
 

 

March 26-28, 2021 – 4th Sunday of Lent 
Preacher:  Pastor Scott Oelhafen 

Sermon Theme: Lift High the Cross 
Sermon Text: 1 Corinthians 1: 18-25 

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 man? Where is the scholar? 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 miraculous 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 man’s wisdom, 
and the weakness of God is stronger than man’s strength.  
 
Dear followers of the Cross,  
 
At the risk of insulting your intelligence, I’d like to ask you an important question: Are 
you smarter than a 5th grader? That’s what producers of a past game show want to 
know. I’ve played the online version of the game and found out this cold reality: 
apparently, I am NOT smarter than a 5th grader. Before you make any cheesy 
comments, let me explain. (And in my defense) this game is a LOT harder than it looks. 
Like most Americans – I like to think I know MORE than I actually do. Foolish, right? So 
I suppose you’re wondering what question got me?  Here’s one:  “What do you get 
when you mix the colors red and blue? I said: “green” (actually, you get purple). Now, it 
starts to make sense why I didn’t get an A back in art class.  I suppose it's a bit 
humbling to admit in this game show I’m NOT smarter than a 5th grader. After all, we 
live in a world that prizes intelligence, academia, and 4.0s. It was that way in the St. 
Paul’s day too. That explains why some church members in Corinth weren’t all that 
impressed with Paul. As far as they were concerned, Paul didn’t speak with great 
intelligence or eloquence.  Then again, Paul freely admitted that he wasn’t going to 
impress anyone with his brainpower or speaking ability. But, let me ask you: do you 
want a preacher to impress you by throwing out big spiritual phrases like ”Genus 
Maiestaticum” (which refers to the divine attributes of Christ) or ”Adiaphora” (which 
refers to the life of a Christian) in each paragraph of his sermon? I doubt it. From what I 
read in Scripture, God doesn’t want preachers to impress you or develop a cult of 
personality, but to simply to share the whole truth of the Gospel. So Paul didn’t mind it if 
people called him simple. His end game wasn’t to show off, but to share with them:  
Christ-crucified. Preaching Christ-crucified may seem outdated and foolish, to some 
people.  But, as we learn from the words of 1 Corinthians, chapter 1, it’s the only 
message from God that saves.  Earlier in the service, we sang the sermon hymn: Lift 



 

 

High the Cross. The title also serves well for our sermon theme.  So during this fourth 
weekend of Lent, let’s put our focus on Jesus and Lift High the Cross. 
 
Many Greeks were critical of Christianity during Paul’s day. They had no use for Christ 
or the cross because they falsely believed that by training the mind and body in the 
latest wisdom or trends of the day, you could find true happiness. That’s why our 
sermon text says: 22 Jews demand miraculous signs and Greeks look for wisdom, 
23 but we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to 
Gentiles, While it’s true, the Greeks made advances in science, math, and government, 
all their philosphies didn’t lead to eternal happiness. So why is that? It’s simple. The 
Greeks failed to recognize just how corrupt our flawed human condition is – as the Bible 
explains it: dead in our transgressions and sin (Ephesians 2:1). They thought there 
was enough good in people to override our morally corrupt condition which tends to 
make this world a frustrating place to live. Sadly, many people of our day believe the 
Greeks were on to something. In the book, the Secret, the author Rhonda Bryne, 
suggests that if we only have positive thoughts, good things will happen. But, that’s like 
saying a car with poor alignment will stay on the road if you only speak nice to it. Say all 
the nice words all you want, but your car is not going to drive straight until the alignment 
gets fixed. And we can try all we want to make ourselves into better people, but we will 
never achieve lasting happiness on our own. That’s because sin will always leave a 
mess in our lives the way a forgotten chocolate bar will always lead to a mess in the 
living room should the dog get a hold of it for 5 minutes. Trust, me, I’ve seen that and 
it’s not pretty.  
 
Instead of ignoring sin, St. Paul directs us to Lift High the Cross and acknowledge it. 
Acknowledge what put Jesus on the cross, that what made Him suffer rejection by His 
heavenly Father was sin, personal sin -- my sin and your sin. What? Admit that we’ve 
done wrong? Go ahead and admit it, the world would say, just don’t take the blame. 
Hashtag sorry, not sorry.  The reason you lied to your parents is because a friend asked 
you to cover. The reason you were short with your sister on the phone is because she 
never asks you how you are doing. The reason you don’t go to church every week is 
because you have too many things to do, and frankly, you already know what the 
preacher is going to say. No – you aren’t to blame for your sins, so don’t harbor any 
negative thoughts about yourself. Think only positive ones and you’ll be happy. 
Seriously? How easily the devil can con us!  
 
Just like the driver who ignores his flawed car alignment will soon get himself into a 
serious accident, so those who fail to take sin seriously will find themselves in serious 
trouble come Judgment Day. There, on Judgment Day we will no longer be able to 
ignore the blame for sin because God will make sin public. More specifically, God will 
ask why folks didn’t believe He has fixed our alignment – not the alignment of our cars, 
but of our souls. He has? This is most certainly true. God sent His Son Jesus to rescue 
every man, woman, and child when Christ was crucified on the cross at Calvary to pay 
for sin in full. God didn’t ignore our sins or sweep them under the carpet. He unleashed 



 

 

His holy anger on sin when He punished His Son Jesus on the cross. God 
demonstrated His love for us by executing the sinless son of God instead of sinners like 
us who deserved eternal punishment. All our sins were put on Jesus and His perfection 
was given to me. Amazing! So Lift High the Cross. Lift it high because the cross 
proclaims that our sin has been neutralized, not minimized. The cross is like a scar from 
your last cancer surgery. It testifies that the tumor which would’ve killed you has been 
cut out, and not ignored, hoping it would go away. Like Jesus said from the cross: it is 
Finished!   I admit, the message of the cross seems foolish because it is so simple. To 
hear that heaven is mine because of everything Jesus did on the cross sounds too good 
to be true. It sounds like the letter I received recently saying I had won a vacation to the 
Caribbean. Do you ever get letters like this? What great news because sand and ocean 
sound pretty good right about now. Of course, there’s a catch.  The catch was to return 
the letter with my bank account and pin number. So there must be a catch with heaven 
too. Don’t we need to earn it? Don’t we need to deserve it? Don’t we need to answer 
some trivia question? That’s the wisdom of the world. But, then we hear God saying: 
19“I will destroy the wisdom of the wise; the intelligence of the intelligent I will 
frustrate.” 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. God is saying here: no catch. The message of the cross 
might sound foolish to some people – but it’s simple: all our sins are forgiven because of 
Jesus – the sins of what we did yesterday – the sins we did years ago. Victory over sin 
declared. Heaven is ours. Guaranteed. Believe it! As the favorite hymn Rock of Ages 
says: “nothing in my hand I bring. Simply to the cross I cling”. So Lift High the Cross 
because it marks true wisdom.  
 
And yet the world STILL mocks the message of the cross, and the Christians who 
believe it. You know this better than I do. You’re on the front lines of work, school, in the 
community. You face people who laugh at you if you admit you believe the Bible. How 
can we convince them of the truth? Remember what Paul said in the opening words of 
our sermon reading: 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. It’s simple: Lift 
High the Cross because it contains true power. Think about it: it’s only through the 
cross is how the Holy Spirit changes hearts and attitudes. Sure, as WELS members we 
clearly confess this. But, do we really believe it? I mean, isn’t there something more? 
Aren’t we better off if we lifted something other than God’s Word? So we analyze our 
programs. We critique our worship. We lament that numeric growth isn’t coming as fast 
as we want. Don’t get me wrong, we need to analyze what we are doing to give God our 
best. We need to review our worship to make sure it’s Christ-centered and we are not 
just going through the motions. May our focus never change! May we never change 
what got us this far: the clear message that Christ was crucified for us. That’s the only 
message that matters. That’s the difference between life and death, between heaven 
and hell. The cross is the power of God! Let’s make certain that the cross is at the 
center of everything we do as a congregation and as Christians.  
 



 

 

You might think it’s funny that I didn’t know that red and blue make purple. Probably 
pretty obvious to you. And it might be funny that I’m not smarter than a 5th grader. 
Actually, I’m told that there have only been 2 winners in the history of that game show. 
St. Paul tells us today not to worry about that. The truth is we are smarter than the most 
successful Harvard graduate who is atheist. In God’s Book, when we life high the cross, 
we’re not only holding on to the symbol of our salvation, we’re letting the world know. 
Jesus was crucified for me. But, let’s not just feel better about our Christian intelligence. 
May we be smart enough to share Jesus this week with people, people we know 
(unchurched family, friends, and co-workers), people who are dying without Him. Amen. 
 
 


