The Fourth Sunday after the Epiphany
January 30, 2011
Text:  1 Kings 3:16-28; 1 Corinthians 1:18-25
Sanctify us in Your Truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.

______________________

It must have been in the 1950’s sometime, when I was still in grade school.  I remember watching Walter Cronkite’s Sunday afternoon television show, You Are There.  The program reenacted famous scenes from history, scenes which would be interrupted so that 
Walter Cronkite could interview the participants.

One Sunday afternoon they were dramatizing a story from history which I had studied in school, in fact, in my religion class at my parochial school:  the story which celebrates the wisdom of King Solomon.  It’s the story I substituted this morning for our First Reading.

When Solomon became king over Israel, after his father David had died, God appeared to Solomon in a dream, promising to give him whatever he asked.  Solomon, instead of asking for power and riches, asked for the gift of wisdom:  an understanding mind to govern your people, able to discern between good and evil.

God answers Solomon’s prayer and gives Solomon the gift of wisdom, and the very next verses in 1 Kings chapter 3 tell the story which Walter Cronkite dramatized on television 55 years ago.  Two women are in dispute over one living baby.  The women are prostitutes, each living in the same house, each having given birth to baby boys only days apart.  One night, while sleeping, the first woman rolled over onto her baby, killing it.  She got out of bed, placed her dead baby next to the second woman, and took that woman’s baby into bed with her.  The next morning, the second woman woke up with a dead baby at her side, but of course knew that this was not her baby.  The two women argued before King Solomon over who was the rightful mother of the living baby.

King Solomon called for his sword, which no doubt made everyone nervous, given the way Solomon had been wielding that sword in previous chapters.  Cut the living child in two, Solomon decreed, and give half to one mother and half to the other.

This is wisdom?  No!  It is foolishness!  Except that it caused a distinction to appear between the two women:

The woman whose son was alive said to the king – because compassion for her son burned within her – “Please, my lord, give her the living boy; certainly do not kill him!”  The other said, “It shall be neither mine nor yours; divide it.”

[1 Kings 3:26]

Solomon’s wisdom – which was really God’s wisdom given to him, remember? – Solomon’s wisdom only proposed cutting the child in half, in order to smoke out the real mother, the mother who would rather give up possession of her child than sacrifice its life; Solomon’s wisdom only proposed cutting the child in half, in order to arrive at the just decision.
But 1,000 years later, there was born in Israel another King, also out of the family of David.  This one – the One they call Jesus –said of himself, Queens may have come from Egypt to listen to the wisdom of Solomon, but, see, something greater than Solomon is here!  [Luke 11:31]

One greater than Solomon indeed!  And his name is Jesus!  And this time, the sword will not only be drawn, but it will also strike.  In fact, it will strike the new Solomon himself.  The One who is the wise Judge will himself be judged and be struck down with the sword, or more literally, be strung up on the cross.  This One is the wise Judge who is judged in our place.  This one Himself is made the dead child, and also he is raised from the dead as the living child.  And all of this – even though it appears to the world as foolishness – will be the wisdom of God!

That’s what Paul wrote to the Church at Corinth, some 25 years after the One greater than Solomon had both given up his life and received it back again:

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…..We proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.  1 Corinthians 1:18,23-24]

You see, Paul is preaching the Christian message to both Jews and Greeks…and those two groups of people were among the most advanced of all the people in the world at that time….yet each were advanced in different areas.  

The Jews were very well developed in the area of religion.  Their worship centered around one God while most other people were still caught up with worshiping several different Gods.  The God of the Jews was one God, and he was a God of power, a God of signs, a God who acted.  Jews could point to the power and signs of God among them.  He led Israel out of Egypt, and gave them a great sign of his power at the Red Sea.  So…if  Paul were going to speak to the Jews about God, then he had to speak about the mighty power of God and his wonderful signs among the people.

Now, the Greeks were different from the Jews.  They too were advanced, but in a different area.  They were advanced intellectually, in wisdom.  Their strong points were philosophy, culture, the arts.  We think of people like Socrates, Plato, Aristotle – the philosophers.  Or of Aristophanes and Sophocles – great poets.  So if Paul were going to speak to the Greeks about God, then a statement about God should have the basis of lofty wisdom, poetic language.  Maybe something like this:  “God is perfect justice.”

So what does Paul say to these two very different groups of people?  We preach Christ crucified!  Oh, Paul, watch out!  Can’t you tell you’re going to bomb!?!  The Jews and the Greeks aren’t going to buy that!  The Jews are all into this power of God thing, stressing the might, the strength, of God.  And, Paul, you’re going to tell them that Jesus Christ, the Son of God, was crucified?  You won’t get anywhere!  Jews will stumble all over that one!

And to the Greeks Paul preached the same message:  Christ crucified!  Can you believe it?  He made the same mistake twice!  The Greeks want to hear about God in terms of lofty wisdom.  And Paul, you’re going to tell them that ultimate truth lies in the death of some small-town carpenter’s son?  You’re going to get laughed right out of town!  That’s not wisdom, that’s foolishness.  And for many Greeks, when Paul preached that message to them, it was foolishness. 
The cross, you see, is an “equal opportunity offender” – it manages to offend both Jews and Greeks! And let’s be honest:  it even manages to offend those of us who have been Christians for a long time.  As one thinks about the passion of Christ, it never becomes a sensible message.  Exactly how does the cross make atonement for sin?

Over the years the Church has developed a number of different theories about the atonement and how the cross saves….a number of different theories, yet has never zeroed in on just one of them to the exclusion of the others.  Here are just a couple of those theories:
· Theory #1:  Jesus’ death on the cross as a final and complete sacrifice for sin.  The Old Testament sacrifices for sin, you see, had to be repeated over and over again; but Jesus’ death on the cross was the final and complete – once for all – sacrifice for sin.

· Or Theory #2:  The cross as Jesus’ victory over sin.  Gregory the Great is the church father who suggested the image of a baited hook:  Christ’s humanity is the bait, and his divinity the hook.  The devil, like a great sea monster, snaps at the bait – and then discovers, too late, the hook.

In the end, all we are left with is a paradox:

· On the one hand, it appears to the world like foolishness;

· On the other hand, according to the consistent proclamation of the New Testament, it is the wisdom of God for the reconciliation of the world.

Because it is a paradox….because to most of the world it seems like foolishness, there have been those in the Christian faith who have wanted to junk the cross, or at the very least, minimize it.

· You may be familiar with some of those Christian churches today who refuse to have a cross on their property, either inside or out….because it’s too negative, it turns people off!
· A teacher at my seminary, H. Richard Niebuhr, offered this pithy summary of a misguided message like that:  A God without wrath brought men without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the ministrations of a Christ without a Cross.
Let me close with a story told by another one of my seminary teachers, Bill Muehl, who taught us preaching.  It’s a story about him attending his son’s preschool Christmas pageant.  You know what those are all about:  a four-year-old Mary and Joseph standing around a box of straw.  Trouble started in this particular pageant during the last scene when twenty preschool angels and another twenty preschool shepherds crowded into the manger scene.
During the rehearsal the teachers had wisely made chalkmarks on the floor where everybody was supposed to stand:  a circle for each angel, a cross for each shepherd.  That had worked well when the kids were wearing their ordinary clothes.  But when the angels came on stage in their flowing robes, they covered not only their own circle, but the adjacent crosses as well.

So when these young shepherds began looking for their places, well, they treated angels as they had never been treated before!  Until finally, one little boy, who had suffered about as much of this nonsense as he could handle, turned toward the wings where the teacher was standing, and shouted, “These damn angels are fouling up the whole show.  They’ve hidden all the crosses!”

My professor concludes the story by adding, “Needless to say, his mother and I were greatly embarrassed.”

You and I, like H. Richard Niebuhr, must be determined not to hide the cross.  Offensive though it may be – and scandalous – yet it is the power of God for salvation.

