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“Foolishness is a Virtue” 

Text: 1 Corinthians 1:18-31 

 

Most of us have grown up being taught that certain things are just true in the world. That we 

ought to reach for success by seeking the highest paying job possible. That owning a home will 

lead to economic stability. That to be a successful leader you must be stoic and emotionally 

removed. Today, we are going to challenge these and other examples of conventional wisdom 

and replace them with higher wisdom embraced by Jesus. Let’s prepare our hearts with prayer. 

 

In the film “A Beautiful Mind,” we learn about brilliant mathematician John Nash. Over the 

course of the movie, we are drawn into his artful ways of using math to explain patterns in life. 

Unfortunately, Nash’s perceptions of the world are twisted by paranoid schizophrenia, causing 

him to experience delusions and hallucinations which lead him to believe he is working against 

Soviet agents. Math can’t rescue Nash from his mental illness. Logic is difficult to discern in the 

ways in which his mind speaks. Where can he find the truth amid all the confusion? Through 

psychiatric care and support from his wife, Nash is able to overcome the hallucinations that once 

drew him to endanger his child’s life. He once again finds beauty in numbers, earning the Nobel 

Prize in Economics for his work on game theory. Nash was drawn away from reality by his trust 

in his brain’s ability for logic, but he discovered that he needed a mirror in the form of his wife 

and trusted others to help him decipher truth from reality. 

 

Even though most of us don’t suffer from delusions and hallucinations, we all need a mirror. Our 

perceptions of the world are skewed by our experiences and upbringing. We bring baggage into 

our day-to-day decisions that keep us from following the way of Jesus. 

 

The folks in the church at Corinth, to whom Paul was writing, also had baggage and were in dire 

need of a mirror. They were a society steeped in the intellectual traditions of the Greeks, 

focusing on wisdom and logic. Situated about an hour’s drive west of Athens on an isthmus, their 

city was a bustling center of trade in the ancient world. They wanted to understand everything 

about the world and place it in neat categories. The people of Corinth also valued wealth and 

status over substance. Folks who were at the narrow peak of the social hierarchy simply were 

valued more highly than those at the broad bottom. Money and status were equated with honor 

and lack of them was equated with shame. It was never about who you were on the inside, but 

entirely about what you looked like from the outside. 

 

I think we can relate to the value of outside appearances in our own culture. Our social media 

feeds are full of mostly happy people showing off their best shelves. Their houses are always 

neat. Their vacations are perfect. Their children always well-behaved. Their selfies painstakingly 

taken from the most flattering angle. We might critique the culture of places like New York City 



and Los Angeles for the ways they elevate those with the flashiest cars and most perfect bodies, 

but we all do our share of shape-shifting to fit the narrative of success in our world. 

 

The church at Corinth is a mess when Paul is writing this letter. In addition to status-seeking, 

they are at one another’s throats. In the passage before this one, we hear about fights over the 

leaders whom they follow. The Corinthians are not unlike us in the ways we run after famous 

authors and pastors, lauding some and denigrating others. We divide ourselves into camps, just 

like the Corinthians, and it is no less destructive now as it was then. 

 

Paul’s response to this division was to point to the cross. Amid their fighting and strife, he 

reminded them of the foundation on which they believed. All the rest of it: their theology, their 

favorite leaders, and their way of living was subordinate to the cross. 

 

Paul names “Christ crucified” in verse twenty-three was a stumbling block; a skandalon in 

ancient Greek. The fact that Jesus was crucified and resurrected was a scandal. It was not 

supposed to happen that way. Conventional wisdom among the Jewish people didn’t think their 

Messiah would be what he was. So let’s start from the beginning and discover for ourselves the 

scandal of Jesus. 

 

We have just come from Christmas, where we built a lovely manger scene and remembered 

Jesus born there in the quietness, among the animals, and surrounded by those come to worship 

him. We have heard this story so many times that I think we miss how jarring it would be to 

ancient hearers. Firstly, Jesus is born to a young woman who married after she was already 

pregnant. No good Jewish girl did that. She could have been stoned for her actions according to 

Jewish law. But Mary didn’t meet that fate and Joseph stayed by her side. Probably just two kids 

that got carried away in a time before birth control. Messiah check—unlikely. 

 

Next, we come to Jesus’ birth. Mary and Joseph are doing their duty to the Romans by heading 

to their hometown for the census. None of the inns in Bethlehem have any space, so the couple 

end up bedding down in a compassionate innkeeper’s stable. This was not ideal for any Jewish 

person, let alone a pregnant woman close to giving birth. Because babies have a tendency not to 

wait for ideal circumstances, Mary gave birth to Jesus in the stable. Imagine how dirty and 

smelly that place would have been. What king comes into the world that way, especially not the 

Savior of the world? Messiah check—definitely unlikely. 

 

I know we have the benefit of hindsight, the gift of tradition, and additional stories that fill in the 

blanks for us, but Jesus was not who the Jews expected to be their Messiah. They didn’t think 

that a refugee who escaped Herod’s massacre of the innocents in Egypt could be him. They 

overlooked the migrant family who moved to Nazareth and set up a carpentry practice. They 

scoffed at the poor itinerant preacher who was just one of many who claimed to be The One. 

 

So, what were the Jews expecting? They were looking for a well-born king who would be a 

military leader to rescue them from the boot of oppression. Instead, they got a carpenter who 

gathered fishermen and women and tax collectors to follow him. He was lowly and hung out 

with all the wrong kinds of people. Jesus did not follow the conventional wisdom. He defied 

expectations. And then he was killed in the most shameful way possible.  



 

Paul reminds the church at Corinth that even if they believed Jesus was the Messiah because of 

his miracles and the wisdom of his teaching, the cross was the place where it would all fall apart. 

This was the skandalon.  

 

The cross was a humiliating death. Rome meant it to be a deterrent for all for crimes against the 

Empire. It brought shame upon the one executed as well as their family and all who associated 

with them. Such was the death of Jesus. He was convicted of inciting political insurrection at a 

time when Rome was especially vulnerable. It was important to make an example of Jesus. The 

conventional wisdom said this would squelch a growing movement in Judaism. 

 

As much as the people of Corinth, especially those on the bottom of the social pyramid, wanted 

to believe that Jesus overcame death and stood victorious at the resurrection, they struggled to 

release their cultural mandate for upward mobility. They couldn’t shake the conventional 

wisdom despite the ways in which Jesus’ example proposed something different. 

 

I think this is something we all struggle with. The way of Jesus, as presented in the Bible, offers 

us what writer and pastor Rob Bell calls an “alternative wisdom.” It’s about vulnerability and 

being real and taking off the masks we hide behind. It’s about admitting that we’re powerless to 

stop death on our own. It’s about living in community with people we disagree with and 

probably wouldn’t spend time with otherwise. But somehow we are still so very human, prone to 

value what the messages around us constantly push. We seek after what we hear. 

 

Paul, and Jesus before him, are encouraging us to follow the path of alternative wisdom. The 

way of Jesus calls us to say no to striving for upward mobility at the expense of others. It asks 

those of us in places of privilege to be advocates and live among those who are different from us. 

The way of Jesus is about recognizing our intimate connection to God because we are created by 

God. There is nothing we can do to earn God’s favor or love. We are simply loved because God 

has chosen to do so. No increase in status can make us any more loved. 

 

When we live from the power of this alternative wisdom, we are less drawn to seek attention for 

external things that don’t really matter in the long scheme of life. We focus on finding ways to 

care for those around us, extending Jesus’ radical welcome in ways that challenge us. We say no 

to looking for our value by what others think of us, instead, we become rooted in the notion that 

our value is found in Christ. 

 

This is a difficult path to follow, and it’s made all the more challenging for those of us who are at 

the peak of social status and economic attainment. It’s easy for us to rest in our generally 

comfortable existences and forget that Jesus is asking for more of us. But he set the example for 

all of humanity—he chose to let go of his perfect circumstances to be with us, especially the 

parts of humanity that the world said was unworthy. I think he did this so we might figure out 

how to let go of trying to be something and remember that we already are something. We are 

loved and known and needed, just as we are today. In all our imperfection, room for growth, and 

shame. He loves us entirely, even like this. 

 



That’s why I can’t resist diving a little bit into our Gospel passage for this week. The Revised 

Common Lectionary pairs the Beatitudes with our text this week. In the Beatitudes, Jesus 

famously gives a list of blessings. They are not the type of blessings that anyone would expect to 

hear. We only use #blessed for things that seem to work for our good, but Jesus chooses some 

odd stuff to include. He says that people who are poor in spirit, mourning, and meek are blessed. 

None of that makes sense by conventional wisdom. Some might even consider it foolish. 

 

Pastor Nadia Bolz-Weber writes that, “Maybe Jesus was simply blessing the ones around him 

that day who didn’t otherwise receive blessing, who had come to believe that, for them, blessings 

would never be in the cards.” 

 

No matter your status, there are pieces of you that believe that you don’t deserve a blessing—

places in which you work to cover your shame with money, success, or slick Instagram posts. 

We all have them. But Jesus and Paul are offering us a path of foolishness, of alternative 

wisdom, that says whoever is last will be first and first will be last. A path where the prodigal is 

welcomed home with open arms and a huge party and a mustard seed grows into a great tree that 

nourishes all.  

 

My friends, I pray that you might find yourselves in Pastor Nadia’s new beatitudes, remembering 

to look for Jesus in unexpected places, because that’s his favorite place to hang out: 

 

Blessed are the agnostics. 

Blessed are they who doubt. Those who aren’t sure, who can still be surprised. 

Blessed are they who are spiritually impoverished and therefore not so certain about everything 

that they no longer take in new information. 

Blessed are those who have nothing to offer.  

Blessed are the preschoolers who cut in line at communion.  

Blessed are the poor in spirit. You are of heaven and Jesus blesses you. 

Blessed are they for whom death is not an abstraction. 

Blessed are they who have buried their loved ones, for whom tears could fill an ocean. Blessed 

are they who have loved enough to know what loss feels like. 

Blessed are the mothers of the miscarried. 

Blessed are they who don’t have the luxury of taking things for granted anymore. 

Blessed are they who can’t fall apart because they have to keep it together for everyone else. 

Blessed are those who “still aren’t over it yet.” 

Blessed are those who mourn. You are of heaven and Jesus blesses you. 

Blessed are those who no one else notices. The kids who sit alone at middle-school lunch tables. 

The laundry guys at the hospital. The sex workers and the night-shift street sweepers. 

Blessed are the forgotten.  

Blessed are the closeted. 

Blessed are the unemployed, the unimpressive, the underrepresented. 

Blessed are the teens who have to figure out ways to hide the new cuts on their arms. Blessed are 

the meek. 

You are of heaven and Jesus blesses you. 

Blessed are the wrongly accused, the ones who never catch a break, the ones for whom life is 

hard, for Jesus chose to surround himself with people like them. 



Blessed are those without documentation.  

Blessed are the ones without lobbyists. 

Blessed are foster kids and special-ed kids and every other kid who just wants to feel safe and 

loved. 

Blessed are those who make terrible business decisions for the sake of people. 

Blessed are the burned-out social workers and the overworked teachers and the pro bono case 

takers. 

Blessed are the kindhearted football players and the fundraising trophy wives. 

Blessed are the kids who step between the bullies and the weak.  

Blessed are they who hear that they are forgiven. 

Blessed is everyone who has ever forgiven me when I didn’t deserve it. 

Blessed are the merciful, for they totally get it. 

 

May you find blessing in all the places where you least deserve it, remembering that this 

foolishness is the gospel. Amen. 

 

 

 

 


