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September 8, 2019 Rev. Zeta T. Lamberson 

 

 Words for God’s Church: Power and Wisdom 

 I Corinthians 1:18-2:5 

 

 As a young Navy flight captain right out of the United States Naval Academy Rear Admiral 

Jeremiah Denton was sent to Vietnam.  He served as the commanding officer of a squadron of fighter 

planes on the carrier USS Independence in the Gulf of Tonkin.  During a bombing mission his plane 

was shot down near Hanoi.  He parachuted to safety but was captured.  He became a prisoner of war in 

what became known as the Hanoi Hilton in North Vietnam as well as other prisons. He would remain 

in captivity for more than seven and a half years - four of those in solitary confinement.  Because he 

was one of the highest ranking officers to be taken prisoner the North Vietnamese paraded him before 

the media in a propaganda stunt.  The first time he sat before the media in 1966 he outsmarted the 

North Vietnamese by blinking out in Morse code the word torture as he responded to their questions 

alerting the world to what was really happening in those prisons.  By virtue of his rank and length of 

imprisonment he was the first returnee to disembark in the Philippines after the signing of the Paris 

Peace Accords.  When he returned home he wrote a book titled “When Hell Was in Session” and later 

became a U S Senator from Alabama.   

 One story he told about his captivity reveals what sustained him in the midst of the solitary 

confinement and torture. The North Vietnamese captors did not allow prisoners to have anything that 

reminded them of their religious faith. Even so, Denton had a small cross that he had woven out of 

strands of bamboo. He kept it hidden inside a propaganda pamphlet, along with a forbidden list of 

camp inmates. He only took the cross out at night, to hold in his hands as he prayed. But the cross 

brought him strength in the midst of his weakness. 

 One day, in a surprise cell inspection, a guard found the little cross. With a cry of triumph, he 

tore it up and threw the pieces in an open sewer, glaring at Denton all the while. 
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 Standing off to one side, silently observing the scene, was a work crew of five or six aged 

Vietnamese men and women. They had been brought in from outside the prison to brick up a portion 

of each cell's ventilation opening, as a security measure. The guards made Denton stand outside his cell 

while the crew completed their work. 

 Denton tells what happened next, in his own words: "Immediately I reached under the pallet 

and found the pamphlet. The list of prisoners was gone. Still angry, I began tearing the pamphlet apart. 

Then I felt a bulge among the pages. There was a cross. A new one, carefully and beautifully woven 

from the straw strands of a broom. Obviously the work crew had made it. I shuddered at the thought of 

the punishment they would have suffered had they been caught."  (Guideposts Best Loved Stories 1997: A Treasury 

of Guidance and Hope (Broadman & Holman, 1997).   

 And yet they risked their lives because they understood the power that the cross held for 

Denton and probably for them.  A power that we as Christians also understand. 

 Friends, in our passage today Paul was seeking to explain the meaning of the cross and its 

power to those in the church in Corinth.  And yet he understood that this was difficult for the new 

Christians to understand - just as it remains hard for us to totally comprehend.  And friends, if it is hard 

for us to comprehend as the faithful - think about those who have not been raised in the church and 

heard the gospel message.  The many who have not come to know Jesus Christ in our world today.  No 

wonder it is a hard sell to this new generation. 

 The church in Corinth in the first century was made up of Jews and Gentiles.  Both Jews and 

Gentiles found it hard to see power in a person who was crucified.  Paul said the cross was a 

“stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.”  For the Jews were looking for a sign of God’s 

power.  They wanted a leader who would achieve something for their people.  After all they had been 

awaiting the Messiah who they believed would reign as King David had.  Not a man who would die on 

a cross like a common criminal.  The Greeks valued wisdom through learning and sophistication.  
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Actually in Corinth when the word wisdom was discussed it meant two things.  The possession of 

exalted knowledge - for they prized knowledge above all else - and the ability to express that 

knowledge with powerful rhetoric.  In other words, they believed someone was wise if they spoke 

eloquently.  Sometimes today we make the same assumption when someone is a good speaker or 

presenter until someone pushes us to articulate what they really said and we realize that we were 

enamored with their presentation but there was no substance to that speech. Yes, the Greeks were 

expecting a great and wise orator and leader who would convince them of the merits of their message 

not a simple man who wouldn’t speak up to avoid crucifixion. 

 But Paul proclaimed that the answer for the Jews and Greeks alike - the answer for the called - 

lay in the cross of Christ.  In the very fact that Christ had been crucified.  For in and through the cross 

of Christ we discover the power of God and the wisdom of God.   

 “For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom,  

 and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength.”   

 Friends, it was God’s wisdom and God’s power embodied in the cross of Christ that gave 

Jeremiah Denton the power and strength to survive captivity for so long and to live to tell about it.  It is 

what gives us the strength to continue on in the face of death or illness, marital problems or addictions, 

financial challenges or the difficult decisions of old age.  It is what gives hope to the thousands in the 

Bahamas and along the east coast in the aftermath of a hurricane such as Dorian.  It is what causes us 

to pause when we hear the words of the powerful anthem that Caroline sang for us this morning.   

 Have you ever thought about what a contrast is provided in the verses of How Great thou Art?  

The first two verses talk about creation - the stars and the rolling thunder, the birds and the brook and 

the breeze.  It is all sweetness and light reminding us of God’s power in and through creation. And in 

between the powerful chorus affirms how great our God is.  But then comes the third verse  - words 

that startle and even in the music - as we heard so powerfully today - slows things down and 
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emphasizes these words - for they turn our thoughts to the cross and the one who died for us. 

 And when I think, that God, His son not sparing; 

 sent him to die, I scarce can take it in; 

 That on the cross, my burdens gladly bearing, 

 He bled and died to take away my sins. 

 Friends, singing or hearing these words we feel what Jeremiah Denton felt each night as he 

held the cross in his hands in solitary confinement in a prison.  For these words about the cross or the 

very sight of the cross or holding the cross in our hands reminds us of our relationship with God whose 

love is stronger than death. Whose power can break the walls of separation.  Whose wisdom can lead 

us to a new future.    

 That is what Paul wanted the church to remember.  They were called not because they were 

wise, or strong or powerful but because God loved them so much that Christ died on the cross for 

them.  The wisdom of God is seen in the cross of Christ for there grace and hope reach out in 

unexpected ways to the lowly and the needy.  At the foot of the cross the church finds its pattern of life 

through the power of God and the wisdom of God.  And that pattern is a life of holy living giving to 

others as Christ gave his very life for us.  It is the pattern that moved the Vietnamese workers to risk 

replacing the cross for a prisoner they did not know.  That is the power of the cross of Christ. 

 Martin Luther, in his treatise The Magnificat, expresses it this way: "God will continue to let 

his people become powerless, and to be brought low, until everyone supposes their end is near. Yet in 

these very things he is present to them with all his power. He hides himself in the cross with those who 

suffer. Only faith can see this. Here is the fulness of God's power and his outstretched arm. For where 

man's strength ends, God's strength begins. When the suffering comes to an end, it will be apparent 

what great strength was hidden underneath the weakness. In the same way Christ was powerless on the 

cross; yet there he performed his mightiest work. He defeated and conquered sin, death, world, hell, 
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devil and all evil for you."(The Magnificat: Luther's Commentary, translated by A. T. W. Steinhauser, copyright c 1967 

Augsburg Publishing House) 

 Friends, that is why the cross of Christ is such a powerful symbol of our faith. It opens to us 

God’s power and God’s wisdom.  And when the church of Jesus Christ knows God’s power and God’s 

wisdom and lives in the shadow of the cross being willing to risk for Christ’s sake God does amazing 

things in our midst and through our faithful living.     

 Our task as followers, my friends, is to do what Paul was seeking to do for the Christians in 

Corinth. We are called to focus our message on Christ crucified not with lofty words and sophisticated 

arguments but with actions - demonstrations of the Spirit and of power- actions such as the simple act 

of weaving a cross from broom straws to offer hope to one in need even when the world tells us they 

are our enemies.   

   


