
I. Foolishness and Wisdom

The message of the cross is 
foolishness to those who are 
perishing, but to us who are being 
saved it is the power of God. 
Usually, we don’t read the same 
verse two weeks in a row. V.18 
was the last verse in our reading 
last week, and the first verse in our 
reading this week. It seems to be a 
lynchpin in the logic for the whole 
chapter, maybe even the whole 
letter. This is our third week in 1 
Corinthians 1. We’ve talked about 
the divisions within the church at 
Corinth and how difficult it is for us 
to focus on the essential things. 
We’ve talked about the church as 
a symbol of God’s hospitality. Now, 
we talk about the idea that that 
which unites us and creates 
hospitality might just be our own 
foolishness. 

This isn’t the last place foolishness 
is talked about in this letter. Later, 
in 1 Corinthians 4:9-10, Paul turns 
his attention to himself and his 
fellow apostles: "I think that God 
has exhibited us apostles as last of 
all," he writes, "as though 
sentenced to death, because we 

have become a spectacle to the 
world… We have become fools for 
the sake of Christ…." This is a 
major theme. The foolishness Paul 
refers to isn’t just lack of 
judgement or stupidity— it’s almost 
a parody of wisdom and a 
lampooning of power. The apostles 
are like clowns at a circus. They’re 
clowns for Christ. Not just apostles 
or preacher— perhaps that’s 
something of what is meant by the 
Christian call for all of us to pick up 
one’s cross and follow. 

II. Clowns for Christ 

When we go back and look at the 
message of Jesus, not just at the 
cross, but throughout his life we 
see him mock our wisdom. Think 
of some of the parables he told 
that subvert common wisdom. 
Jesus’ parables disorient us from 
the world we know. They’re jarring. 
They dislodge our comfortable 
assumptions. Our rationale isn’t 
good enough. Because if it was we 
wouldn't need the parables. Think 
about it. 
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The Sower was foolish to spread 
seed on a walking path. That’s 
irresponsible. Wasting seed. The 
shepherd who left his 99 healthy 
sheep to look for the one lost was 
foolish. A bird in hand is better than 
2 in the bush, and in this case 99 
in hand is better than 1 in the 
bush. Also, isn’t there wisdom in 
hiding your talent in the ground 
while your master is away so that 
you don’t lose your master’s 
money. Why would the master 
demand such risk anyway? Is the 
master a fool? The father of the 
prodigal son embarrassed himself 
by welcoming the son home again. 
Think of the fortune— gone. What 
kind of lesson does that teach our 
children about being irresponsible? 
Think of the shame he has caused 
the family. What value does the 
son have? The Good Samaritan 
was foolish to help the man on the 
street. He put himself in danger by 
helping, he could have been killed.

This is not obvious wisdom. This is 
not everyday rationale. This isn’t 
wise. It’s something else. It’s God’s 
foolishness. Our wisdom is a 
covering for our foolishness, but 
God’s foolishness is a vulnerable 
expression of what is deep within 
us. Our wisdom seeks to define 
ourselves over against another, 
God’s foolishness seeks to unite. 

What unites us is not our reading 
of scripture, baptist or Catholic, 
Calvinism or Arminianism, 
Supralapsarian or Postlapsarian, 
post-millennial or post-modern— 
what unites us is our humility at the 
wisdom of Christ. That wisdom 
mocks what we claim as wisdom. It 
parades like a clown at the front of 
the classroom. 

III. What Clowns Know 

I’m not a huge fan of clowns. I’ve 
never been to a circus. I’ve never 
had a clown at a birthday party. I 
never learned to make balloon 
animals. And after all those reports 
of clowns in the woods last 
summer we are all a little more 
cautious. Regardless, a clown is a 
roll we all play when we let our 
guard down to uncover the awe 
and mystery of life in simple 
encounters. It’s a role we play 
when we recognize our limitations.

When I was a youth minister me 
and my friend Kevin ran our own 
youth camp. Both of our churches 
at the beach in Alabama for the 
week for youth camp. It was a 
great time. Except when the clown 
showed up for the talent show. 
Chase was a great kid, from 
Kevin’s church. He dreamed of 
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being a clown for Ringling Bros. 
He was good too. So at the talent 
show our first year of camp he did 
his act. It was Kevin’s job to run 
the tryouts for the talent show— 
you know, to make sure everything 
was appropriate and properly 
vetted. So Chase comes out to do 
his act. It’s not much of a stage in 
our meeting room at the beach 
condo— kind of like a room the 
size of Maresh Hall packed with 
150 teenagers. So there wasn’t 
much of a stage to perform, Chase 
did his act just a few feet from the 
sixth graders who had made their 
way to the front. He juggled 
scarves, then tennis balls (which 
he dropped one or two), and then 
he pulled out what appeared from 
the back of the room to be large 
knives. And began juggling. I’m in 
the back of the room assuming 
that these are props, until he drops 
one right next to a 7th grade girl. 
And the knife sticks and catches in 
the carpet. He may have been a 
clown but we were fools.

Chase went on to become a clown 
with Ringling Bros. He traveled the 
world. And in all seriousness, he 
was a remarkable teenager. He 
was a person who was easy to be 
around because he was so 
comfortable in his own skin. He 
knew who he was; he was a clown. 

A famous teacher of clowns was 
talking about her craft one time 
and she said, “Clowning is about 
the freedom that comes from a 
state of total, unconditional 
acceptance of our most authentic 
selves, warts and all. It offers us 
respite from our self-doubts and 
fears, and opens the door to joy.”   1

That almost sounds like Paul’s 
message— Christ offers freedom 
and unconditional acceptance of 
our authentic selves so that we 
might live in joy. God chose what is 
foolish in the world to shame the 
wise. The way of Christ is a way 
that sometimes appears foolish to 
the masses. The way of Christ 
won’t make you rich. The way of 
Christ won’t lead you to popularity. 
The way of Christ won’t help you 
gain political power. 

Sure, we’ve tried hard to make it 
not look foolish. Prosperity 
preachers promise pay for pray. 
They wisely target the poor 
leveraging the faith to make a 
fortune for themselves. Sure, we 
try to make Christianity palatable 
so that we can gain more 
members. Come join us— All you 
have to do is show up; maybe we’ll 
give away iPads for the first 50 
baptized at Easter. Never wanting 
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to say what Christ says— pick up 
your cross and follow. Sure, 
preachers buddy up to politicians 
hoping for a seat at the table of 
power (perhaps just to be seen at 
that table)… and wisely they direct 
their congregations to be fools for 
politics. 

We do this because we’re not sure 
if the word of God is enough. 
Because it sounds foolish. Is this 
hope we have in Christ enough? 
Can people living the way of Jesus 
amount to anything in this world 
anymore? Can the word of God 
which created all this in the 
beginning still shape our world?

IV. With only the Word Between Us

In South Korea, there’s a 
Reunification Observatory, which 
sits on a hill on the border between 
South and North Korea. When you 
get to the top of the hill you look 
out over the border into North 
Korea. You can see the 
demilitarized zone, the fences, the 
barbed wire. And of course, all 
around the military presence is 
palpable—training camps, 
uniforms, machine guns.

But there is more than the military 
in that place. Off to one side of the 

observatory, there are two large 
statues. One is a statue of 
Buddha, which faces North Korea 
with his arms open in blessing. 
Standing right beside Buddha is a 
statue of Mary, also facing north, 
her hands folded in prayer. 

And on the other side, a little 
further up the hill, is a chapel—for 
military personnel. Inside, the 
chapel is round. You enter through 
the back of the sanctuary, facing 
the chancel area. And when you 
enter, you notice only one thing. 
The entire front of the chapel is a 
large, clear glass window. Through 
the window you see the hills of 
North Korea—and the 
demilitarized zone, the fences, the 
barbed wire. It’s as if that is the 
point of the chapel. The people 
who worship there have to look 
through that window the whole 
time. As they pray and sing and 
praise and confess, they have to 
look toward North Korea with 
Buddha and Mary; they have to 
look through that window toward 
their enemies, who are also their 
brothers and sisters. 

Right in front of that window stands 
a small pulpit. And every time they 
worship the preacher stands there 
between North and South—amidst 
the barbed wire and the fences 
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and the guns—with nothing but the 
Word.  And she or he preaches as 2

the congregation looks toward their 
enemies, who are also their 
brothers and sisters. And they 
keep on doing this, week in and 
week out, though little seems to 
change. Returning to the Word. 
Fools for the sake of Christ.

Does any of this make a 
difference? Us here in this chapel. 
The people in that chapel on the 
border between South and North 
Korea with nothing but the Word of 
God between them. If we believe 
Paul then yes. Because God’s 
foolishness is wiser than human 
wisdom, and God’s weakness is 
stronger than human strength. 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