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18 For 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.  19 For it is written:  

“I will destroy the wisdom of the wise;  

the intelligence of the intelligent I will frustrate.” 

20 Where is the wise person?  Where is the teacher of the law?  Where is the philosopher 

of this age?  Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?  21 For since in the wisdom 

of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the 

foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe.  22 Jews demand signs and 

Greeks look for wisdom, 23 but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and 

foolishness to Gentiles, 24 but to those whom God has called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ 

the power of God and the wisdom of God.  25 For the foolishness of God is wiser than 

human wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than human strength. 

 

In the 1850’s, a carving was discovered in Rome which is the earliest depiction of the 

crucifixion that we have in existence today.  The building it was found in was a school for boys 

in the first century and a half after Christ.  It seems that one of the students at the school was a 

young boy named Alexamenos who believed that Jesus was his Savior.  But to at least one of his 

adolescent, Roman classmates, the fact that Alexamenos believed that his God, his hope of 

salvation, was a Jew who had been killed on a cross in Jerusalem some 150 years earlier, was 

pretty foolish. 

Here’s a tracing of that carving which was discovered (page 4).  The words say 

“Alexamenos worships his God.”  And Alexamenos is shown praying to Jesus who is depicted 

hanging on the cross with the head of a donkey.  It’s an upsetting image, isn’t it?  But it isn’t 

unbelievable.  Ever since the apostles first set out with the message that Jesus is God’s Son who 

has set us free from our sins through His death on the cross, that message has been received with 

scorn and ridicule.  And that’s what the Apostle Paul remarks on in our lesson today: 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. 

Where is the wise person?  Paul continues, Where is the teacher of the law?  Where is 

the philosopher of this age?  Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?  The 

smartest, most educated people of Paul’s day whether that was the Greek philosophers or the 

Jewish experts of the law thought that they had it all figured out.  The Jews thought that with 

enough care and effort on their part they could live a life righteous enough to merit God’s favor.  

The Greeks thought that with enough study and discipline they could unlock all the secrets to 

life.   

The message that Paul and the rest of the apostles were preaching meant that they were 

all wrong.  They could not achieve their own salvation, they could not earn it or reason it out.  
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People of this world want to believe that they control their own destiny, but the message of the 

cross is that we are weak, flawed, sinful, and helpless.  That salvation and hope cannot be found 

within us, but only through Jesus and His righteous death in our place. 

While that message may be foolishness to the world, it is power and strength for you and 

me.  Our Gospel lesson this morning came from Jesus’ famous Sermon on the Mount.  The 

words we heard this morning were only the very beginning of that sermon where Jesus lists a 

series of sentences that describe His disciples, or believers.  And what one word kept coming up 

over and over again?  Blessed. 

What it means to be blessed is that we have been given something we didn’t deserve.  

That circumstances have occurred in our favor not through anything we have done, but rather 

through what God has done through Jesus in spite of what we’ve done. 

And that’s a very important thing to remember.  A lot of people misinterpret this 

introduction to Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.  They think that what Jesus has given us here is list 

of instructions on how to become blessed.  But what these verses actually are is a description of 

the blessings that we as believers already have through faith in Jesus.  Just take a look at that 

very first verse: Blessed are the poor in Spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of God (Mt 5:3). 

You and I are blessed, first of all, because God has led us through the power of His Word 

to see just how poor in spirit we really are.  Everyone realizes, to a certain extent, that they are 

“poor in spirit.”  God has given everyone a conscience and when we do something wrong, that 

conscience convicts us.  We know we did it, we know it was wrong, and so we know that we are 

somewhat poor in spirit.  But the fallen human nature clings to the idea that there is still enough 

good within us to make up for those wrongs.  God answers that with His Law.  His law which 

shows us His requirements for us that are so far beyond what we have accomplished.  His law 

which demands perfection.   

You and I are blessed that God has given us that Law and that He has used it to convince 

us how poor in spirit—how weak—we really are.  When I was in the Seminary, they labeled that 

as the “strange work of the Holy Spirit.”  We call it the “strange work” because the work we 

commonly attribute to the Holy Spirit is creating faith in the hearts of unbelievers that trusts in 

Jesus as their Savior from sin and strengthening that faith in their hearts though continued use of 

the Word and Sacraments.  But before He can lead us to rely on Jesus as our Savior from sin the 

Holy Spirit has to convince us that we are totally sinful, that we are destined to hell because we 

have failed to keep God’s law.   

He has to do that, because otherwise the message of the cross—the message of salvation 

through Jesus—would be nothing but foolishness to you and to me.  And so, you and I are 

blessed.  We are blessed to be able to say, “I am weak.  I am helpless.  I am poor in spirit.” 

But that “strange work” of convicting people of their sins is not the only work the Holy 

Spirit does.  He also works through the gospel—the message of the cross, that there is now no 

condemnation for those who are in Jesus because He has set us free from sin and death.  We are 

weak, but Jesus is unveiled in God’s Word as the strength of the weak.  He showed His strength 

by living a perfect life for you, and by giving that perfect life to you through His death on the 

cross.  Because of that, the kingdom of God is yours.  Heaven’s doors are flung open and you 

have been given eternal life.   
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Blessed are the poor spirit because theirs is the kingdom of God.  It doesn’t make 

sense, it isn’t something we can reason out no matter how smart or how wise we may be, and 

that is why it’s called a blessing. 

As you cling to the promise of that blessing you may find yourselves in situations not all 

that dissimilar to young Alexamenos.  As you live your lives as Christians confessing your faith 

in Jesus as your Savior, people are going to insult you, behind your back and to your face.  They 

will persecute you because of what you believe and they will say all kinds of wicked things 

about you because of your faith in Jesus calling you foolish and stupid and pig-headed.  The 

sinful man inside of you is going to say, “Hey, what’s the deal here?  If this is how God wants 

me to live my life, then why am I catching so much flack?”  The devil will use situations like 

that tempt you to think, “this is foolishness!” and to give up on it all.   

Don’t give up.  Don’t be discouraged.  Let them talk.  Rejoice and be glad because 

nothing that the world or the devil world can say or do, no accusations that they bring against 

your faith can change this fact: you are blessed.  You are blessed because Jesus Christ died on 

the cross to take away your sins and has given you an inheritance in His heavenly kingdom.   

There was a pretty fine example of how that works in our Old Testament lesson this 

morning.  Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego were hauled before the King for refusing to 

worship his idols.  The people gathered in that room must have been wondering, “Are they really 

going to stand by their faithfulness to their God, even if it means being burned alive?  They can’t 

be that foolish, can they?”  King Nebuchadnezzar even tried to give them an out, “Is it true, these 

things I’ve been hearing about you?  I’m going to give you one more chance and if you do the 

‘smart’ thing and you worship my statue, fine.”    

But those three young men weren’t concerned with what King Nebuchadnezzar or his 

officials thought about them or did to them.  They weren’t worried about any of that because 

they knew from God’s law that they were weak and sinful that there was no hope for them in   

the pagan idols of the Babylonians, or in themselves, or anywhere other than in the Lord their 

God.  He was their strength and the source of their salvation, and to Him alone would they cling.  

And so, they gave that amazing testimony:  King Nebuchadnezzar, we do not need to defend 

ourselves before you in this matter.   If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God we 

serve is able to deliver us from it, and He will deliver us from Your Majesty’s hand.  But 

even if He does not, we want you to know, Your Majesty, that we will not serve your gods 

or worship the image of gold you have set up.   

Brothers and sisters, we are blessed.  We are blessed because Jesus loves us and gave up 

His life for us on the cross.  We are blessed because we who are spiritually weak, have been 

given power and strength in Jesus for salvation.  We are blessed because in whatever way we are 

made to feel weak in this world, our God is our strength and He is able to deliver us from it.   

Jesus loves me this I know for the Bible tells me so.  Little ones to Him belong. They are 

weak but He is strong.  Jesus loves me, Him who died, heaven’s gates to open wide.  He has 

washed my sins away so now I may boldly say: Yes, Jesus loves me! Yes, Jesus loves me! Yes, 

Jesus loves me! The Bible tells me so! 

Amen. 
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