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Notes on 1 Corinthians 1 : 18 - 25  ‘Message: A Sermon of Offence’ 
 
  There is a story of a bemused Bishop who as he travelled around his 
Diocese noted ironically that wherever Paul went, he was met with riots 
and disturbances. But wherever he went he was served tea! Where would 
you put the Sermon on the Mount? Is it nice or nasty? Does it stroke and 
comfort you or does it confront you and challenge you? It is tempting to 
allow the message of ‘I am ‘Blessed’ to be only nice and to stroke us, but 
Jesus yearns for more. His gift of a new humanity is not only therapeutic, 
but also to be transformative in all that we are. When you read this 
chapter do you want to stay with a simplistic, but incomplete 
understanding of what it means to follow Jesus, or are you willing to go 
further up and further in to all that Jesus wants to do in your life?  
 
  In 1952 CS Lewis wrote ‘Mere Christianity’ because he knew it was 
impossible to reduce Jesus merely to be just a great teacher who taught 
amazing things as we find in the Sermon on the Mount. Lewis therefore 
used his offensive categories of ‘Mad, Bad or God’ to shake his post-
World War Two listeners out of their complacency the post. Yancy notes 
on p128 just how much the world has changed since then as neither 
Jesus nor the Sermon are seen as inspirational as both are now viewed as 
offensive and out of step or touch with contemporary culture. 
 
  Jesus sits on the Mount as the New Moses who has come to rewrite 
Israel’s identity with it being centred completely on him and his 
reinterpretative authority. Again, and again, Jesus offends and startles 
all his listeners as he challenges them to rethink what it means to live 
this ‘Blessed’ life in theirs, but also our, daily reality. Please read 
Matthew 5 verses 20, 29, 42 and 48 and how do you understand them? 
Yancy refers to these verses to describe his own struggle to understand 
and live out the Sermon. He describes the different cul-de-sacs of 
understanding he floundered in as he grappled with the challenges of the 
Sermon until he came to that point of understanding that the Sermon 
only works if you hold both its absolute ideals and absolute grace 
together as one. 
 
  The Sermon on the Mount defines what this ‘Blessed’ life is and the 
image I most resonate with is of a life built on the rock, and like the 
Jerusalem Temple, also built on a rock, it is a place where heaven and 
earth intersect with each other. Instead of Matthew 5 verses 20, 29, 42 
and 48 being thought as just examples of a creative and workable 
tension, they are to be understood as different ways Jesus urged Israel to 
live in the first century and us in the 21st century.  
 
  The Sermon on the Mount stops us squeezing this ‘Blessed’ life, and 
Jesus, into our  own likeness and  preferences, thus removing all offence. 
 



 
 
Rather, the Sermon intends us to see just how wonderfully complex life 
is meant to be and when we are then led into times of perplexity, as 
Yancy describes, we do not refuse it but instead allow ourselves to learn, 
to journey through and grow into the next phase of life; that of harmony. 
I think this may well be what Yancy is describing when he speaks of 
absolute ideals and absolute grace. 
 
  The Sermon on the Mount acts like a light that shines into all who we 
are and is not to be confined just to the ‘spiritual’. When we read it 
shines deep into all our relationships when it speaks of murder and 
adultery. It shines into our politics when it speaks about telling the truth 
or going the second mile. It shines on how we see all people, both friend 
and foe alike. It shines into the world of economics and consumerism 
when it speaks of treasures and of mental health and the ever-present 
temptation to worry. In all these things it points us to Jesus who calls us 
to a life of wholeness and joy as we build our lives on him. 
 
  What do the Apostle Paul and Boris Johnson have in common? They 
both remind us of the need to think and live in new ways. The old has 
gone and the new is here. The Sermon on the Mount asks us again and 
again, how are we to live? It says our identity and lives are to be Jesus 
shaped because we are grounded in his love and if we find the Sermon 
offensive, or difficult, maybe it is because the Spirit is confronting sin 
within our heart, soul, mind and life. We remind ourselves of the call of 
Matthew 4 verse 19 to hear, to be transformed and to fulfil the vocation 
we have in Jesus to bless all. We bless other because we are not to keep 
this blessing to ourselves and this is why mission is the theme for next 
week. 
 

Questions on 1 Corinthians 1 : 18 - 25  ‘Message: A Sermon of Offence’ 
 

1 How does the Sermon comfort and challenge you in your life? 
 
2 What do you think about the comments Yancy quotes on p128. Why  
  did these students respond in such a way? 
 
3 How do you understand Matthew 5 verses 20, 29, 42 and 48? Do you  
  understand why Yancy got himself into such a tangle over them? 
 
4 What does Andy mean by this ‘Blessed’ life as one which is like a house    
  built on a rock where heaven and earth intersect each other? 
 
5 How does the Sermon help us understand how complex life really is? 
 
6 How does the Sermon point us to Jesus and his life in us? 
 
 
 


