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The Horror at the Heart of the Gospel
1 Corinthians 2:1–12

Let us pray. Gracious God, give us humble, teachable and obedient hearts so that having 
heard your Word, we may receive what you reveal to us and do what you command. 
Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

It is likely one of the symptoms of the Baptist version of grumpy old man’s disease, but I 
confess I have yet to become completely comfortable with pastors who preach without 
wearing a dress shirt and tie, or in the case of this church, a clerical collar. I am wearing the 
traditional white dress shirt this morning; not only that it is dress shirt with French cuffs, the 
sort that require cuff links. You might think that is slightly over the top and I would grant you 
that, but it’s a style that I like. And the cuff links are a version of a Celtic cross. 

As I said, you might think French cuffs are a bit much for Sunday morning but none of 
you, I assume, would be offended by the accompaniment of cross-shaped jewelry. But what if 
those cuff links were an unmistakable representation of a hangman’s noose? Or what about 
something that looked like the electric chair that you have seen in various movie dramas? 
What would you think then? At very least you might say to Jim the next time you see him 
that he should think twice about having that Norman fellow back again—he seems to have 
lost it! Yet when the apostle wrote to the church at Corinth he told them he had decided to know 
nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and him crucified (1 Corinthians 2:2). 

Let me assure you I am not going to describe in great detail how death by crucifixion came 
about. If you are interested, you can read that yourself. But I do think it important in dealing 
with today’s epistle text that we come face to face with the death of Jesus in this specific 
manner and what that could and should mean to us almost two thousand years later.

It is important, first of all, to remember that we are reading words that have been 
translated into English from Greek and which began life as a letter. There was a time in our 
world that letters were quite common. I can remember that when Chris and I were first dating 
she was living at her home between Dundas and Brantford and I was attending university in 
Waterloo. I did some research, which as all of you know means that I simply typed the 
question into Google and discovered that the cost of a stamp for a first-class letter was 7¢ and 
to make a telephone call would have involved long-distance charges. I don’t think there was 
such a thing as a long-distance plan. 

All of that, of course, has changed. We still compose e-mails but there is a difference. When 
I write a letter or note—and yes I still do that—I am conscious that the person who receives 
the note may not fire it into the recycle bin immediately. They may read it once and put it on 
their desk and read it again later. When on holiday I send a postcard to one of our 
grandchildren it is with the intent that when the card is read, in their minds they will hear 
something of the voice with which they are familiar. I believe this is what Paul also intended 
when he wrote his letters to the churches. He wanted the Christians at Corinth to hear his 
voice. He begins by asking them to remember how it sounded when he spoke to them in 
person. 
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When I came to you, brothers and sisters, I did not come proclaiming the mystery of God to you in 
lofty words or wisdom (1 Corinthians 2:1). Yet again we make note of how the world has 
changed. Just after the earth cooled, when I was a student at McMaster Divinity College, we 
had a conversation one day about the demise of Sunday evening worship. One of our 
professors claimed it was the Ed Sullivan Show that spelled the beginning of the end for that 
7 p.m. gathering of the faithful. How were you going to get people to church when one could 
be entertained by everyone from plate-spinners to ventriloquists to Elvis Presley and The 
Beetles without ever leaving home?

As if to prove the point when I arrived at my first pastoral charge in Cobourg I read some 
historical documents and discovered that in the early years of the 20th century the church 
considered closing but pulled back from that decision because attendance on Sunday evening 
was still strong. It appears they were the best show in town. 

In the ancient world of the Roman Empire it was often orators who were the best show in 
the city. There were contests held to decide who was the most persuasive speaker, and Paul 
recognized that this cultural tendency to equate wisdom with oratorical ability was having a 
dangerous effect on the church. In chapter one of this first Corinthian letter Paul tells them 
that he has heard a report of quarrels among the members of the church. What I mean is that 
each of you says, ‘I belong to Paul’, or ‘I belong to Apollos’, or ‘I belong to Cephas’, or ‘I belong to 
Christ.’ Has Christ been divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of 
Paul? (1 Corinthians 1:12, 13). 

Paul then reminds these Christians of the content of his preaching. For I decided to know 
nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and him crucified (1 Corinthians 2:2). I want to spend 
what might strike you as an inordinate amount of time on this verse. Paul says he made a 
decision before he first visited the city of Corinth. According to Acts 17 Paul was in Athens 
before he traveled to Corinth and it was in Athens that he discovered some men of what I 
suppose we would call the leisure class who are described as spending their time in nothing but 
telling or hearing something new (Acts 17:21). Paul decided there that he would try to meet them 
on their own territory and his sermon sounds like a philosophy lecture. The result is a 
moderate success at best. When they heard of the resurrection of the dead, some scoffed; but others 
said, ‘We will hear you again about this’ (Acts 17:32). The next city Paul is in is Corinth; the 
experience in Athens has convinced him to focus his “knowing” on nothing and no one but 
the crucified Messiah. 

If an orator could convince then he must be a wise man. Notice the distinction Paul makes 
between verses one and two of our text. Paul talks about his proclaiming in verse one. But in 
verse two he does not say he decided to proclaim nothing among you but Christ crucified; 
rather he decided his knowledge, in other words the foundation of his proclamation would be  
nothing but Christ crucified. 

What then is that knowledge? I admit there was a time in my childhood when I thought 
Christ was Jesus’s last name. It is not. Christ is the Greek translation of the Hebrew word 
Messiah and is therefore a title. Paul then is telling the church at Corinth that the focus of his 
knowledge was the person who not only had fulfilled the promises of God but who had been 
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tried, found guilty and crucified by the Roman Empire. Friends, believe it or not that was and 
is not only a real mouth full but also a real mind full!

Just a few paragraphs earlier in this letter Paul had said the proclamation of Christ 
crucified was a stumbling-block (or scandal) to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles. This was not 
because this world had no place for religion; everywhere one looked there were shrines and 
temples to various gods and depending upon which emperor was in power, there might be 
more or less serious attempts to enforce worship of the emperor as divine. But much of this 
religious effort was focussed on this world alone. One contemporary scholar studying the 
ancient world has commented that there was an epitaph that was so well known it had been 
boiled down to six letters, n-f-n-s-n-c: “I was not, I am not, I care not.” And we thought 
Twitter was the first to reduce life to a series of abbreviations. 

No, the resistance to the knowledge of Jesus Christ, and him crucified did not appear to be at 
all similar to the resistance experienced by faithful Christians in our world trying to get the 
message of salvation out into our world. The problem—and I know how strange this will 
sound to you—the problem with this knowledge, this message in the ancient world is that it 
did not fit with what most people understood to be the acceptable, the correct realm of 
religion. In her magnificent 2015 book, The Crucifixion, Fleming Rutledge puts it this way. 
“Religion…is either an organized system of belief or, alternatively, a loose collection of ideas 
and practices, projected out of humanity’s needs and wishes. The cross is “irreligious” because no 
human being individually or human beings collectively would have projected their hopes, 
wishes, longings, and needs onto a crucified man” (p. 75).

Verses four and five of our text now make much more sense to us. Listen again to what the 
apostle says. My speech and my proclamation were not with plausible words of wisdom, but with a 
demonstration of the Spirit and of power, so that your faith might not rest on human wisdom but on 
the power of God (1 Corinthians 2:4, 5). Friends, this must be the way it is, because the only way 
you and I are going to be saved is if God does it. That is what every witness of which we 
know, those who were used by God to write the gospels and letters and The Revelation, those 
writings that were collected into the twenty-seven books of the New Testament, that is their 
collective creed—unless God does something humanity is not going to be saved. The poet put 
it this way: 

Not the labours of my hands
Can fulfil thy law’s demands;
Could my zeal no respite know,
Could my tears forever flow,
All for sin could not atone:
Thou must save, and thou alone.

For forty plus years I worked hard on most of my sermons; there were clunkers, you and 
both know it. And your pastor works hard on his sermons and I doubt Jim has ever preached 
a clunker, but neither he nor I have ever saved anyone. Hopefully we have pointed to the one 
who does save; hopefully we have pointed past ourselves to Jesus Christ, and him crucified, the 
power and the wisdom and the grace of Almighty God. 
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How is this message to be proclaimed in our world? I think we use whatever methods the 
modern world has put at our disposal, and we look for ways of doing that proclamation that 
makes sure the message comes through. Let me give an example that I hope communicates 
my meaning. I have worshipped in a large church where the worship team were the 
personification of excellence. The result was that the singing of the congregation was simply 
terrible because the worship team communicated, unintentionally I assume, this message: we 
are here to perform and you are not good enough to join us. That is not consistent with the 
proclamation of Jesus Christ, and him crucified.

Someone could rightly say to me, “Well, preacher, you’ve told us what not to do. How 
about giving us some true help?” I think the key is in understanding the complete life-change 
that took place in Paul, the Pharisee, who at one time thought that “Anyone who, condemned 
by the law as a blasphemer, suffers such a death [crucifixion] is accursed and excluded from 
the circle of the living and from the fellowship of God” (J. Moltmann, cited in Rutledge, The 
Crucifixion, p. 77). Paul came to understand that it was only as God took upon himself the 
consequences of sin that we could be saved. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German pastor and one 
of Hitler’s victims, put it this way, “God lets himself be pushed out of the world and on to the 
cross” (also The Crucifixion, p. 79).

My sense is that most folks, both within the church and outside of it, most folks know there 
is something desperately wrong with the world. I also think that in their honest moments 
most folks know that they are very much a part of what is wrong and that if there is an 
answer to the death and darkness and despair of our world, it is God who will provide that 
answer. Continue then, people of God and friends of Jesus at Central United, continue to 
proclaim the message of Jesus Christ and him crucified, for this message, about this person, 
this Lord, this Saviour is the power and the wisdom and the grace of Almighty God.
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