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I. Intro.  The following is a comparison of fictionalized family conversations in an 

average home. Any resemblance to real or imagined parents and children is … 
coincidental in the specific, but intentional in general: 

A. 1st scene 

Jamey, I need you to clean up & sweep the downstairs today after school. 

 

Ah, Dad, do I have to? 

 

Yes, you do.  You know Mom is hosting some people for a party here tomorrow, and she’ll be 

way too busy just preparing the food and decorations! 

 

But I wanted to play with Justin today after school.  I haven’t seen him all week!  Do I really 

have to? 

 

I’m sorry, but you do.  Your sister helped out an awful lot with the last party Mom had. It’s your 

turn this time.  If there’s time you may play with Justin after you do this … 

B. 2nd scene 

Jamey, I need you to clean up & sweep the downstairs today after school. 

 

Why, Dad? 

 

Well, you know Mom has been working so hard lately and she’ll be tired tonight.  Remember, 

she’s also hosting some people for a party here tomorrow, and she’ll be way too busy just 

preparing the food and decorations. 

 

Well, I wanted to play with Justin today after school, but Mom does do so many nice things for 

us.  Maybe she wouldn’t be so tired tonight if I helped her with this.  Do you think I could play 

with Justin tomorrow when she has all these ladies here for the party? 

 

I think that’s a great idea, Jamey.  Thanks for thinking about what would make Mom happy.  

You don’t know how much she’ll appreciate it! 

 

C. Now some of you are probably saying, “I recognize that first 
one, but the second one?  Dream on, Dad!” 

1. Little did you realize that you just heard a profound theological 
dispute!  In these scenes we have the classic conflict between law & 
grace … between doing something out of duty, or doing it unselfishly 
out of love 

2. When many of us hear the Ten Commandments, we think of 
hard, rigid laws …  

a) we visualize a harsh taskmaster telling us we have to do this or that 

b) We may get an instantly negative reaction to that word “Law” 
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3. In contrast, when we think of the cross, we who have grown 
up in the church often think of God’s unconditional love that frees us 
from the burden of laws 

4. The Old Testament Law & Christ’s cross –  

a) These are the two main images in our Scripture passages for today 

b) The law & the cross present us with the contrast between “Do I 

have to?” and “I love Mom, and this would really make her happy!” 

II. But our texts do not only present us with a contrast in 
the law & the cross 

A. The law & the cross are also 2 gifts given by God in these 
passages … With our instinctive negative reactions to law, how can 
both of them be gifts of grace? Let’s ask the questions 1 @ a time 

B. How is the OT law a gift? 
  The 1st word here is literally the 1st word 

a) In our YOTB series you may recall I 

said I prefer to think of the Ten 

Commandments as the Eleven Words, 

because “commandment” does not appear in 

the text at all. 

b) It says “God spoke these words …” & the 1st word is not an 

instruction, it’s a word of grace:  “I am the LORD your God who brought 

you out of the land of Egypt” 

c) So the law is framed in grace. 

(1) It is based upon what God has already graciously done for 

God’s people 

(2) The law comes from God the loving Creator, not God the 

cosmic scorekeeper. 

2. The 2nd thing to remember is that the 11 Words were given to 
the children of Israel in the wilderness … the Israelites had just come 
out of slavery & were wandering in the desert 

a) For a couple hundred years they were slaves … they had Egyptian 

rules & Egyptian masters governing nearly every aspect of life 

b) White folks in this country, especially ones my age & younger 

with no memory of the civil rights movement … we cannot really 

understand what it’s like to live under oppression & discrimination 

3. People who are desperate for freedom will often push the 
envelope as soon as freedom is granted them …  

a) The old phrase: “When the cat’s away, the mice will play” 

b) The freed slaves in Egypt now had no overlords telling them what 
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the legal & moral limits were … So the 10 Commandments represented 

some much-needed boundaries 

c) We today may seem far removed from literal slavery, but our 

context is not as different as you might think: 

(1) Today’s “anything goes” world tempts us to believe that 

unlimited freedom would be the best thing ever 

(2) There’s a current cell phone company advertisement on TV 

that wants to convince you that data plans with limits are obviously 

bad… I mean, why would you accept limits on your data usage? … 

More is always better, right? 

d) That’s a lie … We all need boundaries, & God’s law does provide 

that guidance for us 

4. Besides setting some boundaries for us, the law is also meant 
to strengthen relationships among God’s people 

a) These former slaves were now free, but they were also in one of 

the harshest deserts on 

earth. They had to get 

along with each other, not 

just for harmony, but to 

survive with the heat & 

scarce water!  

b) In her book, God’s 

Story, Our Story, Hesston College Bible professor Michele Hershberger 

describes the Ten Commandments as “words for living together in 

peaceful community.”  

(1) Far from being a suffocating straitjacket, about the Ten 

Commandments, Hershberger says “… these were words that, 

when followed, brought about a community of trust and safety.” 
(Michele Hershberger, ©2003 Faith & Life Resources, p. 36) 

(2) God’s law existed for the welfare of God’s own people 

5. In other words, God’s law is gift to us because it helps keep us 
from self-destructing in our sin 

C. So now let’s return to the other question:  How is the cross 

a gift?  

1. It is gift because it shows God’s genius 

a) Due to human sin, even God’s Law wasn’t enough to keep people 

from self-destruction 
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(1) After thousands of years, the human story still failed to 

solve its own problems 

(2) Think of it this way, if you allow me to use some 

mechanical imagery that could not have existed yet in OT times:   

(a) Satan had a clever system of violence, retaliation & 

selfishness, & it was going along like clockwork 

(b) But then God threw a monkey wrench into the 

machinery …  

b) How did God do this? 

(1) By defeating evil with good … by providing security 

paradoxically through self-sacrifice 

(2) God messed up Satan’s plans by using the greatest power 

of all:  vulnerable love 

2. The cross is a gift of grace because it had to be given to us 

a) It is such nonsense that we humans never would have come up 

with it on our own as a symbol of salvation … God had to give it 

b) God, through the unlikely instrument of the cross, did what no one 

human could do for all people and for all time 

3. In Jesus’ own day, the cross was not merely an unlikely image 
of salvation … it would have been thought of as ridiculous 

a) In writing this letter to the Corinthian Christians, the apostle Paul 

knew that the dominant Greek & Roman culture of the day believed there 

could be no greater religious foolishness than a cross or a crucified savior 

(1) Crucifixion was a terrible form of capital punishment … 

upper-class people were not executed by crucifixion … 

(2) It was especially used on slaves and people who rebelled 

against Rome … it was meant to show Rome’s dominance, its 

brutal power 

b) So THIS is how the Son of God saves the world?  Of course they 

laughed!  To them it was a no-brainer: The cross was foolishness 

4. But Paul goes on to turn the logic of the cross upside down & 
inside out:  What was foolishness to those who were self-destructing 
by turning away from God, that same thing Paul declared was the 
wisdom of God & the very power of God!  

III. Now the foolishness of the cross was not only true 2K 
years ago 

A. It is still wisdom & power today 

1. Thanks be to God that the Holy Spirit still takes the story of 
Christ crucified & leads people to truly understand the meaning of 
one of the most familiar yet misunderstood symbols in history 
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2. Just reading or hearing or singing through the biblical story of 
Jesus crucified is still enough to change some people’s lives 

B. But for others in today’s world, the simple message of the 
cross doesn’t get through anymore  

1. Some people have difficulty accepting the word of the cross 
because they long ago dismissed those words “cross” and 
“Christian” as painful or hypocritical (perhaps they were wounded or 
had bad experiences in the name of Christianity) 

2. Some people have difficulty with it because they’ve 
domesticated those words “cross” and “Christian”  

a) They’ve tamed them down into harmless, irrelevant or even quaint 

things that don’t matter in “the real world” 

b) Many people today have a syrupy & undemanding view of 

Christianity, where you can believe in Jesus if you want, as long as it 

doesn’t mess up the really important things in your life 

3. Actually, in our post-Christendom world, some have no 
concept, no prior associations at all with the cross 

In his book The Naked Anabaptist  (©2010 Herald Press, p. 77), English church planter & trainer Stuart 

Murray describes how just a few years ago, a young boy and his mother walked past a church 

building on their way to school in England.   The boy asked his mother 

who the figure was on a crucifix outside the church. She didn’t know, and so she asked later at 

the school’s coffee time if anyone else did.  Of the 25 parents present, only one of them knew the 

answer! 

C. For more & more people in the world today, the spoken or 
written word of the cross may not be enough for them to get it 

1. Bible reading, sermons & teachings alone may not be enough 

2. For many people, WE must be the ones who communicate the 
wise foolishness of the cross!  (WE = everyone in the church) 

IV. How is the cross foolishness today? And how do 
Christians demonstrate this wise foolishness? 

A. In times of war & terrorism, we do so by “foolishly” taking 
seriously Jesus’ teachings on violence & security 

1. To his followers, Jesus taught nonviolent resistance to evil, 
and he himself modeled it for us 
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2. Next month is the ten-year anniversary of one of the most 
stark displays I know of the foolish wisdom of the cross 

a) During a time when over a hundred thousand US troops were still 

deployed in Iraq (https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/RL31763.pdf ), Christian 

Peacemaker Teams had 4 men as peace activists present to document and 

publicize human rights abuses in that country. 

(1) The four CPTers were taken hostage in November 2005, 

and then in March of ten years ago, the body of one of them, Tom 

Fox, was found in Baghdad.  The other three were eventually freed 

(2) Tom Fox was an American 

Quaker from Virginia, a follower of Jesus in the service of peace    

(3) After his death he was quoted as saying, "We reject 

violence to punish anyone ... We forgive those who consider us 

their enemies." http://www.cpt.org/iraq/response/06-10-03statement.htm  

b) Oh, the world thought that those 4 CPTers were foolish, all right: 

A syndicated newspaper columnist declared that Tom Fox’s tragic death 

was in vain & implied it was his own fault 

3. One of our local pastors whom I respect, Mark Schloneger, 
was pastoring in Virginia at that time, & he wrote an online reflection 
just before he planned to attend the memorial service for Tom Fox.  

Listen to Schloneger’s reflection in light of the foolishness of the cross: 

Jesus asked all those who desire to follow him to take up their cross.  Tom Fox’s life and death 

remind me that “the way of the cross” is not some trivial inconvenience or burden. Not all of us 

are called to Iraq or other war zones, but we cannot duck Jesus’ instruction to take up the cross.  

Taking up the cross means to identify ourselves with the oppressed, the outsiders, the outcasts, 

the foreigners.    

4. Part of the foolishness of the cross for us today is in following 
the nonviolent Jesus, even when the majority around us do not. 

5. There are plenty of other ways to show the wise foolishness of 
the cross.  Not all of them are life-threatening, but neither is the way 
of the cross easy or intuitive.   

B. The wisdom of the cross is also seen in people who live for 
the kingdom of God more than they live for comfort and 
personal gain: 

1. Twenty years ago this fall the Christian world lost one of its 
most Christ-like witnesses in the Catholic priest, theologian & author 

https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/RL31763.pdf
http://www.cpt.org/iraq/response/06-10-03statement.htm
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Henri Nouwen, whose writings have deeply influenced me 

 

a) Although he had written dozens of theology & devotional books … 

although he had taught at prestigious schools like Notre Dame, Yale & 

Harvard, the last ten years of Nouwen’s life were not spent in academia. 

(1) Instead, this brilliant & eloquent man of God chose to live 

and work at Daybreak, a L’Arche community for the mentally and 

developmentally disabled in Toronto. 

(2) And he wasn’t just their “scholar in residence”.  Nouwen 

personally cared for a profoundly disabled young man named 

Adam, who was unable to talk, walk or dress himself. 

(3) It took Henri Nouwen the caregiver nearly two hours to 

prepare Adam each day, bathing & shaving him, brushing his 

teeth, guiding his hand to eat breakfast …  

b) And yet, Nouwen the theologian said, “It is I, not Adam, who gets 

the main benefit from our friendship.”   

(1) Despite the initial awkwardness & messiness of this 

relationship, the priest reflected that he had learned to truly love 

Adam.   

(2) And in the process he had learned what it must be like for 

God to love us – spiritually uncoordinated & disabled, responding 

with what must seem to God like inarticulate grunts and groans.  
(www.christianitytoday.com/ct/1996/december9/6te080.html)  

2. There are other ways that ordinary people live out the wisdom 
of the cross:  

a) About a month ago you may recall Vyron Schmidt’s sermon 

illustration about an American girl who convinced her parents to sell the 

mansion where they lived, buy a smaller house, and help the homeless 

with half of the proceeds from that sale 

b) When people take some of their precious “family time” or “leisure 

time” to serve the church or others in the name of Jesus 

c) When someone is willing to quietly contribute generously of their 

money to God’s work and NOT get public thanks or recognition 

3. These are all examples of the wisdom of the cross that the 
world says is foolishness 

V. Conclusion 

A. My message this morning is that God’s law & the cross are 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/1996/december9/6te080.html
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both gifts of grace to guide our lives 

1. Without God’s wise boundaries, we’d quickly get lost in a 
wilderness of our own making 

2. Without the cross, we’d never make it out of the wilderness to 
a place of salvation 

B. The problem:  the “way out of the wilderness” that God 
provides IS via God being crucified for our sins 

1. And Jesus makes the ridiculous invitation that WE take up our 
cross & follow him 

2. To those in this world who are self-destructing, THAT = 
foolishness, but to US, it’s the very wisdom & power of God! 

C. That same upside down & inside out wisdom comes to the 
world not just through the Bible & through preachers.  

1. It comes through all of us who bear Christ’s name 

2. When we live according to “the way of the cross”, our lives 
become a living demonstration of God’s foolish wisdom 

D. (Response song) 

1. There are lots of Christian songs about the cross:  On our 
song licensing software CCLI, typing in “the cross” produced over 
eleven thousand search results 

a) But in my opinion, most of those songs sugarcoat it by speaking 

only in glowing, grateful terms of the glory of the cross … ie. “When I 

survey the wondrous cross on which the prince of glory died” 

 

b) Very few songs actually name the stark 

irony and the foolishness of the cross to be a symbol of anything worthy of 

praise 

2. After a moment of silence, let us sing the one classic hymn I’m 
aware of that does reveal this supreme irony of God’s foolish 
wisdom:  “The Old Rugged Cross” 

 


