
The Message of the Cross 
1 Corinthians 1:17-18 

Introduction 
We often idealize the early church, believing it to be without flaw or blemish. But we are 
reminded as we read the New Testament, that the early church was far from perfect. The simple 
fact is that if the early church was perfect, we wouldn’t have much of the New Testament. Over 
and over we see apostles and early church leaders seeking to correct wrong practices and beliefs 
in the new churches that had just been planted. 

The apostle Paul offers much correction to the church in Corinth in the letter we know as 1 
Corinthians. He begins by confronting them with a significant issue in that body – faction and 
division. Early in his letter (v. 10-12), he reproves the Corinthians for this division. It seems that 
different factions in the church had aligned themselves with different preachers and teachers, 
Paul, Apollos and Peter to name a few.  

Paul deals right away with these factions by pointing the Corinthians, and us, to Jesus as the 
center of the church and the only person to follow. It was Jesus and the message of the cross that 
was to unify the church of Jesus Christ. 

Paul deals with the tragic issue of strife and division in the body by pointing them to the 
centrality of the person and the work of Jesus Christ. In doing this, he goes immediately to the 
cross. It is at the cross that we are reminded of what our Savior has done for us and why he and 
he alone is worthy of our full devotion and adoration. And it is the message of the cross that is to 
drive and sustain all that the church is called to do. 

In these verses Paul reminds the church that we are to preach the gospel and preach the gospel 
simply and plainly. He also reminds us that there will be two responses to the hearing of the 
gospel, those who regard it as foolishness and those who find in it the power of God. 

Preach the Gospel 
“For Christ did not send me to baptize but to preach the gospel,” Paul writes in verse 17. He did 
not write this to in any way depreciate the value or importance of baptism. Rather, he was simply 
stating that his primary role/responsibility/calling was to preach the gospel. Proclaiming the 
gospel was primary to the apostle Paul; all else was secondary. 



Again, Paul wasn’t saying people shouldn’t be baptized. Baptism is important, but we should 
recognize that it can’t take place until people have been pointed to Jesus through the preaching of 
the gospel. This was Paul’s penultimate mission – to point people to salvation in Jesus Christ 
through gospel proclamation. 

We would do well here to remind ourselves what the good news of the gospel and the message of 
the cross are. The good news must be preceded by the bad news that there is a holy and perfect 
God to whom we must one day give an account for the totality of our lives – actions, words and 
thoughts. This perfect and holy God has but one standard he will accept – perfection. Our 
problem of course is that we are far from perfect. In fact Scripture describes us as wicked and 
enemies of God (Colossians 1:20-22). The bad news is that we find ourselves in a desperate 
situation unable to save ourselves from the wrath that is to come. 

The message of the cross is that Jesus died to pay the penalty for my sin. He took my place. He 
settled my debt with God the Father that I may no longer be a guilty enemy before the holy God 
of all creation, but that I might be his righteous child. Instead of eternal destruction, I now have 
eternal life. 

Paul sums the message up in 2 Corinthians 5:19 when he writes that, “in Christ, God was 
reconciling the world to himself.” Christ crucified stands as the sum and substance of this 
message. 

This message of the cross ought to be the primary message of the church and preachers today as 
well. But it seems the gospel is often lost amid a sea of sermon series on how to have a great 
marriage, how to deal with stress, how to raise godly kids, be a good neighbor or a whole host of 
others things. These things are not bad, in fact they are good and right to teach and preach. But 
the gospel must be the center and foundation of all of those things. 

Sermons about any aspect of the Christian life will be hollowed out unless the gospel of grace is at 
their core. Sound biblical exhortations to holiness and godliness will become empty moralism 
and sanctified therapeutic self-help nonsense if they are not grounded in and infused with the 
cross of Christ. 

We must start with the gospel, constantly live in light of the gospel and ultimately end with the 
gospel. The apostle says that he was sent to preach the gospel alone. But he also issues a warning, 
that we must not mix the preaching of the gospel with the wisdom and philosophies of man. 



Preach the Gospel Simply and Plainly 
Paul continues in verse 17, “and not with words of eloquent wisdom, lest the cross of Christ be 
emptied of its power.” The Corinthian church had an unhealthy regard for rhetorical display and 
oratorical prowess. This is likely one of the reasons Apollos was elevated and Paul dismissed. 
Apollos was a faithful preacher of the gospel, but he was also a great orator (Acts 18:24) and Paul, 
not so much (2 Corinthians 10:10). 

But here Paul reminds the Corinthians that the power of preaching is not in the preacher or his 
methods. The power of preaching is in the message itself. Paul even warns that eloquent 
preaching can harm the message, or in his words, “lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its 
power.” 

The eloquent words he refers to here is not great speaking ability so much. In fact, there have 
been many great orators in the history of the church. Men like George Whitefield and Charles 
Spurgeon were not just considered great preachers, but some of the best public speakers of their 
day. 

What Paul warns here against is the use of worldly philosophical systems and human wisdom 
and reasoning when presenting the gospel. It is a warning against the sophistry of his day, which 
valued style over substance and human approbation over truth. Preaching in this way could 
empty the cross of its power in at least two ways. 

First, great speaking, sophistry and rhetorical flourishes could easily lead to the idolizing of the 
speaker and the ignoring of his message. This can be seen throughout the history of the church, 
including in churches today. There are many people who attend a specific church only because 
they like the preacher and the way he preaches. When the preacher goes, so do his fans. This cult 
of personality empties the cross of its power as the art of the speaker overwhelms the truth of his 
message. 

Second, worldly wisdom and rhetoric can lead to the message of the cross being obscured, 
skewed or covered over completely. Often as Christians, preachers especially, feel like we have to 
“dress up” or enhance the gospel to make it more relevant, acceptable and palatable to a culture 
ever increasing in education and sophistication. When we do that, we often change the message 
so much that the truth and power of the cross are lost among our hearers.  

We must not seek to sanitize, modernize or make palatable the message of the cross. We must 
not rely on human argumentation. We must not pander to the wisdom of this world, lest the 
cross of Christ be emptied of its power as the messenger is elevated above the message or the 
message is lost completely. 



We, like the apostle Paul, must preach the gospel simply and plainly so as to not detract from the 
cross of Christ. Brilliant and persuasive eloquence may win a person’s mind but not his heart. As 
one person has written, “The plain preaching of a crucified Jesus was more powerful than all the 
oratory and philosophy of the heathen world.”1 

That was true then and still is true today. Preach the gospel plainly and clearly. But know that 
there will be two very different responses. 

  

The Cross as Foolishness 
Verse 18 relays the first response to the gospel, “ For the word of the cross is folly to those who 
are perishing.” Here, the apostle sums up the gospel as “the word of the cross.” In doing so, he 
sums up exactly what people find so foolish. It is not the foolishness of preaching, but the 
foolishness of the message being preached that both Jews and Gentiles find absurd. 

Crucifixion was a horrible and shameful death. It was reserved for only the worst of criminals 
and never Roman citizens. It was so maligned that it was considered poor taste to mention it in 
polite society. And it is the cross that the world found so offensive. 

The idea of a crucified Messiah was deeply offensive to Jewish people. According to Jewish 
tradition, a person hung on a tree (e.g., a cross) was considered to be cursed (Deuteronomy  
21:23). That the long awaited Messiah would die in this fashion was incomprehensible to the 
Jewish mind. 

The Greek mindset would have held a different objection. They believed in human intelligence 
and wisdom as supreme. They sought wisdom above all else and the cross was pure folly to them 
simply because it was such a barbaric act. Here Paul sets two things in opposition to one another, 
a theme that will run through a lengthy section of the letter: the false wisdom of man versus the 
true wisdom of God. 

Today viewing the cross as foolishness is just as prevalent in our culture. The cross seems crazy to 
those who don’t believe. It’s nonsense and seems unnecessary – Jesus died for me? Why? Many, 
perhaps most, around us see nothing missing from their lives. The cross seems like foolishness 
because we have lost basic concepts like sin, righteousness and justice. When that happens, there 
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seems to be no need for salvation. So people mock and jest about the cross of Christ because it 
seems like utter foolishness to them. 

But Paul warns that those who view the cross this way are perishing. Their view of the cross is 
warped by their sin and stubborn impenitence. Minds clouded by sin, especially pride, see 
human wisdom and power as supreme and adequate for whatever they face. This human wisdom 
cannot take the place of God’s good news in the cross of Christ, and until this is realized, they will 
continue to perish. 

The Cross as the Power of God  
“ … but to us who are being saved it is the power of God” writes Paul. The gospel, the word of the 
cross, is the power of God! It is the only message in the world that can make dead men live. This 
is the only message that can transform sinful rebels into holy children of God. 

The message of the cross produces faith. It produces repentance. It brings wisdom (true wisdom), 
righteousness and sanctification. The gospel alone has the power to save all who believe. 

One theologian has written, “The meaning of the cross as envisaged by Paul is most certainly the 
supreme expression of the power of God. There God in Christ is exerting himself to the utmost, 
and at great cost, to bridge the gulf created between him and man and by man’s sin. No other 
power in the world had done it: none other has been able to do it. As one theologian has put it, 
“The atonement was a task fit for the energy of God.”2 

At the cross, where justice and love, wrath and mercy met in perfect harmony, there the power of 
God was on full display. And it is through the preaching of the cross, the proclamation of the 
gospel, that the power of God to salvation is most active. Those who are being saved come to 
understand and experience this great power. Those who view the message of the cross as 
foolishness will continue to perish. 

 

Conclusion 
“God has displayed his power and wisdom in the most unlikely place – the terrible crucifixion of 
Jesus. In the message of the cross, God has reached down and dirtied His hands, revealing His 
inner character of love, mercy, and forgiveness and in the process humbling the proud and 
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overturning human opinion about greatness. Ironically, God’s greatness is evidenced by the 
depths to which He is willing to go to rescue humans from sin.”3 

Paul goes to the cross of Jesus when rebuking the Corinthians for their self-centered divisions. 
He understood that what they needed was to have their minds renewed and that the renewal of 
their minds could come about only by preaching the cross. The gospel would be an effective 
agent of renewal for a couple of reasons. 

First, the message of the cross cuts the heart out of self-centeredness. It is a message of self-
denial, self-death, self-humiliation and complete surrender to God. The message of the gospel 
runs against the grain of the world’s wisdom of self-exaltation and self-gratification. When we die 
to ourselves and live for Christ, his will and preferences become supreme, not ours. 

Second, The message of the cross reminds us that Jesus is the source and focus of our faith. We 
must never find our self-identification or faith identity in any human teacher. Leaders are merely 
servants of God. But Jesus is something much more. He alone is worthy as the source of our self-
identity, because he is the crucified One - God the Son who laid down his life on a Roman cross, 
only to take it up again so that all those who believe might have eternal life and not perish. 

So, we must remember to preach the gospel, and to preach it plainly and simply. Some will view 
it as foolishness and choose to perish along with the wisdom of this world. Others will receive the 
message of the cross for what it is – the power of God for salvation. May we never forget the 
message of the cross. 
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