
The Cross of Christ 
1 Corinthians 1:18-26, John 3:14-21 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

John R.W. Stott, The Cross of Christ 

“All Christian preachers have to face this issue. Either we preach that human beings are rebels 

against God, under his just judgment and (if left to themselves) lost, and that Christ crucified 

who bore their sin and curse is the only available Savior. Or we emphasize human potential and 

human ability, with Christ brought in only to boost them, and with no necessity for the cross 

except to exhibit God’s love and so inspire us to greater endeavor. The former is the way to be 

faithful, the latter the way to be popular. It is not possible to be faithful and popular 

simultaneously.”  

 

1 Corinthians 1:18-26 

For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but it is God’s power to us 

who are being saved. For it is written:  

I will destroy the wisdom of the wise,  

and I will set aside the understanding of the experts.  

Where is the philosopher? Where is the scholar? Where is the debater of this age? Hasn’t God 

made the world’s wisdom foolish? For since, in God’s wisdom, the world did not know God 

through wisdom, God was pleased to save those who believe through the foolishness of the 

message preached. For the Jews ask for signs and the Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ 

crucified, a stumbling block to the Jews and foolishness to the Gentiles. Yet to those who are 

called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ is God’s power and God’s wisdom, because God’s 

foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength. 

John 3:14-21 
i 

14 ‘So, just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, in the same way the son of man must be 

lifted up, 15 so that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life. 16 This, you see, is how 

much God loved the world: enough to give his only, special son, so that everyone who believes 

in him should not be lost but should have eternal life. 17 After all, God didn’t send the son into 

the world to condemn the world, but so that the world could be saved by him. 

 
18 ‘Anyone who believes in him is not condemned. But anyone who doesn’t believe is 

condemned already, because they didn’t believe in the name of God’s only, special son. 19 And 

this is the condemnation: that light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather 

than light, because what they were doing was evil. 20 For everyone who does evil hates the light; 

people like that don’t come to the light, in case their deeds get shown up and reproved. 21 But 

people who do the truth come to the light, so that it can become clear that what they have done 

has been done in God.’ 

  

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/2021166


 

 

I. SALVATION COMES THROUGH THE  

“FOOLISHNESS” OF FAITH 

 

A. Many miss the invitation of God to eternal life simply because their arrogance will not let 

them receive a gift.  

 

B. Everything about the Christian life is on the basis of God’s gift of forgiveness in and 

through Jesus, the mediator between God and Man.  

 

C. Therefore, everything in the Christian life is rooted in gratitude to God.  

 

D. Reason alone can’t get you to God. It can assist you in seeing that the steps your taking 

towards God are reasonable, but then at some point you must allow your heart to be 

plunged into a faith experience where belief in the evidence and trust in the God in whom 

the evidence reveals is consummated.  

 

E. The world looks at the cross and says, “Humbug! A bunch of foolishness!” because they 

believe the way God did things is below them, but that again is the result of their 

arrogance, whereas, God is looking for those who are seriously searching for Him and are 

wanting to be loved by Him, and makes Himself available to the humble needs of 

humanity. 

 

1 Corinthians 1:18-26 

For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but it is God’s power to us 

who are being saved. For it is written:  

I will destroy the wisdom of the wise,  

and I will set aside the understanding of the experts.  

Where is the philosopher? Where is the scholar? Where is the debater of this age? Hasn’t God 

made the world’s wisdom foolish? For since, in God’s wisdom, the world did not know God 

through wisdom, God was pleased to save those who believe through the foolishness of the 

message preached. For the Jews ask for signs and the Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ 

crucified, a stumbling block to the Jews and foolishness to the Gentiles. Yet to those who are 

called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ is God’s power and God’s wisdom, because God’s 

foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is stronger than human strength. 

 

F. In John 3, Jesus tells Nicodemus that as the snake was lifted up in the desert so shall the 

Son of Man be lifted up.  

 

John 3:14-18 
14 ‘So, just as Moses lifted up the snake in the desert, in the same way the son of man must be 

lifted up, 15 so that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life.  



 

 

 

Numbers 21:4-9 

Then they set out from Mount Hor by way of the Red Sea to bypass the land of Edom, but the 

people became impatient because of the journey. The people spoke against God and Moses: “Why 

have you led us up from Egypt to die in the wilderness? There is no bread or water, and we detest 

this wretched food!” Then the LORD sent poisonous snakes among the people, and they bit them 

so that many Israelites died.  

 

The people then came to Moses and said, “We have sinned by speaking against the LORD and 

against you. Intercede with the LORD so that He will take the snakes away from us.” And Moses 

interceded for the people.  

 

Then the LORD said to Moses, “Make a snake image and mount it on a pole. When anyone who 

is bitten looks at it, he will recover.” So Moses made a bronze snake and mounted it on a pole. 

Whenever someone was bitten, and he looked at the bronze snake, he recovered. 1 
 

G. But what in the world does this mean?  

 

H. I believe the snakes were representative of evil because they promoted destruction and 

loss of life, so then it stands to be explained why did God tell Moses to put a snake on a 

pole. 

 

1. The Saving Snake on the pole by itself appears in the image of that which produces 

evil.  

 

2. In the same way Christ, Son of God, came in the form of a man camouflaged in the 

image of the ones who had done evil. In the same way as the snake in the desert, now 

the salvation of hope came in the disguise of one who looks like those who do evil to 

provide life.  

 

3. For this bronze snake to be put on a pole seems silly, but we see it as the means of 

salvation. In the same, Christ lifted up on a pole, the Cross, means salvation to those 

who place their hope in Him, but remains foolishness to the world.  

 

Romans 8:3 
3 For God has done what the law (being weak because of human flesh) was incapable of doing. 

God sent his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh, and as a sin-offering; and, right there in the 

flesh, he condemned sin.  

 

  

 
1 The Holy Bible: Holman Christian standard version. (2009). (Nu 21:4–9). Nashville: Holman Bible Publishers. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/hcsb?ref=BibleHCSB.Nu21.4&off=19&ctx=%0aThe+Bronze+Snake%0a4%C2%A0~Then+they+set+out+fr


II. THE DEEPER MEANING OF THE CROSS & ATONEMENT 
 

A. When you study theology you will find many schools of thought regarding the theories of 

atonement, and what was taking place when Jesus died on the Cross. Many people find 

these to be grounds for argument. We should debate no doubt, but the atonement should 

be a place of great curiosity, hope, joy, and humility.  
 

B. Let’s begin with the definition of atonement:  
 

Atonement – reparation for a wrong or injury. 
 

Reparation - the making of amends for a wrong. 

 

C. There are about 9 theories of atonement, in other words what was taking place in the 

death of Christ, but two substitution theories seem most probable. Many have forced 

themselves to come to a place of either/or, but I believe these theories are a both/and: 

 

1. Penal Substitution: 
 

“The Penal Substitution Theory teaches that Jesus suffered the penalty for mankind's 

sins. Penal Substitution derives from the idea that divine forgiveness must satisfy 

divine justice, that is, that God is not willing or able to simply forgive sin without first 

requiring a satisfaction for it.” 

 

Christ, as the sinless Son of Man, was able to take on the sins of humanity in its 

entirety and become the substitute. If Jesus had sinned Himself He (1) wouldn’t be the 

Christ, and (2) He couldn’t have paid the sin debt for others because He would have 

needed the same debt paid for Himself. But Christ was sinless, therefore, in His death 

He took on the sin of the whole world. 
 

Romans 5:1-12 

Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord 

Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand. 

And we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, 

because we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, 

hope. And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by 

the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.  
 

You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very 

rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare 

to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died 

for us.  

 

Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God’s 

wrath through him! For if, when we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the 

death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life! 



Not only is this so, but we also rejoice in God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we 

have now received reconciliation.3 

 

_______________________________ 

3 The Holy Bible: New International Version. (1984). (Ro 5:1–12). Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan. 
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2. Christ the Victor or Ransom Theory of Substitution  

 

“It originated in the early Church, particularly in the work of Origen, and also with 

Augustine. This theory teaches that the death of Christ was a ransom sacrifice, usually 

said to have been paid to death itself or Satan, in satisfaction for the bondage and debt 

on the souls of humanity as a result of inherited sin.” 

 

Ransom - demanding concessions from a person or organization by threatening 

damaging action. 

 

When Adam and Eve fell to temptation, they fell into the power of darkness. Who is 

the Prince of that Darkness? None other than the chief fallen Angel, the Satan  

himself. When the Image-Bearers, humanity, gave their God-given and God-intended 

authority over to the power of darkness then Satan became a ruler by default in the 

same way Pharaoh was ruler over the Children of Israel who were held in bondage 

and slavery. Christ, as the Son of God, came and paid ransom to death & darkness to 

set the captives free.  

 

Hebrews 2:14-18 

Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he 

might destroy him who holds the power of death—that is, the devil— and free those who all 

their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death. For surely it is not angels he helps, but 

Abraham’s descendants. For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in 

order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he 

might make atonement for the sins of the people. Because he himself suffered when he was 

tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.  

 

Matthew 20:26-28 

…whoever wants to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to be 

first among you must be your slave; just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to 

serve, and to give His life—a ransom for many.”  

 

3. The Both/And of Penal Substitution and Christ the Victor 

 

It is my opinion that these again shouldn’t be an either/or option but rather a both/and. 

Christ, as the Son of Man, was paying a debt to God that the rest of humanity couldn’t 

pay and the justice of God was appeased and satisfied that all the sins of the world was 

placed on His shoulders so that forgiveness could be offered in His name.  

https://ref.ly/logosres/niv?ref=BibleNIV.Ro5.1&off=14&ctx=Peace+and+Joy%0a~5+Therefore%2c+since+we+have


 

Christ also, as the Son of God, paid ransom to the Prince of Darkness, life for life, not 

because He HAD to as if He lacked sovereignty but because God is still good even to 

the face of evil. He gave His life for our lives placing His life under the authority of 

death by dying on a cross, yet, Satan lost on two fronts. He lost his captives and He 

also lost victory over his ransom in the resurrection of the Son of God. This is why the 

resurrection is so important not just because it gives us hope that we will have our own 

resurrection day, but because Jesus as both the Son of God and the Son of Man is 

victorious over death, the grave and Hades, and the key to His victory was not force, 

but love. 

 

Revelation 1:17-18 

I am the First and the Last, and the Living One. I was dead, but look—I am alive forever and 

ever, and I hold the keys of death and Hades. 

 

N.T. Wright, The Day the Revolution Began: Reconsidering the Meaning of Jesus's Crucifixion  

“A new sort of power will be let loose upon the world, and it will be the power of self-giving 

love. This is the heart of the revolution that was launched on Good Friday. You cannot defeat 

the usual sort of power by the usual sort of means. If one force overcomes another, it is still 

“force” that wins. Rather, at the heart of the victory of God over all the powers of the world 

there lies self-giving love, which, in obedience to the ancient prophetic vocation, will give its 

life “as a ransom for many.” 

 

D. We are called as those who have been ransomed into light bearers of this good news in 

which the world may find redemption from our sins. Our mission as followers of Christ 

are to be on mission in assisting the Creator God in putting His world together again as it 

was in the beginning and as it will be forever in the end. 

 

N.T. Wright, The Day the Revolution Began: Reconsidering the Meaning of Jesus's Crucifixion 

 “Jesus died for our sins not so that we could sort out abstract ideas, but so that we, having been 

put right, could become part of God’s plan to put his whole world right. That is how the 

revolution works.”   

 

III. AN INVITATION TO LIFE IN HIS NAME 
 

John 3:16-18 
16 This, you see, is how much God loved the world: enough to give his only, special son, so that 

everyone who believes in him should not be lost but should have eternal life. 17 After all, God 

didn’t send the son into the world to condemn the world, but so that the world could be saved 

by him. 

 
18 ‘Anyone who believes in him is not condemned. But anyone who doesn’t believe is 

condemned already, because they didn’t believe in the name of God’s only, special son 

 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/49186175
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/49186175


A. We’ve all seen the poster of Uncle Sam imploring people to serve, but the Cross of Christ 

is the picture God uses to show you how much His love has served our need and now 

wants you to enjoy that love forever.  

 

B. To speak of the subject of an invitation to life we must bring up the matter of Passover.  

 

C. Christ died during the Passover Festival which was commemorating when the Death 

Angel passed over the first born if he saw the blood of the lamb over the doorway. Many 

lost their firstborn in Egypt, including Pharaoh, because they ignored the invitation to 

life. Notice the liberty of the Passover then was not only to escape death itself, but also to 

be brought then into God’s promise land. This is exactly the same with Christ, the 

Passover Lamb, to escape the second death and enter into God’s Promise of New 

Creation.  

 

D. Many will lose their very life because they ignored God’s invitation to life by refusing to 

accept His Son Jesus as our Passover Lamb.  

 

Exodus 12:5-13 

You must have an unblemished animal, a year-old male; you may take it from either the sheep or 

the goats. You are to keep it until the fourteenth day of this month; then the whole assembly of 

the community of Israel will slaughter the animals at twilight. They must take some of the blood 

and put it on the two doorposts and the lintel of the houses where they eat them. They are to eat 

the meat that night; they should eat it, roasted over the fire along with unleavened bread and bitter 

herbs. Do not eat any of it raw or cooked in boiling water, but only roasted over fire—its head as 

well as its legs and inner organs. Do not let any of it remain until morning; you must burn up any 

part of it that does remain before morning. Here is how you must eat it: you must be dressed for 

travel, your sandals on your feet, and your staff in your hand. You are to eat it in a hurry; it is the 

LORD’s Passover.  

 

“I will pass through the land of Egypt on that night and strike every firstborn male in the land of 

Egypt, both man and beast. I am Yahweh; I will execute judgments against all the gods of Egypt. 

The blood on the houses where you are staying will be a distinguishing mark for you; when I see 

the blood, I will pass over you. No plague will be among you to destroy you when I strike the 

land of Egypt.  

 

E. God is inviting all mankind to run underneath the blood of Jesus shed for you on the cross 

of Christ.  

 

F. This is the very foundation of the Lord’s Supper and why we observe it. It is our Passover 

Feast that points to the past regarding Christ’s death and into the future when we are all 

liberated into the freedom of New Creation. 

  



 

1 Corinthians 11:23-26 

On the night when He was betrayed, the Lord Jesus took bread, gave thanks, broke it, and said, 

“This is My body, which is for you. Do this in remembrance of Me.”  

 

In the same way, after supper He also took the cup and said, “This cup is the new covenant 

established by My blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of Me.” For as often 

as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until He comes.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 
The Story of the Judge who took the punishment  

 

 

 
 

 


