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“For God'’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom.” Paul does something really daring in this
sentence, something radical, something that must have pushed the boundaries of propriety for his readers.
He calls God foolish. He attributes foolishness to God.

You’'ve heard the text many times, so it doesn’t make you flinch, but if you were a person in that
culture, calling a person a fool was about the worst thing that you could say about another. In all the wisdom
literature of the Old Testament, the fool is the arch villain. He’s the most despised character. He's the one
person you don’t want to be. In the book of Proverbs for example, the teachers of wisdom rail against
foolishness no less than 71 times. You don’t warn someone about something 71 times unless you are really,
really against it. For them, foolishness is the opposite of everything good. Listen to just a few of these
warnings: Proverbs 14:7 “Stay away from a fool, for you will not find knowledge on their lips. Proverbs 17.25:
“A foolish son brings grief to his father and bitterness to the mother who bore him.” Proverbs 17.12: “Better
to meet a bear robbed of her cubs than a fool bent on folly. Read these words and you realize how radical it
would be for Paul to speak of the foolishness of God.

Actually, Paul does more than attribute foolishness to God. It’s like he trash talks human wisdom from
the side of God’s foolishness. That’s what it sounds like in verse 20. ‘Where is the philosopher of the age?’ It’s
like the stuff kids say to each other on the basketball court in the heat of competition: “Is that all you got?
Man, your stuff is weak! Don’t bring that weak stuff into my house.” “God says: | will destroy the wisdom of
the wise and the discernment of the discerning | will thwart.” “Hey you Philosophers! God’s foolishness is
going to take you down!” What’s going on here? Is Paul anti-intellectual? Is Paul against education? Is Paul
giving aid and comfort to children who don’t want to do their homework?

No. | don’t think so. Paul is many things, but anti-intellectual is not one of them. Paul is obviously a
person who is in favor of learning and studying. He himself is a man of letters, he went to the Harvard School
of Judaism and learned with the very best teachers of his day. Paul wrote intellectually challenging letters
where he was obviously trying to help the early Christians get their minds engaged in their faith. No true anti-
intellectual could ever have written Romans. In Romans he calls on all of us to be transformed by the renewing
of our minds. In Colossians he tells the church, “I have not ceased praying for you and asking that you may be
filled with the knowledge of God’s will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding.” These are not the words of a
man who’s simply against study or learning or higher education. But then what IS Paul trying to say? He is
clearly contrasting the Foolishness of God with the wisdom and power of the world, so what’s the point of the
contrast? The key to understanding this passage, | believe, rests in understanding these words: “For Jews
demand signs, and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified.” In those three phrases, Paul is
talking about ultimate hopes, and where people place their ultimate hopes.

Jews demand signs: The Jewish people, Paul’s people, had their hopes in the coming of the Messiah,
and their expectation was that this Messiah would be a man of great power. He would crush their enemies.
With signs and wonders, he would restore the glory days of David. Israel would be the greatest nation in the
world and all the nations of the world would stream to her. That’s how they read all the Old Testament
promises. They put their hope and expectations in a man of power. But now here comes Jesus the Carpenter,
and he doesn’t smash the Romans; he lets himself be crucified by them. So, the reaction of a devout Jewish
person to someone like Paul saying Jesus is the Messiah would be: “What!!? A crucified Messiah? Paul, are
you crazy?! That’s not what the Messiah is going to do. That’s foolishness.”

Greeks desire wisdom: The Greeks’ hopes lay in a different sort of place. They weren’t looking for a
powerful messiah to liberate them; they were into learning. Socrates, Aristotle, Plato, Pythagoras. All Greeks.



In the book of Acts, Luke described the scene in Athens like this: “Now the Athenians and the foreigners in
Athens spent their time doing nothing but telling and hearing something new.” All they wanted to talk about
were the latest ideas. For them, learning and intellectual pursuit were the road to enlightenment. But now,
here come these Christians saying that the source of all hope is a man who died on a cross, and then - and this
is where it really gets crazy, this is where logic really goes out the window - in three days this man rose from
the dead. Have you ever heard anything so off the wall in your life?! For them, resurrection just wasn’t
intellectually serious. It was foolishness. And in fact, if you read Acts 17 and the report of Paul’s preaching in
Athens, it was exactly when he mentions Jesus’ death and resurrection that the Athenians begin to tune Paul
out: they scoff.

So, these are the two ultimate hopes of the Jews and the Greeks. Let’s call them Power and Wisdom.
And these are not just something from a thousand years ago; people still try to build their ultimate hopes
around these things. Even in the church, even when we’ve read all Paul’s letters and heard the gospel again
and again, we are tempted to either put the promise of power or the promise of wisdom at the center of the
church.

Is there a strand of the church that sees religion in terms of promises of health and happiness delivered
by charismatic leaders with messianic appeal? Does that sound familiar? Powerful leaders who grow
churches? Charismatic leaders who promise powerful healing and prayer with quick results? Yes, people still
gravitate to religion dominated by signs and power.

Is there a strand of the church that sees religion in terms of intellectual understanding and correct
doctrine? Have you ever had the sense that church is a kind of competition about who is most right about
God? Have you ever been in a church where faith seems to be about being on the side of truth and against
other people’s errors? I'll bet you have. Give me a theological question and I'll tell you what | think, and if you
don’t agree, I'll tell you why you’re wrong.

Of course this gets tricky, because there are signs in authentic faith — we believe in miracles. And there
is an intellectual component to our faith — we need understanding. The problem comes when we take these
things too far and think these two things offer us a way to control our faith, to master the power of God, to
put us in the driver’s seat. If | pray the right way and give the right way and muster enough faith. | can bring
the power of God to bear. | can manifest the future! There will be no more uncertainty in my life. If | study and
learn, | can fathom all mysteries and knowledge. | can know all the rules to follow. | can know what to do in
every situation. | will have the answers! There will be no more uncertainty in my life. The desire for a religion
where we are the masters is as old as the garden of Eden.

Paul says, That’s not how any of this works.” “Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we
preach Christ crucified.” Paul is very familiar with these other hopes, the hopes of wisdom and power. They
used to be his hopes. He was a man with a lot of learning and a good deal of power. In Philippians 3 he
basically tells you that he tried to master righteousness by his own power. But now Paul considers all that
garbage. Paul has traded those in for this new thing: Christ crucified, the foolishness of God.

Why would he do that? Well, if you know Paul’s story, you know that part of the answer is that Paul
had no choice. It’s not really that he chose the foolishness of God; it's more like the foolishness of God chose
him. The foolishness of God swept him off the Damascus road and into the arms of Jesus. But in this passage,
Paul is also clearly saying that in the foolishness of God he has found something deeper and better. As | said
before, the ways of human wisdom and human power were all about mastery. They put it on you to master
your world, either through power, or through knowledge. It’s up to you to muster the faith. It's up to you to
gather the knowledge. Human power and human wisdom and human achievement put you on a hamster
wheel. You don’t have all the answers yet, you haven’t got the power you need to make your troubles go
away, run faster. Faster! Faster!!!

But in the cross of Jesus, Paul found something else: a life and hope that come to us when we are
powerless. A life and hope that comes to us and lifts us up and saves us, not only when we have no power and
knowledge; it saves us when we are still sinners, when we are still in active rebellion.



By the standards of human wisdom and human power the rescue of the cross makes no sense. It’s
foolishness, but it’s a saving foolishness that God practices throughput his plan. Lord, so you’re going to send
your Son to the world to save it. Wonderful! Great idea! But wait a minute! You’re going to send him into the
middle of that dangerous and violent world as a baby in a stable with a teenager for a mom? That’s
foolishness. Oh wait, you’re going to give him helpers and companions on his mission. That’s great. But wait:
what kind of helpers are you going to give to your Son when he’s on earth? Some fisherman, a tax collector,
and a man who is going to betray him. That’s the best you can come up with? That’s foolishness! But at least
you are going to have him finally defeat the powers of evil, to win a great victory. Wonderful! But wait...
You’re going to have him conquer the powers of evil by suffering torture and dying.

God, what kind of plan is this? Turning the other cheek when your enemy strikes you? Loving those
who hate you? Forgiving the people who just put nails in your hands? Is this a kind of foolishness? Yes, it is!
We have a name for this foolishness. It’s grace. Amazing Grace. Saving Grace. And it really is wiser than human
wisdom and stronger than human strength.

This foolishness still has power in the real world. Years ago, | went to the funeral of a man who was a
member of my previous church. Tom DeGroot was his name. And during that funeral, during the
remembrances, his daughter Sherriann got up and told a story.

When she was growing up, one of Tom’s most prized possessions was his 55 Cadillac. He’d driven a
beater for many years, but at some point when he was better established financially, he sprung for a used
caddy, and he was very fond of that car. One day when Sherriann was maybe 17 years old she asked if she
could go to a youth event they were having in their town. It was an event that would bring youth from around
the area together for a day of fun and fellowship. Tom and Tennie said she could go, but not only that, they
said she could drive herself in the Cadillac! Wow.

The time came for her to go and she got into the car which was in the garage and she began to back it
out to leave. Unfortunately, as she pulled out of the garage, instead of backing straight out, she began to turn
the wheel too early, and the front end swung out and the bumper of the Cadillac hooked onto the track for
the garage door. Those cars were tanks in those days, and that bumper was steel, so when Sheri didn’t notice
the problem and kept backing up, the track was wrenched and twisted by the force of the moving car. In fact,
the force was so strong that the front quarter of the garage itself was pulled right off its foundations.

Sherriann was horrified at what she’d done. In one fell swoop she had managed to damage her dad’s
favorite car and do significant damage to the garage. When her dad came out of the house, she expected him
to explode. But this is what Tom did. He took a look at his car, he looked at his garage, he looked at his crying
daughter; he reached into his wallet and pulled out a five-dollar bill (which is like pulling out S50 today) and he
gave it to his daughter and said, “Go have fun at the youth day.” Now...Is that foolishness? Your daughter
makes a mess, and you give her money!? Or is it grace? Isn’t it interesting that this is the story Sherri wanted
to tell at Tom’s funeral. That’s because this was a foundational moment for her whole life. I’'m sure Sherri has
spent most of her life in her education and her career, trying to grow in wisdom and excellence just like the
rest of us do, just as we all should do. But the real power and support and strength and direction of her life
came from the grace and love of a moment like this. In this moment, a little of the same love that knocked
down Paul on the Damascus road was released through Tom into Sherri’s life. In that moment a little of that
love that was poured out on the cross was released into Sherri’s life and it changed her. On that day, she knew
that she had experienced something wiser than human wisdom and stronger than human strength.

Hear the good news! On the cross God has unleashed a glorious foolishness that is changing lives and
changing the world. | pray that this foolishness may take deep root in all our lives. ©Rev. Peter Jonker



