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A Plain Brown Wrapper 
A Personal Theology of Ministry 

It is the centerpiece of Christian symbolism, the basic theology for Christian vision, and 
the highest form of Christian jewelry.  When fashioned into a gift, it is usually made of gold or 
silver and often is encrusted with diamonds.  It has been called by several names — the cross, 
the crucifix, the tree, the place of the skull.  In ancient times it was a place of execution and 
shame.  

But twenty centuries of familiarity and honor have taken their toll.  Tracking alongside the 
growing honor has been a growing difficultly to keep the original meaning of the cross clear in 
our minds.  Our view has become formal.  Our picture has become ceremonial.  Our emotion has 
turned sentimental.  And the way of the cross, living by the cross, true discipleship, have followed 
in distortion. 

The cross is now approached as a distant devotional topic.  For many, it is no longer a 
revolutionary principle defining Christian existence.  The principle, dying to live, is difficult for 
many Christians to even understand, much less live by.  But, twenty centuries ago, Jesus accepted 
this principle for his own life1 and made it the very foundation for his disciples.2  And so, it should 
come as no surprise to hear Paul make the cross a dominant theme in the Corinthian 
correspondence3 because that church was already beginning to reshape discipleship into the 
image of its culture.  It was already losing its cross identity. 

It seems inevitable, living in a society that is built upon gross national product and a 
quantitative understanding of success, that the church today would struggle with the same kind 
of Corinthian thinking.4  When a congregation seeks the “famous” preacher, or when a minister 
climbs the career ladder searching for a larger congregation that will provide him with more 
visibility and prestige, or when churches congratulate themselves on their growth by reference 
to attendance, budgets and the size of their physical plant, we are more in tune with our 

                                                
1Jn. 12:24. 
2Mk. 8:34-35. 
32 Cor. 5:14f.  I am using Paul’s ministry at Corinth as a place of painful spiritual formation. Against this backdrop we 

can see how the cross of Jesus shaped his identity, his method and his message. 
4In studying the American view of "success" Landon Saunders has concluded that insecurity is the basis for most 

American success plans.  He speaks directly to this insecurity by recommending the following decisions:  (1) Decide 
that your ability to succeed does not depend on your physical attractiveness.  (2) Decide that your success does not 
depend on your performance or ability to function.  (3)  Decide not to define success simply in terms of what you 
will get.  (4) Decide that your success does not depend on circumstances, nor on the attitudes of people around 
you or things working out the way you thought they would.  (5) Decide to derive the meaning of life from a point 
outside your activities.  See The Success Plan , (Hartford, Conn.:  Heartbeat, n. d.). 
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American consumer driven culture than with Paul's message of the cross.1  As  William Willimon 
has warned, “In leaning over to speak to the modern world, I fear we may have fallen in.”2 

Landon Saunders comments on our difficulty:3 

... the church seems so alive to itself.  So preoccupied.  At times neurotic.  
Attendance.  Contribution.  Budgets.  How desperately she often clings to these.  
How fearful when down.  How joyful when up.  Her eyes are so set on herself.  Her 
plans.  Programs.  Preacher ... The church worries about itself.  It is fretful.  
Protective.  Fearful for tomorrow.  It clings to itself.  This betrays the death to self 
principle taught by Jesus ... And, what about the ego?  Whether in the individual 
or church?  Who is at the center?  To whom do we appeal?  Who can be offended? 
...  Do churches have egos?   

The fact that these questions apply, not only to first century Corinth, but also to the church today, 
demonstrates a common problem — a cross problem. 

CRUCIFIXION 
“If anyone would come after me,  

he must deny himself 
 and take up his cross and follow me.” 

Matthew 16:24 

There is no doubt that the cross of Jesus occupies the central position in the structure of 
Paul's ministry.4 Whether we listen to his sermons or read his writings, the crucified Lord 
dominates.  For example, Luke reports a cross-centered preaching at Thessalonica where Paul 
spent at least three weeks "explaining and proving that the Christ had to suffer and rise from the 

                                                
1Spiritual formation writer Dallas Willard argues that we need to redefine our view of success. “The popular model 
of success involves the ABCs—attendance, buildings, and cash. Instead of counting Christians, we need to weigh 
them. We weigh them by focusing on the most important kind of growth—love, joy, peace, longsuffering, 
gentleness, goodness, kindness, and so on—fruit in keeping with the gospel and the kingdom.”  Dallas Willard, The 
Apprentices: How does a church do spiritual formation? Leadership 26, 3 (Summer 2005): 22. 

2William H. Willimon, This Culture is Overrated Christianity Today 41, 1 (Winter 1997) 
3Landon Saunders, The Power of Receiving, Twentieth Century Sermon Series, no. 12 (Abilene, Texas:  Biblical 

Research Press, 1979),  pp. 71-72. 
4Wayne A. Meeks writes, “The node around which Pauline beliefs crystallized was the crucifixion and resurrection of 
God's son, the Messiah.  This was destined to prove one of the most powerful symbols that has ever appeared in the 
history of religions; in the earliest years of the Christian movement, no one seems to have recognized its generative 
potential so quickly and so comprehensively as Paul and his associates.” See The First Urban Christians: The Social 
World of the Apostle Paul (New Haven, : Yale University Press, 1983), p. 180.  See also, James Denny, The Death of 
Christ (London:  Hodder and Stoughton, 1902), p. 109; Vincent Taylor, The Atonement in New Testament Teaching 
(London:  The Epworth Press, 1945), p. 55.  Leon Morris, The Cross in the New Testament (Grand Rapids, Michigan:  
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1965), pp. 180ff.   
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dead."1   In addition, all of Paul's letters clearly revolve around the cross, as they bring its meaning 
and power to bear on the lives of those living in the christian communities Paul planted 
throughout Italy, Macedonia, Greece and Asia Minor.  This is especially true of Paul's reference 
to the process of becoming a disciple of Jesus, which consistently has the cross, as its central 
theme.  Whether Paul highlights Jesus' cross,2 his blood,3 his death,4 or his crucifixion,5  he is 
simply reflecting, again and again, the terms of discipleship given by Jesus himself:   

"If any man would come after me,  
let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me."6 

In Paul's correspondence, the cross is of extreme importance.  It is clearly the central 
message of his own personal life, "I received," and of his preaching, "I passed on."7  He presents 
the cross as a saving message,8 that is "of first importance."9  In fact, the cross is so important to 
Paul that we see it reflected again and again in his writings: 

"While we were still sinners, Christ died for us."10 
"gave him up for us all."11 
"gave himself up for us.12 
"becoming a curse for us."13 
"who loved me, and gave himself for me."14 
"Christ died for our sins."15 
"gave himself for our sins."16 
"He was delivered over to death for our sins."17 
"He died for us."18 

                                                
1Acts 17:3 
2Eph. 2:16; Col. 1:20. 
3Rom. 5:9; Eph. 1:7; 2:3. 
4Rom. 6:2-4, 7; cf. Rom. 5:6ff.; 8:34; 14:9, 15. 
5Rom. 6:6; I Cor. 1:23; 2:2; Gal. 2:20; 3:1; 5:24. 
6Mt. 16:24; Mk. 8:34. 
7I Cor. 15:3. 
8I Cor. 15:2. 
9I Cor. 15:3. 
10Rom. 5:8. 
11Rom. 8:32. 
12Eph. 5:2. 
13Gal. 3:13. 
14Gal. 2:20. 
15I Cor. 15:3. 
16Gal. 1:4. 
17Rom. 4:25. 
18I Thess. 5:9-10. 
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Like many New Testament words, staros (cross) has a distinctive meaning given by its 
use in the New Testament.1  But it must also be said that shades of its current meaning have 
developed since its first century usage, and prevent an understanding of the starkness of the 
cross.  In fact, until the cross had been ecclesiastically redefined, its shameful reality led some 
early Christians to deliberate silence concerning the death of Jesus.2  This evasion led some 
educated Christians into docetism during the first and second centuries A. D.3 

The etymology of the term staros (cross) begins with the simple meaning "an upright 
stake."4  Thus, it was first used to designate a fence,5 the supports of a foundation,6 or a 
fortification of pointed stakes.7  But most often staros (cross) is used as a form of execution.  
Perhaps the convenient fence of pointed stakes was the first occasion of crucifixion. 

As a form of torture and execution, crucifixion8 probably began among the Persian 
people,9 as is seen by the numerous references in Herodotus.10  It also occupied an important 
place among the Indian,11 Assyrian,12 Scythian,13 and Taurian peoples.14  Crucifixion was also an 

                                                
1staros (Gk = Cross), Robertson, A Grammar of the Greek New Testament, p. 115. 
2Martin Hengel notes that the Christian, Octavius, avoids "the real problem, namely that the Son God died a 
criminal's death on the tree of shame."  See Crucifixion in the Ancient World and the Folly of the Message of the 
Cross (Philadelphia:  Fortress Press, 1977), p. 4. 

3Ibid., pp. 15-21.  Hengel concludes that this "intolerable scandal" of the cross "was one of the chief reasons for the 
success of the gnostic type of thinking in the church of the second and third centuries AD." in The Son of God 
(Philadelphia:  Fortress Press, 1976), p. 88. 

4Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament 2d ed. revised by William F. Arndt, F. Wilbur 
Gingrich, and Frederick W. Danker (Chicago:  The University of Chicago Press, 1979), p. 764; see Johannes 
Schneider, "stauros," in TDNT, ed. Gerhard Friedrich, trans. and ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan:  Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1971), 7:572. 

5Homer Odyssey 14. 11, Loeb Classical Library (London:  W. Heinemann, 1919); Iliad 24. 453, Loeb Classical Library 
(London:  W. Heinemann, 1925); see James H. Moulton and George Milligan, The Vocabulary of the Greek 
Testament (Grand Rapids, Michigan:  Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1930), p. 586. 

6Thucydides 7. 25. 5-8, Loeb Classical Library (London:  W. Heinemann, 1923). Stauros is used for the "piles" upon 
which ships were in danger of being "impaled." 

7Philo On Husbandry 11, Loeb Classical LIbrary (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1931). 
8For a scientific / medical analysis of crucifixion, see William D. Edwards, Wesley J. Gabel, and Floyd E. Hosmer, On 
the Physical Death of Jesus Christ, Journal of the American Medical Association 255 (1986): 1455-63.  

9Hans-Ruedi Weber, The Cross, trans. Elke Jessett (Grand Rapids, Michigan:  Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1975), p. 5:  Schneider, "stauros," in TDNT, 7:573. 

10Herodotus 1. 128; 3. 125, 132, 159; 4. 43; 6. 30; 7. 194.  Loeb Classical Library (London:  W. Heinemann, 1921-
24). 

11Diodorus of Sicily 2. 18. 2, Loeb Classical LIbrary (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1933). 
12Ibid. 2. 1. 10. 
13Ibid. 2. 44. 2. 
14Euripides Iphigenia in Taurica 1430, Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1958). 
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important form of execution among the Phoenician,1 Carthaginian,2 Greek,3 and especially the 
Roman peoples.4  The Romans probably learned crucifixion from the Carthaginians.5 

A detailed picture of crucifixion has been difficult to construct.  There was so much 
variety.  In fact, in many cases the victim was subject to the imagination of the executioners.6   

THE CROSS IN A CHURCH SETTING 
“we preach Christ crucified 

a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles” 
1 Corinthians 1:23 

For the Jews living in Corinth, crucifixion had a religious character going all the way back 
to Deuteronomy 21:22-237 and so it is understandable why the cross never became a symbol of 
Jewish suffering.8   Even though the Jews of the first century were more than acquainted with 
the practice of crucifixion, it was, nevertheless, an unspeakable dishonor associated with 
vengeance, treason, and God's curse.  There was no place for a crucified Messiah.  It simply didn’t 
make sense.  And so the preaching of the cross caused particular offense among the Jewish 
population in Corinth.  The idea of a Suffering Servant, though present in the Old Testament,9 did 
                                                
1J. B. Torrance, Cross, in The New Bible Dictionary, ed. J. D. Douglas (Grand Rapids, Mich.:  Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1962), p. 275. 

2Polybius The Histories 1. 11; 24. 6; 79. 4; 86. 4, 6, Loeb Classical LIbrary (London:  W. Heinemann, 1922); Livy 22. 
13. 9; 28. 37. 2; 38. 48. 13, Loeb Classical LIbrary (London:  W. Heinemann, 1957); Schneider, "stauros," in TDNT, 
7:573; John J. Collins, The Archeology of the Crucifixion, Catholic Biblical Quarterly 1 (1939):  154. 

3Diodorus of Sicily 33. 15. 1ff.; Impalement upon stakes was only one torture out of a catalogue inflicted by 
Diegylis, the king of the Thracians.  See also Euripides Iphigenia in Taurica 1430; Seneca Epistulae Morales 14. 5, 
Loeb Classical LIbrary (Cambridge:  Harvard University Press, 1958); E. Brandengurger, "stauros," in The New 
International Dictionary of New Testament Theology, ed. Colin Brown (Grand Rapids, Mich.:  Zondervan 
Publishing House, 1975), 1:392. 

4Josephus Antiquities of the Jews 17. 295, Loeb Classical LIbrary (London:  W. Heinemann, 1963). 
5Brandenburger, "stauros," 1:392; Schneider, "stauros," in TDNT, 7:573; During the First Punic War, Rome was 
greatly influenced by the customs and practices of the Carthaginians.  See S. A. Cook, F. E. Adcock and M.P. 
Charlesworth, eds., The Cambridge Ancient History, 12 vols. (Cambaridge:  The University Press, 1954), vol. 2:  The 
Hellenistic Monarchies and the Rise of Rome, pp. 696-97; Collins, Archeology of Crucifixion, p. 154. 

6There is archaeological evidence for upside down crucifixions.  See V. Tzaferis, Jewish Tombs at and Near Giv at 
ha-mivtar, Jerusalem.  Israel Exploration Journal 20 (1970) : 18-32; N. Haas, Anthropological Observations on 
Skeletal Remains from Giv at ha-mivtar, Israel Exploration Journal 20 (1970): 38-59; and Yigael Yadin, Epigraphy 
and Crucifixion, Israel Exploration Journal 23 (1973) : 18-22. 

7If a man guilty of a capital offense is put to death and his body is hung on a tree, you must not leave his body on the 
tree overnight. Be sure to bury him that same day, because anyone who is hung on a tree is under God's curse. You 
must not desecrate the land the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance.  

8Martin Hengel notes that “the theme of the crucified faithful plays no part in Jewish legends about martyrs” see 
Crucifixion in the Ancient World and the Folly of the Message of the Cross, (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1977), p. 
85. 

9Five Servant Songs are applied to Jesus:  (1) Mt. 8:17 quoting Is. 53:4; (2) Mt. 12:18-21 quoting Is. 42: 1-4; (3) Lk. 
22:37 quoting Is. 53:12; (4) Jn. 12:38 quoting Is. 53:1; (5) Acts 8:32 quoting Is. 53:7. 
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not fit the political view of Messiah.  The Messiah was to be the agent of God's victory over his 
enemies and "a crucified messiah was a flat contradiction to Jewish hopes and convictions."1  
Crucifixion not only meant dishonor, and shame, but a crucified messiah also transferred defeat 
to the nation.  That could only be a “scandal” (skandolon, skandolon).2 

 But the topic of crucifixion was not only avoided in Jewish circles.  In the minds of the 
Greeks and Romans, the cross was "the accursed tree,"3 "the most pitiable of deaths,"4 "the 
terrible cross,"5 and "the torturing thing."6  It was a vulgarity for the ancient Roman playwrights 
Terence and Plautus,7 and it was the expected death of criminals and slaves.8  It was a deliberate 
dishonor and a shameful display along the side of the road.9  The gods of Greece and Rome were 
above defeat and shame, and the idea of a crucified God was certainly “madness” (µoria, 
moria).10 

There is no doubt that the centerpiece of the Christian movement, which Paul described 
as “the message of the cross”11 ran counter to all religious and political thinking in that ancient 
world.12  Jesus was not seen as a hero killed while leading his army in battle, or as a martyr 
sacrificing his life for an important cause.  Instead, he was seen as a criminal who died the 
offensive death of a slave.  It is no wonder that the ancient Roman historian Tacitus13 would speak 
of the Christian movement as "the deadly superstition" and "the mischief" that was "degraded 
and shameful."  As Martin Hengel has written: 

                                                
1T. W. Manson, The Servant-Messiah (Grand Rapids, Michigan:  Baker Book House, 1977), pp. 52-53; cf. also George 

Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
1974), p. 316. 

21 Cor. 1:23; Baur, Lexicon, p. 760. 
3Seneca, Epistulae Morales 101. 14. 
4Josephus, The Jewish War 7. 203. 
5Plautus The Two Menaechmuses 66, 849; The Little Carthaginian 347.  Here the Latin maxumam malam crucem is 

used in the form of curses and is idiomatically translated by Paul Nixion in such phrases as "perdition," "the devil," 
and "everlastingly damned." 

6Terence The Eunuch 383. 
7Plautus Casina 416; The Persian 795, "you gallowstree." 
8Tacitus, The Annals 13.32.1; Seneca, Controversiae 10.5  
9Appian The Civil Wars 1. 120.  After the defeat of Spartacus, the Roman general Crassus crucified six thousand 

captives along the road from Capua to Rome. 
101 Cor. 1:23;  Cf. the English “Moron.”  See also G. Bertram, "µwros” in TDNT, ed. Gerhard Kittel, trans. and ed. 

Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rapids, Mich.:  Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1967), 4:846. 
111 Cor. 1:18. 
12 “As one trained as a rabbi, Paul well knew the reaction of the Jew to the Christian proclamation of a suffering 
Messiah.  And as a citizen of the empire, he was aware of the seeming absurdity and indignity of such a redemptive 
figure in the eyes of Greeks.” Richard N. Longenecker, The Christology of Early Jewish Christianity (Naperville, 
Illinois: Alec R. Allenson Inc., 1970), p. 108. 

13Tacitus The Annals 15.44. 
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... to believe that the one pre-existent Son of the one true God, the mediator at 
creation and the redeemer of the world, had appeared in very recent times in out-
of-the-way Galilee, as a member of the obscure people of the Jews, and even 
worse, had died the death of a common criminal on the cross, could only be 
regarded as a sign of madness.1 

And so, It is not difficult to understand why the cross would be a risky logo to adopt in 
that ancient world.  To “dress for success” in the first century meant that you left your cross lapel 
pin at home.  But, in spite of the culture, or maybe even because of it, Paul deliberately made the 
cross the core of his message and the model for his life.2   

Today we say that the cross is the core of our message, and cross-language does come 
out of our mouths, but is it really our model?  Does it really shape our ministry style?  And do we 
understand that the forces in American life that run counter to this message will seek to re-shape 
it?  Do we understand that the largest obstacle to our message and ministry style will be our 
culture’s view of our own success?  The purpose of this essay is to use Paul’s ministry in Corinth 
as our model by applying his view of the cross to ministry in our own time.  At the center of the 
discussion are three topics:  identity, method, and message. 

THE MINISTER’S IDENTITY 
“we have this treasure in jars of clay” 

2 Corinthians 4:7 

Paul's self-image was always determined by the man whose name he wore – Christ(ian).  
He not only preached, but also lived by the message of the cross.  This is not so clear in ministry 
today.  The cross may have found a place in the minister's language, but how many ministers 
have traded in their clay jar for a solid gold vase?   

Today, “clay jar” could be translated a “plain brown wrapper,” and Paul says that the 
reason we should work hard to be plain brown wrappers is to make it absolutely clear that the 
"power is from God and not from us."3  So, when a minister exchanges his clay jar image for more 

                                                
1Hengel, Crucifixion, p. 6; cf. also Richard N. Longenecker, The Christology of Early Jewish Christianity (London:  SCM 

Press, 1970), p. 108; and Oscar Cullmann, The Christology of the New Testament, trans. Shirley C. Guthrie and 
Charles A. M. Hall (Philadelphia:  Westminister Press, 1963), pp. 56, 60. 

2 “He [Paul] found no anomaly in defining his gospel as ‘the message of the cross’, his ministry as ‘we preach Christ 
crucified’, baptism as initiation ‘into his death’ and the Lord’s Supper as a proclamation of the Lords’ death.  He 
boldly declared that, though the cross seemed either foolishness or a ‘stumbling block’ to the self-confident, it was 
in fact the very essence of God’s wisdom and power.” John R. W. Stott, The Cross of Christ (Downers Grove, Illinois, 
1986), p.35. 

32 Cor. 4:7. 
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impressive packaging, is he not re-assigning the power to himself?1  This kind of ministry is self-
proclamation rather than cross-proclamation.  It is a message of personal power2 rather than a 
message of God's power.  It obscures the message of the cross behind a growing ego.  And, in a 
practical sense, it is only workable for a few; those who are physically, intellectually, and verbally 
impressive.   

When Paul says "we do not preach ourselves"3 he is not in any way contradicting his earlier 
comment "imitate me."4  The Paul that today's minister is to imitate does not describe himself 
with the success language of today’s power seminars.  He is not interested in being known as a 
“captivating speaker” or a “powerful communicator.”  Instead, he uses cross terminology to 
describe himself:  "on display ... condemned to die ... a spectacle ... fools ... weak ... dishonored."5  
It is not important to him to have his appearance or mannerisms imitated.  He is not that 
enamored with himself.  He only wants to pass on the servant character of the cross.6  

What after all, is Apollos?  And what is Paul?  Only servants through whom you 
came to believe ....7 

For we do not preach ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, and ourselves as your 
servants for Jesus' sake.8 

 Of course, today's minister knows that all power has been given to the risen Jesus9 and 
that every knee in heaven and on earth will bow before him.10  But today’s minister should also 
know that he can participate in that power only by serving.  In fact, for Paul, knowing the power 
of Jesus was closely linked with "sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death.”11  

                                                
1“(This) would be like the donkey carrying Jesus into Jerusalem believing the crowds were cheering and laying down 
their garments for him.”  Charles W. Colson, “The Power Illusion,” in Power Religion, Michael Scott Horton, Ed., 
(Chicago: Moody Press, 1992), p. 27. 

2The personal power business is massive: The No-Limit Person, Unlimited Power, Unlock Your Hidden Powers, The 
Power Point, Winning Office Politics, Winning Through Intimidation, Managing with Power, Top Dog, Unlimited 
Wealth, Hard Drive, Power Talk, Power Thoughts, Tapping The Power Within, Think And Grow Rich, etc. Cf. the 
recent Tiger Woods / Nike ad, “Winning Takes Care of Everything.” 

32 Cor. 4:5. 
41 Cor. 4:16. 
51 Cor. 4:9-10. 
6Hengel, Crucifixion, p. 62, commenting on Phil. 2:5-8, writes: “Anyone who was present at the worship of the 

churches founded by Paul ... and indeed any reader of Philippians in ancient times, would inevitably have seen a 
direct connection between the 'emptied himself, taking the form of a slave' ... and the … end of the first strophe: 'he 
humbled himself and was obedient unto death, even the death of the cross’“ 

71 Cor. 3:5. 
82 Cor. 4:5; cf. 1 Cor. 9:19. 
9Mt. 28:18. 
10Phil. 2:10-11. 
11Phil. 3:10. 
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Consider how today’s typical power résumé would look in comparison to Paul's description of 
himself.1 

To this very hour we go hungry and thirsty, we are in rags, we are brutally treated, 
we are homeless.  We work hard with our own hands.  When we are cursed, we 
bless; when we are persecuted, we endure it; when we are slandered, we answer 
kindly.  Up to this moment we have become the scum of the earth, the refuse of 
the world. 

 Unlike Paul, many ministers today dress to impress, practice confident speech, showcase 
success to establish personal power, and rely on their "dynamic"2 character as the key to a 
successful ministry. This raises important questions.  What is the goal of ministry, to have an 
impressive message or package?  Where does the power reside?  Who gets the glory?  Where 
are people led? ... to the clay jay or to the treasure?   

 Only when forced by his Corinthian opponents did Paul reference the revelations he had 
received from the Lord.  He was extremely uncomfortable with listing his achievements.  And so, 
his “boastings” were supplemented with constant rejoiners: 

I hope you will put up with a little of my foolishness.3 
I am speaking as a fool.4 
I am out of my mind to talk like this.5 
I must go on boasting.  Although there is nothing to be gained ....6 
... you drove me to it.7 
... since you are demanding proof ....8 

Howard A. Snyder describes the conflict in ministry today:9 

Kingdom ethics ... is crucifixion ethics - life marked by the cross. It is the life laid 
down.  And this runs counter to human nature. As humans we prefer to substitute 
triumphal ethics for crucifixion ethics.  We want to hurry on from the cross to the 
crown. We want to live now as though the kingdom had already come in fullness; 
we prefer spiritually “to reign on Earth” ... But then we get a glimpse of Jesus, 

                                                
11 Cor. 4:11-13; cf. 2 Cor. 11:23-33.  See James Thompson, Authentic Discipleship--An Introduction to 2 Corinthians , 

Restoration Quarterly 19 (First Quarter 1976): 4-6. 
2This is our English word for the Greek dunaµis (dunamis = power).  On “power” and “weakness” in the Corinthian 

correspondence see Richard E. Oster, Jr., The College Press NIV Commentary – 1 Corinthians  (Joplin, Missouri: 
College Press Publishing Company, 1995), p. 67. 

32 Cor. 11:1. 
42 Cor. 11:21. 
52 Cor. 11:23. 
62 Cor. 12:1. 
72 Cor. 12:11. 
82 Cor. 13:3. 
9Howard A. Snyder, Community of the King (Downers Grove, Illinois:  IVP, 1977), pp. 189-90. 
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trudging along through the dusk with his little band of disciples or wearily falling 
asleep in a rocking boat.  Or we look up and see him stretched on a cross, fastened 
by three iron nails. 

 If today's minister is to be a witness of the cross, he will, by definition, conduct his ministry 
on the basis of the “wisdom of God” and not on the “wisdom of the world.”1  He will approach 
his ministry “in weakness and fear, and with much trembling”2 being careful to use the “meekness 
and gentleness of Christ”3 as his model.  This was Paul's identity. And this should be the self-
image sought by today's minister. Real discipleship is not found where men boast of their visions 
and insights or display their abilities and achievements.  Realy discipleship is found where men 
of God hold the priceless treasure of the crucified Jesus in jars of clay ... in plain brown wrappers. 

THE MINISTER’S METHOD 
“Was Paul crucified for you?  

Were you baptized into the name of Paul?” 
1 Corinthians 1:13 

Just as the minister's identity should be determined by the cross, so should his method.  
In fact, the minister's method will directly correspond to the image he seeks to have.  Paul’s 
opponents at Corinth wanted a powerful image, so they followed a ministry method of attacking 
their predecessor (Paul) so they could establish a position of personal power.4  But this is not 
surprising.  Power seekers have always operated in this way.  What is surprising and instructive 
is Paul’s response to their personal attack. He placed the welfare of the Corinthian congregation 
above his own welfare.  The disturbing report he had received showed quarreling,5 jealousy,6 
boasting,7 judging,8 and arrogance9 spreading through the congregation.  It was pervasive and 
damaging.  And it must be stopped.  How did Paul address it? What approach did he take? 

                                                
11 Corinthians 1:17-25 – Here the cross, the crucified Christ, is “the wisdom of God.”  But the “wisdom of the world” 

would see it as a “scandal” and as “madness.”  See Oster, 1 Corinthians, p. 67. 
21 Cor. 2:3. 
32 Cor. 10:1. 
4The nouns uperlian apostolwn (super-apostles) 2 Cor. 11:5, and  yeudapostoloi (false apostles) 2 Cor. 11:13, 

show that the issue, for Paul, was clearly one of authority.  See Ladd, Theology of the New Testament, pp. 382-83. 
51 Cor. 1:11. 
61 Cor. 3:3. 
71 Cor. 3:21; kaucasqw (boast) is a frequent word in the Corinthian correspondence.  Of the 59 occurrences in the 

New Testament, 39 are in these letters.  On boasting Oster, 1 Corinthians, p. 105, writes: “Not only have the 
Corinthians been boasting on the basis of human standards, but their object of boasting had been human 
personalities … Paul makes it clear that this boasting in humans is unnecessary because all things are already in 
their possession, because of their relationship to God.” 

81 Cor. 4:3; 9:3. 
91 Cor. 4:6, 18, 19. 
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Using the cross as his standard Paul was very careful to not counter the arrogance of the 
opponents with still more pride.  He did not want to add yet another example of egotistical 
leadership. Instead, he closely followed his cross-shaped identity. 

It was in perfect harmony with Paul's view of the cross that, upon hearing criticism of his 
life and ministry, he began his first letter, not by asserting his authority, but seemingly by denying 
it:  “Was Paul crucified for you?  Were you baptized into the name of Paul?”1  He would not let 
himself be hailed as a party chief.2  Jesus alone was crucified for the community.  Paul would 
defend the treasure, not the jar. 

Later, when the criticism was sharpened by the ambition of the opponents, Paul again 
pointed to the cross as his model:  “For to be sure, he [Jesus] was crucified in weakness ...  
Likewise, we are weak in him ....”3 In both letters he was charged with being weak.4  And he did 
lack the outward signs of one who is himself a personal power.  But this was Paul's premeditated 
style.  He really did not mind coming to the Corinthians “in weakness and fear and with much 
trembling”5 because he did not want them to be distracted from what he said to how he said it, 
from the treasure to the jar.  He himself had been so personally affected by the cross, that he 
was being brought “outwardly and inwardly into conformity with his preaching.”6   

Paul knew that the message of a crucified Lord was already difficult to accept.  And while 
today’s strategist would advise Paul to divert attention from such a difficult message by using an 
impressive presentation, Paul was particularly careful to not upstage his message by being an 
impressive package, even at the risk of appearing weak.7  And it was in Paul's unimpressiveness 

                                                
11 Cor. 1:13. 
2This is in spite of the fact, as E. Earle Ellis has noted, that both letters demonstrate that some of the congregation 

“boast” of their spiritual status (1 Cor. 1:29, 31; 4:7; 2 Cor. 11:18).  See Paul and his Opponents , in Christianity, 
Judaism and Other Greco-Roman Cults, vol. 1, ed. Jacob Neusner (Leiden:  E. J. Brill, 1975), p. 287. 

32 Cor. 13:4. 
41 Cor. 4:10; 2 Cor. 11:21. See Ronald Hock,  The Social Context of Paul's Ministry. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 

1980), pp. 59-60. “Paul’s weakness refers less to his inner feelings than to his outer appearance in the eyes of 
others.” 

51 Cor. 2:3.  For the combination of fobos (fear) and troµos (trembling) in Paul see:  2 Cor. 7:15; Eph. 6:5; Phil. 
2:12. 

6Hans Conzelmann, A Comentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians, trans. James W. Leitch (Philadelphia:  
Fortress Press, 1975), p. 54. 

72 Cor. 10:10.  James Thompson understands the opponents to be criticizing Paul for not being "authoritative" 
enough, and thus not being a capable leader.  See The Second Letter of Paul to the Corinthians (Austin, Texas:  R. 
B. Sweet Co., 1970), p. 142; see also R. V. G. Tasker, The Second Epistle of Paul to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan:  Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1958), p. 139; Walter Schmithals, Gnosticism in Corinth, Trans. John E. 
Steely (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1971), p. 106.  Schmithals understands the criticism to be about Paul's deficiency 
in spiritual gifts. 
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that God was free to impress:  “For my power is made perfect in weakness.”1 So, when Paul 
appealed to the Corinthians by the “meekness and gentleness of Christ”2 he was strictly 
interpreting the cross-bearing life of Jesus as his own role-model.3  

For Christ did not send me to baptize, but to preach the gospel not with words of 
wisdom  lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power.4 

My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words,  but 
with a demonstration of the Spirit's power, so that your faith might not rest on 
men's wisdom but on God's power.5 

So then no more boasting about men!6 

Then you will not take pride in one man over against another.7 

For we do not preach ourselves  ....8 

... power is from God and not from us.9 

 In Paul's mind, it would be out of place for him to be the "hub" of the ministry in Corinth 
— the "dynamic" center, around which the ministry revolved.  In fact he argued against the kind 
of leadership that spotlights personalities and makes them celebrities.10  In that kind of ministry, 
faith is too easily based on personalities rather than truth.  And we all know how it works.  One 
minister can do no wrong and another can do no right.  In this scenario, the force of a minister’s 
personality drives and shapes the faith of those he leads.  And this is precisely the method the 
Corinthian opponents chose to use.  Following their own distorted self-confidence,11 they 
enslaved, exploited, took advantage, lorded it over, and slapped their way into leadership.12  But 

                                                
12 Cor. 12:9.  See Gerald G. O'Collins, Power Made Perfect in Weakness, Catholic Biblical Quarterly 33 (October 1971): 

528-37. 
22 Cor. 10:1. 
3See F. Hauck and S. Schulz, "praus,  prauths," in TDNT, ed. Gerhard Friedrich, trans. and ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley 

(Grand Rapids, Mich.:  Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1968), 6:650; Ragnar Leivestad, "The Meekness and Gentleness 
of Christ" II Cor. 10:1 , New Testament Studies 12 (January 1966): 161.  Leivestad says the paradox in the life of 
Jesus “is not that God sent a mild and merciful ruler instead of a tyrant, but that he sent his Son without any royal 
glory at all, in the shape of an ordinary, simple  man.” 

41 Cor. 1:17. 
51 Cor. 2:4-5. 
61 Cor. 3:21. 
71 Cor. 4:6. 
82 Cor. 4:5. 
92 Cor. 4:7. 
10“It’s difficult to stand on a pedestal and wash the feet of those below.”  Colson, p. 28. 
112 Cor. 5:12; 10:12; 11:17. 
122 Cor. 11:20. 
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Paul, imitating the crucified Christ,1 exploited no one.2  Instead he gave up his own personal rights 
for the good of others,3 and made himself a slave to all.4  He became a servant5 who felt the pain 
of others6 and he comforted them with the comfort he had personally received from Christ.7  He 
knew that genuine power, the power of God, operated very well in weakness.  And so, he 
conducted his ministry at the risk of appearing weak8 and foolish9 because, like his Lord, his 
personal ambition while on the earth was no higher than a cross.  Hence, his amazing words to 
his Corinthian flock: 

Now we pray to God that you will not do anything wrong.  Not that people will see 
that we have stood the test but that you will do what is right even though we may 
seem to have failed.10 

 The same choices exist today.  The church has its favorite ministers.  But even worse, 
some ministers seek to be the favorite, and their method smacks of "Corinthian" thinking.  They 
replace the crucified life-style with the glorified life-style as they step into the spotlight 
showcasing their achievements and accomplishments, or worse, demanding uniformity to their 
views, opinions and preferences.11   

Paul teaches today's minister to be a cautious example, encouraging imitation only "as I 
follow Christ."12  The goal is never to permanently stand between Jesus and a follower, but only 
to temporarily stand there until their own relationship is solid.  Today’s minister should be careful 
that faith is not built on himself, but on Jesus Christ.13  As a "servant"14 he should not seek the 

                                                
11 Cor. 11:1. 
22 Cor. 7:2. 
31 Cor. 10:33. 
41 Cor. 9:19. 
51 Cor. 3:5; 4:1. 
62 Cor. 11:29. 
72 Cor. 1:3-7. 
81 Cor. 4:10; 2 Cor. 10:10; 11:21, 30; 12:5, 9, 10; 13:4, 9. 
91 Cor. 1:21, 23; 4:10; 2 Cor. 11:1, 17. 
102 Cor. 13:7. 
11And today’s social media provides the platform for both pride and judgment. Cf. the address by John Piper at 
Bethlehem College and Seminary in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Reflecting on the decade since he last visited and 
spoke Piper commented, “What I did not foresee ten years ago was the normalizing of proud behaviors that would 
once have been considered disqualifying for ministry, or at least for maturity. This process of normalizing self-
exaltation has been energized by social media.” The Greatest Things Have Not Changed Bethlehem College & 
Seminary Ten Years Later, John Piper, November 5, 2018 

121 Cor. 11:1. 
131 Cor. 3:10-11. 
141 Cor. 3:5. 
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spotlight.  Instead he should spotlight God as the "hub" of the ministry, since "neither he who 
plants nor he who waters is anything but only God who makes things grow.”1   

Paul's statement "when I am weak, then I am strong”2 could be translated for today's 
minister as, "when I am not lifting myself up, I do my best work." 

THE MINISTER’S MESSAGE 
I resolved to know nothing while I was with you  

except Jesus Christ and him crucified. 
1 Corinthians 2:2 

Even though Paul was charged with adapting his message to fit his audience,3 it is clear 
that he stubbornly refused to remove, change or disguise the sharp contours in the message of 
the cross.4   

At first, the Corinthian dissidents became enamored with Jesus the Lord of glory.  Later, 
the Corinthian opponents placed their emphasis on Jesus the wonder-worker.  But neither group 
emphasized Jesus crucified in weakness.  They pursued a "theology of glory" at the expense of 
the "theology of the cross."5 

When the Corinthians tried to avoid the suffering of cross-bearing and go straight for 
honor and glory, Paul knew they did not yet understand.  When they lifted up the wisdom of 
men, Paul countered with his word of the cross.  When they looked to the Lord of glory6 as their 

                                                
11 Cor. 3:7. 
22 Cor. 12:10. 
3He did “become all things to all men ....” 1 Cor. 9:22. 
4Martin Hengel, Acts and the History of Earliest Christianity, trans. John Bowden (Philadelphia:  Fortress Press, 1979), 

pp. 43-44, writes: “In the ancient world it was impossible to proclaim as Son of God and redeemer of the 
world a man who had died on the cross, i.e., had suffered the shameful death of a common criminal, without giving 
a clear account of his activity, his suffering and his death .... In other words, it was only possible to describe the 
exalted Jesus by telling of the earthly Jesus, his work and his death .... There cannot therefore be any proclamation 
of the gospel which is not at the same time a narration of past history.” 

5Nils A. Dahl, Paul and the Church at Corinth  in 1 Cor. 1:10-4:21," in Christian History and Interpretation:  Studies 
Presented to John Knox, ed. W. R. Farmer, C. F. D. Moule, R. R. Niebuhr (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 
1967), p.  332.  As American theologian Gerhard O. Forde writes: “A theology of glory … operates on the assumption 
that what we need is optimistic encouragement, some flattery, some positive thinking, some support to build our 
self-esteem. Theologically speaking it operates on the assumption that we are not seriously addicted to sin, and that 
our improvement is both necessary and possible. We need a little boost in our desire to do good works…. But the 
hallmark of a theology of glory is that it will always consider grace as something of a supplement to whatever is left 
of human will and power.” On Being a Theologian of the Cross (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1997), p. 16. 

61 Cor. 2:8; see Pearson, Hellenistic-Jewish Wisdom Speculation and Paul, p. 57.  Cf. 2 Cor. 3:18; 4:4, 6, where doxa 
(glory) ��is used in reference to Christ. 
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model, he quickly pointed to the Lord of the cross.  When they were impatient with those who 
were not quickly mature, he reminded them of a man whose patience with humanity led to his 
death on a cross.1  “The cross becomes the criterion because God can be, and demands to be 
recognized through it.”2 

The message of the cross for ministers today is that Jesus laid his life down for us, and we, 
empowered by this gift, lay our lives down in service to people.3  We receive the benefit of his 
cross, and we then live for the benefit of people. 

And he died for all that those who live should no longer live for themselves, but for 
him who died .... All this is from God who reconciled us to himself through Christ 
and gave us the ministry of reconciliation.4 

It is interesting to note that when Jesus was asked to give the greatest of all 
commandments he said, in essense, “You have asked me one question, but I cannot give you one 
answer.  I must give you two.  Love God and love people.”5  For Jesus, the two dimensions could 
not be separated.  Receiving always leads to giving.  Passion for God always leads to compassion 
for people. Loving God always leads to loving your neighbor.  Scot McKnight describes it well:6 

Instead of a Love-God Shema, it is a Love-God-and-Others Shema.  What Jesus 
adds is not unknown to Judaism, and he is not criticizing Judaism. Jesus is setting 
up his very own shop within Judaism.  Loving others is central to Judaism, but it is 
not central to the creed of Judaism, to the Shema.  So, what Jesus says is 
Jewish.  But the emphasis on loving others is not found in Judaism's creed the way 
it is found in the Jesus Creed. Making the love of others part of his own version of 
the Shema shows that he sees love of others as central to spiritual formation. 

CONCLUSION 
“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.” 
1 Corinthians 1:18 

In the first century the message of the cross was so offensive that commitment to Jesus 
could only take place on the basis of His character.  Today, the message of the cross is so 

                                                
11 Cor. 8:1-13.  
2Hans-Ruedi Weber, The Cross, trans. Elke Jessett (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 

1975), p. 76. 
32 Cor. 1:4-7. 
42 Cor. 5:15, 18. 
5 Mark 12:28-31; Deut. 6:4-5; Lev. 19:18. 
6 Scot McKnight, The Jesus Creed (Brewster, Massachusetts:  Paraclete Press, 2004), p. 9. 
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sentimental that commitment to Jesus should only take place on the basis of His character.  Thus 
today's minister, as did Paul, must present the message of the cross from within the framework 
of Jesus' life.1  In the context of his life Jesus' character will be seen as he lives and interacts with 
people.  We will see his integrity as he lives out the two commands he stated as primary.  His 
cross will be understood because what he did on the cross he had always been doing off the cross 
– loving people.2 

For what I received I passed on to you as of first importance: That Christ died for 
our sins according to the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the 
third day according to the Scriptures.”3 

This pivotal statement is Paul’s summary of the gospel and, by implication, it is also his definition 
of ministry.  But for many today, the measure of a successful ministry has little to do with the 
faithful presentation of this story.  Instead it relates wholly to quantitative growth statistics.  Once 
again, the ABCs of ministry, attendance, buildings and cash, become the primary measurement.  
But think about it.  Who is really spotlighted by statistical comparisons?  Whose ego is stroked?  
Who is praised?  What standard of success is used?  Even more alarming is the thought that 
ministers could become so accustomed to equating evangelism with results and statistics that 
the preaching of Paul's three-point outline would appear to them as unevangelistic! 

 Culture always tries to overtake Christianity.  And ministry is often contaminated by the 
self-seeking mind-set around us.  For a minister to mirror these values is a double tragedy.  He 
not only pursues the way of glory, but he gives up the way of the cross.  But the world does not 
need a religious version of its own "success" plan.4  Instead, it needs to know that the whole 
matter of greatness has been redefined by the cross. 

When Paul talks of the 'folly' of the message of the crucified Jesus, he is therefore 
not speaking in riddles or using an abstract cipher.  He is expressing the harsh 

                                                
1Leander E. Keck, A Future for the Historical Jesus (Nashville:  Abingdon Press, 1971), p. 129.               
2 Jim Woodroof once said, “Jesus on the cross is nothing more or less than what Jesus was off of the cross.  He was 
forever giving his life up for people. He didn’t wait till he got to Golgotha to give his life up.  He didn’t wait till he got 
to Golgotha to lay his life down ... What you have documented in the cross was thoroughly demonstrated in his life.”  
From personal notes, Jesus in John, National Campus Ministers Seminar, 1977. 

3 1 Cor. 15:3-4. 
4 “For several months, I’d been attempting to absorb the truth of this scripture:  Seek God first.  Why do we tend to 
seek other things first and want God to be added later? We seek success and want God to endorse our goals. We 
seek acceptance and want God to provide the cheering section. We seek increased income and want God to be the 
bonus. We seek vindication and want God to take our side. We seek happiness…and want God’s smile of approval. 
We seek health and want God to dispense an instant cure. As we mature in our relationship with the Lord, our goals 
change.  But we don’t realize that our pattern often remains the same! We seek to be useful and want God to bless 
our busy activities. We seek to be helpful to others and want God to tag along. We seek to be spiritual and want 
God to applaud. We tend to use God instead of seek Him.” Glaphre Gillilland, When the Pieces Don’t Fit, (Grand 
Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 1984). 
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experience of his missionary preaching and the offense that it caused . . . in a way 
the 'word of the cross' is the spearhead of his message.  And because Paul still 
understands the cross as the real, cruel instrument of execution, as the instrument 
of the bloody execution of Jesus, it is impossible to disassociate talk of the atoning 
death of Jesus or the blood of Jesus from this 'word of the cross.'  The spearhead 
cannot be broken off the spear.1 

As a minister, I must understand, with Paul, that the greatest hindrance to God's power 
being seen in the cross, is myself.  I must be careful not to dilute the cross with my own style or 
to eclipse the cross behind my own personality, or to upstage the cross with my own 
accomplishments.  Instead, my IDENTITY should come from the cross as I seek to be its plain brown 
wrapper.  My METHOD, guided by the cross, should build a people dependent upon God and not 
upon myself.  My MESSAGE should clearly paint the picture of the cross, illustrated in the life of 
Jesus.   

We must do something about the cross, and one of two things only we can do — 
flee it or die upon it . . . If we are wise we will do what Jesus did:  endure the cross 
and despise its shame for the joy that is set before us.  To do this is to submit the 
whole pattern of our lives to be destroyed and built again in the power of an 
endless life.  And we shall find that it is more than poetry, more than sweet 
hymnody and elevated feeling. The cross will cut into our lives where it hurts worst, 
sparing neither us nor our carefully cultivated reputations.  It will defeat us and 
bring our selfish lives to an end.  Only then can we rise in fullness of life to establish 
a pattern of living wholly new and free and full of good works.2 

May God help us to carry His message in jars of clay — in plain … brown … wrappers. 

                                                
1Hengel, Crucifixion, pp. 89-90. 
2A. W. Tozer, The Root of the Righteous, (Harrisburg, PA: Christian Publications, Inc., 1955), pp. 63-64. 


