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February 3, 2008 

1 Corinthians 1:18-31; Matthew 5:1-12 

Sermon: “Preaching Is a Foolish Waste of Time”    Rev. Bob Jack 

Text: “…but we proclaim Christ crucified.” 

  

Preaching didn‟t come naturally to me. I used to be shy and 

withdrawn in front of large groups. The thing I hated most about 

school was having to get up in front of people to give a book 

report, or some other form of verbal presentation. I always felt that 

I would stumble over my words, or forget what I had to say next, 

or that something about my physical appearance would cause my 

classmates to laugh or ridicule me.  

And I was not alone in that fear. Studies reveal that public 

speaking – speaking in front of a group of strangers – is the third 

worst fear known to human behinds, right after fear of death and 

fear of rejection. So, my friend, if you struggle with this same 

thing just know, and take comfort in knowing, that you‟re not 

alone.  

That‟s why, when I got to seminary I signed up for every 

preaching experience I could get. And that meant preaching every 
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Sunday in the summers, when most of my fellow students went 

home to be with their families. I would be assigned a church 

somewhere in New Jersey or Eastern Pennsylvania, and I would 

get up early on Sunday and drive to that church, which was 

sometimes a great distance away, and I would be the supply 

preacher while the installed preacher was off on vacation.  

It was tough work, at first, because I had to learn to 

overcome my fear of preaching. And what it took was simply 

practice, practice, practice. And I got to meet a lot of very patient 

and generous Christians in those churches, who didn‟t mind giving 

a young, nervous guy a break. 

One experience sticks out in my mind. I was assigned to 

preach at a little church out in the middle of nowhere, sitting in a 

cornfield in New Egypt, New Jersey (I kid you not). It was one of 

the hottest weekends on record, with the temperature that day 

supposed to top at 103 degrees. By eleven o‟clock it was in the 

high nineties. No air conditioning, of course; the windows were 

thrown open, but it didn‟t do any good. 
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I asked the usher if they had any fans. He nodded and 

disappeared out of view, only to return in a minute with a box full 

of them – those handheld flappers with the name of the local 

funeral parlor printed on them. Things were not going well, but the 

appointed time had arrived and I was expected to lead in worship. 

So, I mounted the stairs to the pulpit, and I said something 

like, “Folks, if you don‟t mind, I‟m gonna at least take off my suit 

jacket, „cause I‟m beginning to melt.” 

    Well, this little old lady who was sitting in the very back row 

stands up and says (pointing her finger at me), “Don‟t you dare!” 

    So, I figured, “All right, suit yourself, I‟ll just stand here in this 

pulpit dripping with sweat and make you all miserable just 

watching me.” 

Sure enough, about the time I got to preaching the sermon, 

the usher who was trying to be helpful shows up with a huge metal 

fan the size of a B-29 engine, and plugs it in right next to the 

pulpit, and lets her rip. I could feel its cooling effect immediately 

as the torque of that fan begin to roar. And then the worst fear I 
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could imagine overcame me, but too late. I watched in helpless 

agony as my sermon took flight and flew to every corner of that 

sanctuary. I didn‟t think I‟d ever have the nerve to preach again. 

Recent studies have shown that one of the major reasons why 

many ministers leave the ministry is because of preaching. 

Specifically, preaching and not being understood. Not making a 

difference. Preaching can be a very fragile, frustrating enterprise.  

I had a man in my previous church who used to come up to 

me after I had preached what Samuel Pepys called “an honest and 

painful sermon,” and say to me, “Boy oh boy, Bob, you really gave 

it to them.”  

The apostle Paul is right when he said, “The word of the 

cross is foolishness to those who are perishing. We preach Christ 

crucified, a stumbling block, an offense.” Preaching is a fragile 

endeavor, something vulnerable and prone to being misunderstood. 

But then, any time you and I stand up and speak the truth in love, 

it‟s always subject to being misunderstood because the devil is the 

Father of Lies.  
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Biblical scholars are not quite sure what particular heresy 

Paul was dealing with in Corinth. Whatever it was, the Corinthians 

seem to have been so in love with Jesus that they despised 

everybody else. They were convinced, says one biblical 

commentator, “that their connection in the Spirit to the risen Christ 

was unbreakable.” 

Paul tries to correct their pride and pretensions with talk of 

the cross. That‟s right, the cross. He says that our preaching about 

Jesus‟ crucifixion is prior to any thing else we can boast about. 

Why is this? Well, maybe because there is nothing attractive about 

a man dying on the cross, and that that will focus our faith 

magnificently.  

The Romans flogged their victims nearly to death, then 

nailed their hands and feet to the wood. They reserved the cross for 

their worst criminals because it was such a cruel means of death. In 

crucifixion, it wasn‟t only the physical pain that hurt, it was being 

hung naked and exposed for all the world to see and to mock. Any 
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vestige of pride and dignity would have vanished quickly for 

anyone who was left to waste away so slowly and so painfully. 

But a crucified God? Dietrich Bonhoeffer is right when he 

says, “It is no small thing that God allows himself to be pushed out 

of the world on a cross.” To worship One who is crucified? That 

sounds really strange to the world. To a world that is so 

accustomed to worshipping power and wealth and success.  

Imagine driving by a corporate headquarters somewhere here 

in Charlotte and seeing that its logo was a hangman‟s noose? Or an 

electric chair? Or a gas chamber? It just wouldn‟t happen. And if 

you were living in the Roman Empire of the first century, and you 

saw people worshipping a man on a cross, you would think that 

whatever they were doing connected to that cross must be a 

preposterous waste of time. Foolishness, as Paul describes it. 

Paul says that you and I find life in the death of Jesus Christ. 

How can that be? How can something that happened so long ago – 

nearly 20 centuries – become a significant act that changes our 

lives today?  
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We confess it each and every time we recite The Creed: “He 

was crucified, dead and buried; he descended into hell; on the third 

day he rose again from the dead.” In The Creed, Jesus‟ crucifixion 

is saved by his Resurrection. You and I are saved through the 

Resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

But Paul doesn‟t say that in Corinthians; not exactly. Paul 

says that the word of the cross – preaching – saves us. Paul says 

it‟s the word of the cross that makes Christ present to us today. The 

word of the cross. Paul claims that God‟s saving power meets us in 

preaching. 

That‟s a truly humbling thought. It really is. When I think of 

all the truly lousy sermons I‟ve heard in my time, and all the truly 

lousy sermons I‟ve preached in my time, that‟s a truly humbling 

thought. But then again, that may be the reason why you‟re here, 

this morning. You‟ve met the risen Christ in something so 

vulnerable, something so foolish as preaching.  

Preaching seems so powerless to do any good. It‟s just 

words. Matthew, Mark, Luke and John speak of stones rolled 
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away, the earth shaking, angel voices, and the dead walking. Now 

that‟s power!  

But here, Paul says that the word of the cross has the power 

to save. How can mere words be so powerful? We‟re skeptical 

because we are so practical. We say things like “the pen is mightier 

than the sword” but when it comes down to it, we want to see 

results.  For instance, we send our kids to college – why? – so they 

can get a good grounding in the liberal arts? Hardly. So they can 

pursue truth in a pure, unfettered way? Forget about it! We send 

them to college to earn their ticket to success in life. Success as the 

world defines it. A good job making lots of money. Because that‟s 

what we respect and admire: A job making lots of money. 

Joke overheard at the hospital: “Who‟s that person walking 

around heaven wearing a white coat? Looks like a doctor who 

thinks he‟s God.” “No. That‟s God trying to look like a doctor.” 

(Dr. Hipp: Two CLT. Surgeons who used to refer to each 

other as God Almighty & Jesus Christ). 
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But what impressed the apostle Paul, my friends, was that 

God is powerful and wise in those places we call foolish and weak. 

God reveals himself to us in those places where you would least 

expect to find God – in the garbage dump outside the city walls, 

naked and bloody and spread unseemly upon the cross. And we 

find God in our preaching about the cross. 

Because it‟s in just such a mental contradiction of wisdom 

and foolishness combined, that you and I begin to understand that 

“things are not really what they appear to be.” God deals with us in 

a way that is different from anything you‟d expect. And let‟s thank 

God that he does! 

The cross is the Great Reversal of values. Reinhold Niebuhr 

called it the “transvaluation of (all our)values.” To the world, Jesus 

looks foolish on the cross, when in reality we are revealed to be the 

fools because we have trusted too dearly in our own devices. As 

Paul puts it, on the cross God was busy making into nothing, those 

who strut about seeming to be something. 
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Have you ever seen someone who was something reduced to 

nothing? I have. I know a man who was once a successful 

businessman, the owner of a prosperous restaurant in a seaside 

resort town, with a fine home, a beautiful family, and several 

expensive cars sitting in a custom-built garage.  

The last time I visited him he was in a Maryland State Prison, 

where he was sentenced to serve a long term for arson, because he 

tried to burn down his home for insurance money to cover 

gambling debts. He was not a very proud looking man.  

Yet, the Bible tells us that when those who seemed to be 

something are reduced to nothing, that‟s when it‟s possible for 

them to be made into something new. Something entirely new. 

Something that doesn‟t depend on the accumulation of success or 

power or prestige or personal glory. Something that depends totally 

on the wisdom of God. The wisdom of God in Christ, which is the 

word of the cross.  

God knows what he‟s doing. The only way he can penetrate 

our stubborn, prideful defenses is by speaking a strange word from 
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outside. It‟s a word that forces us to encounter a different reality 

from the one we‟re used to. A reality so different from our own 

that we can only embrace it as the wisdom and power of God. 

When I went off to basic training, I thought it was an entirely 

foolish experience. The day we arrived, they shaved our heads 

down to peach fuzz, which was about as bad as it could get for this 

long-haired teenager in the early ‟70‟s. Then they paraded us 

around naked for several hours while they poked and prodded our 

bodies with needles. Not a great experience, all things considered. 

Later on, I realized that these people knew exactly what they 

were doing. We were a bunch of arrogant, self-confident teenagers. 

And people like that don‟t fit well into military life. So what you 

do is strip them of their individual pride and arrogance from the 

get-go. Then they learn to depend on their buddies for survival, 

until they‟re fashioned into a tight fighting unit. It works. 

Jesus shows us that even he was not above the humiliation of 

being stripped naked, and picked clean, and subjected to a nasty 
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public death by crucifixion. Not when something so great as our 

salvation is at stake. 

I don‟t know what it will take to get through to you, my 

friend. But I do know that God has a word for you. It may seem a 

foolish word, or an offensive word, or a word that is so jarring to 

your present experience you may think it‟s painful. Pay attention to 

that word. It‟s in such painful, offensive, foolish  messages that our 

once secure world is torn apart and what we thought was 

something is reduced to nothing, so that God can begin to save 

you. 

The word of the cross may seem like it will kill you. In 

reality, it is the word of life.  

  


