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Lent Series:  The Journey to the Cross 
#3: “The Scandal of the Cross” 

1 Corinthians 1:17-25 (and 1 Peter 2: 1-10)  NRSV 
By John Gill 

 
Have you ever tried to “figure out” the whole “cross” thing?  You know what I mean – We’ve all heard preachers 
tell us that “Jesus died for our sins,” – that if we claim Jesus’ death on the cross, we’ll be saved from hell and 
God will grant us eternal life.  But how?  HOW does the cross do that?  How are we supposed to make sense of a 
God who comes to earth, and then dies such a horrible bloody death?  If God is so good, then why did he make 
Jesus suffer so much?  How are we supposed to believe in a CRUCIFIED Savior?  Does anybody else here struggle 
with these questions, or is it just me? 
 
I remember the conversation very clearly – I must have been about nine years old.  Because I was the preacher’s 
son, my dad let me go through confirmation early.  Back then, fourth and fifth graders went through 
confirmation (now-a-days, we generally want kids to wait until they are a little older – typically sixth or seventh 
grade, at least).  Anyway, for the first time in my young life, I was beginning to try to figure out “the meaning of 
life.”  And since I was going through confirmation, I especially struggled with how to make sense of the cross.  I 
remember walking up to my father who was sitting in the living room of our house reading the newspaper, and 
asking, “Dad, why did Jesus have to die for my sins?”   
 
Now, how would YOU answer your nine year old if she or he asked you that question?   Well, dad set off on an 
explanation that, I’m sure was theologically profound and accurate, but frankly went right over my head.  My 
pre-pubescent brain couldn’t begin to make sense of the crucifixion.  I kept asking him over and over to explain 
it so I could understand – until finally he simply said, “You’ll understand it better when you are a little older.”   
 
But to be honest, sometimes I still have trouble understanding how Jesus’ death was necessary so that God 
could give me eternal life.  Sometimes, even now, the cross is more of a stumbling block than a stepping stone 
to my faith. 
 
It seems that the more we try to comprehend with our puny little human brains the depth and breadth of God, 
the more we will become frustrated.   
 
Paul tells us as much this morning.  He says that the methods we usually use to try to make sense of life will 
always fail us when we apply them to the mysteries of God: “Where is the one who is wise?  Where is the 
scribe?  Where is the debater of this age?”  (vs. 20) 
 
What Paul is saying is that we as human beings think that “wisdom” (the wise), “knowledge” (the scribe), and 
“logic” (the debater), can give us the answers to life’s deepest mysteries – that if we are cleaver enough, or learn 
enough, or can reason enough, we can figure everything out.  That may be so with earthly matters, but NOT with 
the ways of God. 
 
The cross has a way of defying our human wisdom, empirical knowledge, and intellectual logic.  What kind of 
“wisdom” would allow a sinless man to suffer such a horrible fate?  What kind of “knowledge” would help us 
understand why Jesus had to die?  And what kind of “reasoning” could God possibly have had in going through 
with it?  It’s scandalous!  No, our worldly methods of making sense of reality don’t work when it comes to the 
cross.  Like this little boy at nine years old, we stand before the cross of Jesus Christ, and just scratch our heads 
in bewilderment. 
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And yet, according to the Bible, the death of Christ on the cross is the ONE and ONLY event in all of human 
history that gives life meaning!  It is the bedrock of Christianity.  The Bible presents the cross as our stepping 
stone to faith – but, for most of us, it can be more of a stumbling block.  We can’t figure it out – and we 
shouldn’t be surprised, because God has a way of turning worldly wisdom, knowledge, and logic on its head.  
 
Did you hear what Paul wrote?  “For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, 
God decided, through the foolishness of our proclamation (about the cross), to save those who believe.”  God 
always uses what seems foolish to confound the wise.   Let me try to explain: 
 
You see, for centuries, humanity had tried to grasp hold of God using those same finite human tools of wisdom 
knowledge, and logic.  We tried our best to “figure God out.”  Each generation had attempted to establish a 
relationship with God through many religious movements, philosophies, and rituals.  But God knew that our 
feeble human efforts to find him were doomed to fail.  Why?  Because human sin stood in the way.  None of our 
human efforts could deal with our sin. 
 
So God decided to act.  He stepped into history in the person of Jesus and did what you or I could never have 
imagined or accomplished on our own:  He defeated our sin by taking upon himself all the sin of the world.  He 
overcame our suffering by experiencing the extremes of human anguish.  And he defeated our death by allowing 
himself to be nailed to a cross.  God chose to do what seemed foolish, simplistic, and illogical – Why? – so that 
we wouldn’t be tempted to try to rely on our own cleverness, but solely on his love and grace. 
 
God decided to show his love for you and me through the “scandal of the cross.”  And he would have it no other 
way! 
 
You see, the truth is, we can NEVER understand the mystery of the cross.  If you are waiting until you think 
you’ve got it all figured out before you accept Christ, you’ll wait till hell freezes over.  You never will understand 
it! 
 
That nine year old standing before you is now 62, and I still can’t tell you exactly how God saved me through the 
cross of Jesus – but I believe with all my heart that he has!   
 
You see, the good news is that we don’t have to understand the cross, even if we could.  All we have to do is 
claim it. 
 
Ultimately, each of us must decide what we will make of the cross of Jesus.  The cross is always going to seem 
foolish to the world.  It’s always going to be misunderstood.  It’s always going to be shrouded in mystery.  It’s 
always going to be scandalous. 
 
The question is: What will YOU make of the cross of Jesus?  Will the cross become for you a stumbling block, or a 
stepping stone to faith?  Think long and hard about your answer.  It is the most important answer you will ever 
give. 
 
“For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is 
the power of God.”  Amen. 


