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  Study #5

(1 Corinthians 3:18--4:21)


Don’t we love the story of Jesus’ last evening with His disciples?  It is one of the most touching stories in Scripture.


John lets us know that Jesus taught a lot that night.  John, chapters 13-17 comprise the longest single teaching of Jesus we have in the Gospels.  On that night, the meal they enjoyed was the Passover meal, hosted by Jesus Himself.  At that low table, Jesus and Judas Iscariot discussed betrayal - and nobody else “got it.”


But the evening got off to a shaky start.  Jesus and the Twelve had all arrived hungry and dirty.  Tradition demanded that feet should be washed before the meal.  Tramping around in first century muck with sandals on made foot-washing a necessity.


Unfortunately, there weren’t any servants around to wash twenty-six stinky feet.  Correction.  There was only one Servant present - and He did the unthinkable.


“....And during supper, the devil having already put into the heart of Judas Iscariot, the son of Simon, to betray Him, Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into His hands, and that He had come forth from God, and was going back to God, rose from supper, and laid aside His garments; and taking a towel, He girded Himself about.  Then He poured water into the basin, and began to wash the disciples’ feet, and to wipe them with the towel with which He was girded.....And so when He had washed their feet, and taken His garments, and reclined at the table again, He said to them, ‘Do you know what I have done to you?  You call Me Teacher and Lord; and you are right, for so I am.  If I then, the Lord and the Teacher, washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another’s feet.  For I gave you an example that you also should do as I did to you.  Truly, truly, I say to you, a slave is not greater than his master; neither is one who is sent greater than the one who sent him.  If you know these things, you are blessed if you do them.’” (John 13:1-17)


The recurring theme of the first four chapters of 1 Corinthians is this:  Unity in the church of Jesus Christ is VERY important.  Obstacles to unity should be kicked aside.  There are severe consequences if we don’t pursue unity.


In the passage before us this morning (which concludes this first major section dealing with unity in the church) Paul gives us the key that unlocks the door of unity.  The key is free, but is very costly to use.  As with all good things, Jesus gave us the key.  The key that opens the door to unity is HUMILITY.


We begin at chapter 3, verse 18 and listen as Paul gives us some very helpful advice.  Briefly, he tells us how to view the universe and how to view ourselves.  But he is actually telling us how to live in the church!


It is possible that we might fail to understand our place in the world, so the warning he issues in verse 18 is appropriate.

How Are Builders To View Themselves Before God?  With Humility

(vv. 18-23)

Humble Builders Recognize The Foolishness of the World’s Wisdom (vv. 18-19a)


“Let no man deceive himself.....”

This is a call for realism, to stop living in a world of make-believe.  Paul is concerned that any Christian might over-evaluate himself, measure himself against the wrong standard and come to the conclusion that he is wise, just because his perspective matches that of the world around him!


To that man, Paul has some pointed advice:


“.....If any man among you thinks that he is wise in this age, let him become foolish that he may become wise......”

The wisdom of the world will never grow into the wisdom of God because the ladder is leaned against the wrong wall.  If we want to become truly wise, we have to first climb down, reposition the ladder, see the world and life as God sees it - and start over.


The reason is simple.  As verse 19 affirms, 


“.....the wisdom of this world is foolishness before God.”

The wisdom of this world says to do the best you can, it’s all up to you, trust no one but yourself, live for this life only.  It looks at the message of the Gospel with its promises of eternity with God and forgiven sin and a changed life, all because of the death of Jesus on the cross - and pronounces it foolishness.


But that valuation of the mysteries of God simply shows the bankruptcy of a life lived apart from God!  If we are going to become wise, we have to recognize that we are going to be constantly bombarded with messages that contradict what we read in Scripture.  Paul’s message?  


Get used to it.  Get used to ignoring cultural chatter and spiritual junk mail.  And tune in to God’s frequency, the source of real wisdom!  The truth is that God’s wisdom is contained in the message of the cross.


This conflict between the wisdom of the world and the wisdom of God is long-standing.  Paul quotes verses from the oldest book of the Bible - Job - and from the Jewish songbook, the Psalms, to illustrate his point.

Humble Builders Recognize God’s Wisdom (vv. 19b-21)


“For it is written, ‘He is THE ONE WHO CATCHES THE WISE IN THEIR CRAFTINESS’; and again, ‘THE LORD KNOWS THE REASONINGS of the wise, THAT THEY ARE USELESS.’
  So then let no one boast in men.”

How nutty for the Corinthians to have been doing what they had been doing!  “I am of Paul.” and “I am of Apollos.” and “I am of Cephas.”  Boasting about which man they were following, when true wisdom would recognize the foolishness of partisanship and any church-unity-destroying path.


How nutty of you and me to ever take sides, one against another.  That is the way of the world.  Not that we don’t ever disagree!  But when we disagree, we are together to seek the Lord’s wisdom.  We are to strive for unity.  We are to run toward maturity and toward love and toward each other IN OUR DISAGREEMENTS!


Admittedly, this is hard to do.  As with everything worthwhile, when unity is most necessary is precisely the time that it is most difficult to pursue.  In verses 22-23 Paul gives us something to chew on the next time we are tempted to violate love and unity.

Humble Builders Understand the Universe’s “Pecking Order”

(vv. 22-23)

The possessions of the Christian


“For all things belong to you, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or things present or things to come; all things belong to you”

See, we sell ourselves short when we claim to belong to a particular segment of the church or cling to any one teacher or ministry.  The teachers and the ministries that exist in the church are gifts of God to the church.  Do you know what that means?  That means that the teachers and the ministries belong to you!


So far from enriching ourselves by staking claim to exclusive rights in one teacher, we actually impoverish ourselves.  Your heritage is broader than one teacher
, one teaching style, one ministry, one ministry emphasis.  The whole thing is yours.


The three names Paul mentions in verse 22 were outstanding people at the head of large and influential parties in the early church.  But they “belonged” to those to whom they ministered, not the other way around.  The Corinthians had got it all backwards.  It was not that Paul was their chief.  He was their chief servant!


You don’t belong to Northwest Community Church.  Northwest belongs to YOU!  You are the pulpit ministry, the CE ministry, the Youth ministry, the Women’s and Men’s ministries, AWANA, Missions, Music, Sunday School - and all the rest.


And then, lest any of us get the idea that we are at the top of the universe’s totem pole, Paul concludes with verse 23.


The Christian possessed


“.....and you belong to Christ; and Christ belongs to God.”

It is true that we have great possessions in Christ.  But all that we have and all that we own are ours only because we are in Christ, who is Himself God, yet who is also under God the Father, the Sovereign over all.  


And get this.  If Christ, the second member of the Trinity, can see fit to submit Himself to the will of His Father, then certainly we, His people, can see fit to move away from self-centeredness, embrace the foolish wisdom of the Gospel together and love each other as we press forward toward unity!  That is one marker of humility.


Paul gives another component to unity as he begins the fourth chapter.  He speaks to the issue of self-image.  How should I think about myself?  How should we each think of each other in the church?

Whom Should Builders Seek To Please?  Jesus! (vv. 1-5)

Humble Builders Recognize Christ as Their BOSS (v. 1)


“Let a man regard us in this manner, as servants of Christ, and stewards of the mysteries of God.”

Builders are servants


What are you?  What am I?  First and foremost, we are SERVANTS of Christ.


This is the only time in the New Testament Paul uses this particular word for servant.
  It applied originally to a slave who rowed in the lower bank of oars on a large ship.  From this it came to signify service in general, though generally of a lowly kind, often service with the hands.


Not very impressive or inspiring, is it?  Each one of us at Northwest is a galley slave on Jesus’ boat, pulling at the oars with all our might, as He directs.


But that is not all we are.  We are also stewards.


Builders are stewards


In the first century world, the steward was the overseer of an estate that belonged to someone else.  He had a lot of responsibility and a big task to discharge to keep the master’s household running.  He managed people.  BUT, he was always under the authority of the master.  In relation to the other slaves on the estate, he was an overseer.  In relation to the owner/master, he was another slave.


It helps to know how to view ourselves and how to view the leadership in this church.  As you look around you this morning and as you look at yourself, you are looking at galley slaves who are under orders and at managers who are under authority.


And there is ONE THING that galley slaves and junior level  managers (and by this I mean all of us) in this or any church must do.  They must be trustworthy.

Humble Builders are Faithful to Their BOSS (v. 2)


“In this case, moreover, it is required of stewards that one be found trustworthy.” (v. 2)


When our family goes on vacation, we usually ask the very responsible teenage boys down the street to watch our house and feed our livestock.  I don’t expect them to change the dog’s food or paint the house a different color, or cancel my subscription to the newspaper.  I just want them to take care of things until I return.


So Christians are only required to do what Jesus has commanded us to do in His absence.  Love each other.  Serve each other.  Forgive.  Share the Gospel.  Make disciples.  We are to be faithful to Jesus, the Master and Lord of this and every other church.  All of us are responsible - and ultimately only responsible - to Him.


And as we are faithful to put our backs to the oars, as we manage as faithfully as we can the affairs of Jesus, what do we do with the evaluations of others?  Listen to Paul.

Humble Builders are not Concerned with Other Bosses’ Evaluations

(vv. 3-4)


On being evaluated by fellow builders/servants/stewards.....


“But to me it is a very small thing that I should be examined by you, or by any human court.....”

It is not that Paul was thick-skinned or arrogant.  He just recognized the fact that a galley slave isn’t qualified to act as his fellow slave’s judge.  It’s inappropriate for a steward to try to imitate God’s Day of judgment by holding court against another steward.


He doesn’t lose sleep over the evaluations of others against him.  He continues.


On self-evaluation......


“.....in fact, I do not even examine myself.....”

You know, based on some other things Paul says in some other passages, I just don’t believe that he means by this that he never reflects on his life, that he never introspects, that he never evaluates what he is doing with his life.


Times of heart-searching and self-scrutiny can certainly lead to more whole-hearted and more effective service for the Lord.  And I think Paul would agree with that thought!


But I think that he is saying that he guards against coming to any firm conclusions about his own achievements.  He doesn’t expect anyone else to know his spiritual state, his motives (v. 13, above) and he admits that he can’t even be sure of them himself!


He’s got a point.  It is impossible to come to an accurate assessment of our own achievement.


Often we seem to think that we know exactly what is our spiritual state and what our contribution to the Kingdom has been.  But we don’t really know.


How many times have you done something that you thought would bring benefit to someone and have it turn around and blow up in their face?  It didn’t help.


Or, how many times have you been motoring along, just living, and somebody lets you know that your attitude or your actions were blessings to them?


In either case, you would have missed it by a mile if you had tried to evaluate your actions on the spirituality meter or the Kingdom Contribution scale.


The result of our self-evaluation can be depression on a bad day (in our estimation) or arrogance on a good day (in our estimation).  But it is not up to us to pass such judgments.


Nor did Paul have a guilty conscience and he wasn’t mentally beating himself up for things that he might have done better.  As he goes on to say in verse 4.....


On a clear conscience.....


“.....For I am conscious of nothing against myself, yet I am not by this acquitted.....”

A good conscience is a wonderful thing - but a good conscience is not foolproof.


I read in one of my commentaries this week a sentence in quotes, indicating that this is some famous saying (which I had never heard of), “A good conscience is the invention of the devil.”  Even though I had never heard it, there is probably some truth to it - and it certainly agrees with Paul’s sentiment here.


He was not aware of any great manner in which he has failed in his apostleship. But he did not rest his confidence in his clear conscience.  His conscience might have been clear because he was overlooking something.


The evaluations of others is not the point.  His own self-evaluation is not the point.  Only one evaluation counts.


On the only evaluation that counts.....


“.....but the one who examines me is the Lord.”

And that leads him to the final statement of this section.  This verse, when taken seriously by God’s people, is a faction-buster.  It is a unity-maker.  It is a maturity prod.

Humble Builders Care Only About The BOSS’ Judgment (v. 5)


“Therefore do not go on passing judgment before the time, but wait until the Lord comes who will both bring to light the things hidden in the darkness and disclose the motives of men’s hearts; and then each man’s praise will come to him from God.”

Jesus is the only competent Judge.  He is the only one who knows all - the secret things you have done for Him that no one else knows about AND the secret things you did that you wished no one would ever find out about.


He is the only One who can discern motives - not only what I did, but why I did it.


And then, at the end, when each one of us receives praise from God, we will have the only praise that matters.  If we are judged, there will be no appeal.  It is not the business of Christians to judge each other when God has already said that He will judge us all.


The call to humility is unmistakable.  If a church is composed of Christians who are making correct assessment of themselves in light of who God is, there will be unity.  If there is dis-unity in a church, it means that that church is NOT composed of Christians who are making correct assessments of themselves in light of who God is.


And if that is the case, then what does that mean but that arrogance and pride have reared their ugly heads in the church?


The remainder of chapter 4 finds Paul putting his finger unambiguously on the problem in the church at Corinth: PRIDE.

What Path Are Builders To Travel If They Want Their Churches To Enjoy Unity?  Humility! (vv. 6-21)

Humility Means Setting Aside Party Spirit (vv. 6-7)


Arrogance is at the root of party spirit (v. 6)


“Now these things, brethren, I have figuratively applied to myself and Apollos for your sakes, that in us you might learn not to exceed what is written, in order that no one of you might become arrogant
 in behalf of one against the other.” (v. 6)


Fascinating.  All that Paul has said thus far has been to combat arrogance.  And small wonder that arrogance would be a problem in Corinth.  The Greeks believed that humility was the despicable, groveling trait of a slave.  It was a sign of weakness.  The sign of a great person was “hubris” - pride.  No great man would claim humility.


Christianity says that humility is not weak and groveling.  Humility, understanding who I am in relation to God (weak) and living a life of submission to Him, is strong.  Humility is choosing to love others more than I love my comfort or my pleasure.  Humility is Christlike.


And humility is not arrived at by trying to make ourselves humble.  It is arrived at by living in TRUTH.  The clearest confirmation of that is found in 1 Corinthians 4:7.


Why be arrogant?  We have received everything we “own” (v. 7)


“For who regards you as superior? (Implication - “Nobody thinks you guys are superior!”)  And what do you have that you did not receive?  But if you did receive it, why do you boast as if you had not received it?” (v. 7)


You know, what Paul says is true.  On a material level, we talk about a “self-made man” - but who is really self-made?  Professional athletes didn’t pick their gene pool so as to wind up at six foot six.  Those who are making millions in the computer industry didn’t choose to be born in an era when those skills are valued above being able to work a team of mules.  Those with stock market savvy didn’t choose to be born in a society with a stock market.


And if on a material level what we “have” we have received, even more is that the case on a spiritual level.  Nobody worked hard enough to be saved.  Nobody labored for a spiritual gift.  Nobody toiled for grace.  Every blessing we have in the spiritual realm is a gift from God.


To boast about a teaching gift, or a service gift or a leadership gift in the church is as ludicrous as David Robinson boasting that he is taller than me!  There is no place for boasting in Christ.  Instead, each of us is to humbly use what we have been given to benefit others.


In verse 8, Paul begins to contrast the lifestyles of the “rich and famous” Corinthians with the lifestyles of the apostles.  The contrast is striking.

Humility Looks Like an Apostolic Life (vv. 8-13)


The “supposed” experience of the Corinthians (v. 8)


“You are already filled, you have already become rich, you have become kings without us; and (sarcasm dripping from his pen) I would indeed that you had become kings so that we also might reign with you.” (v. 8)


Jesus said, “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.” (Matthew 5:6)  But the Corinthians aren’t hungry.  They are full.


Jesus said, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.....Blessed are the gentle, for they shall inherit the earth.” (Matthew 5:3, 5)  But the Corinthians had already inherited everything they wanted - the earth - and had little interest in the Kingdom of Heaven.  They were already living like kings, and felt themselves secure and in need of nothing.


Jesus said to the church at Laodicea, “.....you say, ‘I am rich, and have become wealthy, and have need of nothing,’ and you do not know that you are wretched and miserable and poor and blind and naked” (Rev. 3:17)  The Corinthians were not living in truth.  They didn’t know how bad off they really were.


They had exempted themselves from the law of God which says - “a cross before a crown,”.  But this is a law to which even Jesus subjected Himself.


The Corinthians
are paragons of strength.  By contrast, the apostles of Jesus Christ are spectacles of weakness.


The “actual” experience of the apostles (vv. 9-13)


“For, I think, God has exhibited us apostles last of all, as men condemned to death
; because we have become a spectacle (as in, ‘You’re making a spectacle of yourself’) to the world, both to angels
 and to men.” (v. 9)


Jesus lived the theology of the barnyard and the manger.  The Corinthians had a theology of the palace.  Paul threw in his lot with Jesus and said, “All who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus shall be persecuted.” (2 Timothy 3:12)


Paul didn’t enjoy trials.  He didn’t like suffering.  He wished that the Corinthians were right in saying that the cross could be avoided; the crown is all there is.  But he knew that they were wrong!


Listen as Paul describes his life as an apostle.


“We are fools for Christ’s sake, but you are prudent in Christ; we are weak, but you are strong; you are distinguished, but we are without honor.  To this present hour we are both hungry and thirsty, and are poorly clothed, and are roughly treated
, and are homeless; and we toil, working with our own hands
; when we are reviled, we bless; when we are persecuted, we endure; when we are slandered, we try to conciliate
; we have become as the scum of the world, the dregs of all things, even until now.” (vv. 10-13)


Who had the most pleasant life?  Clearly the Corinthians.  Who among us would choose the life Paul describes?


Well.....   Let’s ask another question.  Who led the most powerful life?  Whose life counted for the Kingdom more?  Which lifestyle best promoted unity in the church of Jesus Christ?  Obviously, that of Paul.


So, the issue comes down to this: Do we want to lead a life of weak arrogance, fueled by the satisfaction of every appetite and creature comfort.  OR, do want to lead a life of powerful humility, where we follow the road to the cross, put others first, make investments in the Kingdom of God - and partner with the life-changing energy of God?


Let’s not stop yet.  I believe that what Paul says in verse 14, he says to us as well as to the Corinthians.

Our Choice: Weak Arrogance or Powerful Humility (vv. 14-21)


Paul’s unique relationship to the Corinthians (vv. 14-15)


“I do not write these things to shame you
, but to admonish you as my beloved children.” (v. 14)


His intensity gives way to tenderness.  He loves these children of God and wants nothing but the best for them.  He doesn’t want to crush them, but to set them in the right direction.  As he goes on to say, he had a unique, fatherly role in the establishing and developing of the Corinthian church.


“For if you were to have countless tutors
 in Christ, yet you would not have many fathers; for in Christ Jesus I became your father through the gospel.” (v. 15)


And, on the basis of that fatherly role, he issues a warm, but perhaps surprising invitation to them in verse 16.


Paul’s fascinating exhortation to the Corinthians (vv. 16-17)


“I exhort you therefore, be imitators of me.” (v. 16)


We know that Paul doesn’t want the Corinthians to attach themselves to him, as in, “I am of Paul.” (1:12; 3:4)  But there is something about the way he lives that he wants them to copy.  What is it?



Obviously, it is what he has just been talking about!  He wants them to be just as willing to suffer, to be treated shamefully, to accept harsh treatment, to be looked down upon as he is!


He wants the Corinthians to copy him as he has copied Christ.  He imitated Jesus in His humble journey to the cross.  Paul wants all Christians to imitate him (which is really imitating Jesus!) in traveling the route of humility.


Paul wanted the Corinthians to remember his ways.  So, he was going to send Timothy, one of his traveling companions on the third missionary journey, from Ephesus to Corinth when the letter went out.  Timothy would remind them of what it means to imitate Paul.


“For this reason I have sent to you Timothy, who is my beloved and faithful child in the Lord, and he will remind you of my ways which are in Christ, just as I teach everywhere in every church.” (v. 17)


And what is it that Paul teaches in every church?  I honestly believe that what he has in mind when he says this, and what he wanted Timothy to communicate when he got to Corinth was what we just read a few minutes ago.


“For all things belong to you, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or things present or things to come; all things belong to you, and you belong to Christ; and Christ belongs to God.” (3:22-23)


We just have to remember our place in the universe’s pecking order.  We have received everything in Christ.  And we belong to Christ.  We are sons and daughters of God - and servants on a galley ship and junior level managers answerable only to God.


The conclusion of this chapter and of this section dealing with unity in the church is strong.  It contains the hint of a threat.


Paul’s strong warning to the Corinthians (vv. 18-21)


“Now some have become arrogant, as though I were not coming to you.  But I will come to you soon, if the Lord wills, and I shall find out, not the words of those who are arrogant, but their power.  For the kingdom of God
 does not consist in words, but in power.  What do you desire? Shall I come to you with a rod or with love and a spirit of gentleness?” (vv. 18-21)


Paul speaks of power.  What kind of power?  It is not the power of eloquent preaching or beautifully crafted prayers.  It is not the power of someone who has the ability to order others around.


It is the power of humility.  If there was power in Jesus’ laying down His life for us, there is power in us laying down our lives for each other.  If there was power in Jesus coming “not to serve, but to serve and to give His life as a ransom for many”, there is power when you serve someone else.  If there was power in Jesus selfless love, then there is power in your selfless love.

� A quote of Job 5:13 and Psalm 94:11


� When Christian teachers differ, the Christian must choose between them, but he will do so in accordance with the truth, and not on the personal grounds that he has decided to attach himself to one rather than another.


�  The word here is “” as opposed to the more common “.”


� The word translated “arrogant” here is used by Paul several times, all but once in First Corinthians.


� In Philippians 2, Paul writes, “Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus,  who, although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men.  And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.  Therefore also God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the name which is above every name,  that at the name of Jesus EVERY KNEE SHOULD BOW, of those who are in heaven, and on earth, and under the earth, and that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” (Philippians 2:5-11)


� There is a first century picture that would have come to mind.  “God means us apostles to come in at the very end, like doomed gladiators in the arena.”


� In what way are they making a spectacle of themselves before angels?  Good questions!


�  “roughly treated” - same word as described Jesus’ beating by the soldiers, Matthew 26;67.


� The Greeks despised all manual labor - but Paul worked with his own hands.


� Luke 6:28, “bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you.”


� While he says that he is not trying to shame them, we wonder if the net effect of these words was to shame them as he essentially says that it is shameful for spiritual children to accept such marvelous treatment when the father is treated shamefully?


� Tutor = “.”  This tutor took the child to lessons, was a subordinate.  It was not an exalted position


� Paul mentions the Kingdom of God more in First Corinthians than in any other letter.





