to you!”  Peter must have been even more shocked with Jesus rely which 

was “get behind me Satan... you do not have in mind the things of God but the things of 

men.”  

You see the Jews, under the influence of worldly wisdom were still looking for a Messiah 

who would be a national hero. That’s why in the end they preferred the revolutionary 

Barabbas to Jesus. They thought that the Messiah would be on the side of the Jews when he 

came and that he would sweep all their enemies away by force. Even John the Baptist had 

that view. He had heralded the Messiah but ended up in prison! So he sent his disciples to 

Jesus to ask on John’s behalf whether or not Jesus really was the Messiah or “should they 

expect someone else.”  

What few seemed to realize back then was that there is a priority in the order of salvation. Sin 

must be dealt with first. God’s anger against sin has to be assuaged. The only way to deal 

righteously with sin is that the penalty for sin has to be paid. Blood must be shed. God fore-

shadowed that in the covenant He made with Abraham and later in the tabernacle and temple 

sacrifices all having their climax in the cross. There the penalty for sin was paid by God 

himself through the sacrifice of his only begotten Son.  

Because that is so,.... those who accept Christ as their savior are not perishing, even though in 

God’s eyes we are no better than the rest. Even though each of us is deserving of eternal 

damnation. We are not perishing but we are those who are being saved through the cross of 

Christ. 

How? By faith! But unlike the atheists ‘faith’ in the impossible ours is not a blind faith but a 

perfectly reasonable and logical faith based on the infallible Word of God.  

Because we believe His word we are saved now. God has made his peace with us and we 

enjoy the blessings of salvation including; the forgiveness of sins, the fruits of the Spirit, 

abiding joy and peace, and a bright future. We look forward  to our promised inheritance 

which is paradise restored.  

In conclusion this teaches us how necessary the cross of Christ  was and is to the Church of 

all ages. It reminds is us that our salvation is not at all dependent on anything we do or on 

human strength but salvation was provided  for us completely 2,000 years ago at the cross of 

Christ,..... and this is freely given for all those who repent and believe the good news.  

It doesn’t matter who you are, what you have done whether you think you have a weak or 

strong faith  whether you are young or old, weak or strong, rich or poor extrovert or introvert, 

your salvation is secure because of Christ’s death and resurrection.  

Foolishness and a cause of stgumbling to those who are perishing but for us who are being 

saved it is the power of God.  

Amen.  

 


