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1Corinthians 3:5-4:21


Paul spent the first four chapters of 1Corinthians on the issue of unity in the church of Corinth.  Now, how many chapters are there in 1Corinthians?  Sixteen, right?  25% of 1Corinthians is spent on the issue of unity in the church.  25%!  Must be important!  Why?  Why is unity so important in a church?


I think it’s because the alternative to unity in the church is to have no church at all.  And that’s not an option in Christianity.  “Solo Christianity” is not an option in the Bible.  Did you ever think about that?   “Solo Christianity” is not an option in the Bible.  There are no solo Christians, only Christians living within the community of faith, called the church.  (Later on in 1Corinthians, for instance, Paul will write about all of the gifts of the Holy Spirit.  And we’ll notice that not one of the gifts of the Holy Spirit are given for the individual Christian’s benefit.  Then who are the gifts of the Spirit given for?  They’re all given for the benefit, for the good, of the community of faith, the church.  “Solo Christianity” is not an option in the Bible.)


That’s why:

1. Our ministries to our shut-ins and hospital patients is so important.  If they can’t be with our community of faith, then we need to bring our community of faith to them.  “Solo Christianity” is not an option in the Bible.

2. Every time one of us chooses not to come to worship, or Bible Study, or Sunday School, or Youth Group, or whatever, our church family is weakened.  I don’t think enough Christians understand that, that when they’re not here we are weakened.  And I think many Christians don’t understand that because they don’t understand yet that Christianity is not a solo exercise.  It is a community of faith exercise.  “Solo Christianity” is not an option in the Bible.  Every person who comes strengthens us.

3. Fellowship opportunities (i.e. supper before Bible Study, working together  on Spaghetti dinners) are crucial in the life of a community of faith.  Every time one of us stays home from them we are weakened.  But each person who comes strengthens us.

Because  “Solo Christianity” is not an option in the Bible, doing whatever we can to keep our church family together is essential.  And God has severe consequences for anyone who deliberately sabotages the unity of a church family, as we’ll see in a few minutes.  

And this is why Paul spent 25% of 1Corinthians writing about unity in the church of Corinth.  Without unity there is no church.  And if there is no church, there is no Christianity.  Why?  Because, (say it with me), “Solo Christianity” is not an option in the Bible.

So, let’s read on.  Chapter 3, verse 5.

Read 3:5-9

Paul sort of laughs at any parishioner in the Corinthian church who would favor him over Apollos, the minister who followed Paul there.  Or, vice versa.  Why?  Paul sees himself and Apollos only as field hands, sent out by the master of the estate to plant the seeds in the spring, and to water them in the summer.  Field hands:  “servants”.  Why, Paul is wondering, would anyone get excited about, and want to follow, a field hand?  They’re only taking orders from their master, in this case God.  And, to make it even more ridiculous, this is no ordinary master.  This master can do something that human masters can’t – he is the one who actually makes the seeds that are planted and watered by the field hands grow!  Did you see that, in verse 6?  “I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow.”  

“Now, why would you follow me?” Paul is saying.  “I’m nothing.  Apollos is nothing.  We're just seed planters.  Follow God!”

Did you have someone who "planted the seed" in your spiritual life?  Did you have someone who first talked with you about Jesus, and God, and salvation?  Sometimes the seed planter is there when we decide to believe in Jesus, like Paul was.  That’s the fun part of being a seed planter – to actually seed the seed take root and grow!  But most times the seed planter has moved on to other soil, and they never get to see the seed grow.  Who was a seed planter in your life?  Anyone?

Now, who are you being a seed planter for?  Anyone?

Will you get to see the seed grow?  Maybe.  Maybe not.  What’s your job?  To make the seed grow?  No.  Have you failed if the seed doesn’t grow?  No.  Our job is just to plant the seed, in the soil of a person’s mind and heart.  Whose job is it to make the seeds we plant grow?  God’s.  (I like how William Barclay put it:  “It is [God] alone who wakes the hearts of men [and women] to new life.”  Page 31, in The Daily Study Bible Series.)

Let’s mention some specific ways that we plant the seeds of the gospel in people’s minds today:

1. Tracts, E-mails, Website addresses, notes left for them to read.

2. Telling them something neat that went on here, to “whet” their appetite.

3. Telling them of an answered prayer you received.

4. Others?

What are you doing?  You’re planting a seed into the soil of your pre-Christian friends' minds and hearts.  That’s a lot of what we do as Christians.  Then, after the seed takes root and they give their heart to Jesus, and they become a Christian, then begins the watering process. 

“What, Pastor Dan?  You mean becoming a Christian isn’t the end of the story?  Why not?”  

Anyone?  Because, in the days we have left in this body, God calls us to become more and more like who?  Like Jesus.  How do we do that?  Through “watering” the seed:  by study of God’s word, through prayer, through worship, through fasting . . .  Is any of this sounding familiar?  We “water” the seed by our use of the means of grace.  With them, the seed grows, and the Christian matures in the faith.  Without them the seed will what?  It will die within us.


Let’s make sure that we are in the business of both planting seeds and then helping people get their seeds watered.  And let’s remember that it’s God who converts; it’s God who makes the seeds we plant grow.  Inviting someone to church, or Bible Study, is success.  That’s all we’re called to do.  Invite.  Offer them Christ.  God does the rest.


Paul uses three metaphors in the next few verses to describe what a church is like.  At the end of verse 9 he writes, “You are God’s field” (and we just dealt with that metaphor) and, then, you are “God’s building”.  It’s this second metaphor that Paul turns to now.  Verse 10.


Read vv. 10-15


The church as a “building” is a good metaphor, isn’t it?  Notice that we’re not the “foundation” of the building, are we?  Who is the foundation?  Jesus is.  Does that remind you of a hymn?  Turn to # 545.  (“The Church’s One Foundation”)

What do you think it means that Jesus is the foundation of our church, that we build on him?  What do you know about a foundation?

     1.   A foundation is solid.  It will hold up all that’s above it.  How is Jesus like that for us?  He gives us a solid salvation, a solid beginning point, from which we can do ministry.  Without that, the rest will crumble.

2.  A foundation outlines the limits of the building.  It tells the carpenters where to build their walls.  The foundation says, “You can go way out here . . . but no farther.”  How does Jesus do that for us?  Jesus tells our church how far we can extend our ministries, in his name.  He tells us where to go, and he tells us how far we can go.  Anything we do beyond that, beyond where he outlines for us, will be done on shaky ground, on our own authority, and will crumble eventually.

3.  Anyone else?


Then, in verse 16, Paul brings in a third metaphor to describe the church:  “God’s temple”.  


Read vv. 16-17


Now, first of all, you should know that the Greek word for “you” in these verses is plural.  It’s like the southern “ya’all”.  Paul isn’t saying yet that individual Christians are the temple of God.  This verse if often misinterpreted that way.  He’s saying that the people of the church, all of the Corinthians together, are the temple of God.  And this was a radical thing for Paul to be saying in that day.


What do you think the Corinthians thought of when they heard the word “temple”?  They probably thought right away of the temple that was in their city, that all of their non-Christian Corinthian idol-worshipping neighbors went to.  Does anyone know what temple was in the city of Corinth at this time?  This one.  The temple to Apollo.


But that’s not what Paul had in mind.  When he used the word “temple” what building was Paul thinking of?  (Here's a hint:  It was located clear across to the other side of Paul's world.  (Show map.) 

 
Paul was thinking of the temple in Jerusalem, which was still standing.  This one.


What’s Paul saying?  He’s saying that Christians, when we gather as a church, are like the new Jerusalem temple.  In other words, (and this was a huge point), God isn’t found only in Jerusalem anymore.  That's what the Jews believed.  They believed that God dwelled inside of the Holy of Holies, inside the Jerusalem Temple.  That’s why Jewish sacrifices stopped when the temple was destroyed.

Paul is taking his Jewish upbringing and training, which taught him that God lived inside of the Jerusalem Temple, and he’s saying, “No.  God lives inside of every gathering of Christians.”  (Jesus said the same thing.

In Matthew 18:20 – “For where two or three come together in my name, there am I with them.”  And to the woman at the well he said, “A time is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain, nor in Jerusalem.”  [John 4:21])


This was radical stuff, to suggest that God dwells wherever believers gather in his name.  So, where is God?  The world wants to know that, don’t they?  Well, Paul is saying, God is right here, among us.  He’s here, so pleased that we’ve come to sit under his Word, with teachable spirits and impressionable hearts.  He’s here, waiting to be praised and honored above all else in our lives.  Where is God?  He’s here, in you, either assuring you that you’re living exactly how he intends for you to live, or convicting you that there’s some things in your life he’d like you to change.  He’s in you, either comforting you that the loss you’ve experienced is also felt by him and that he will help you through it, or convincing you that you should get off of your butt and help someone else who’s experienced loss.  Where is God?  He’s here, in you, either answering a troubling question that you have, or bothering you with an annoying question that you should be asking.  He’s here, among us, meeting us where we are, and taking us where we need to be.  God is here, in the body of believers, the family of God, the church.


And that’s the reason for the harsh language in verse 17.  

Re-read v. 17.


Any person who deliberately tries, or succeeds, in destroying a church will be destroyed by God.  Paul had in mind here those people in the Corinthian church who were doing damage by creating divisions within the church.  (“I follow Paul.  I follow Apollos.  I follow Cephas.”)  It’s a pretty clear warning:  Hurt the church family, and God will hurt you.  For the church family is God’s temple.


Paul sums it up in verse 21.  Go ahead and circle, or underline, that verse in your Bible.  Verse 21.


Read v. 21


Any questions?


So far, Paul has taught the Corinthian Christians how NOT to look at their ministers (i.e. that they shouldn't be idolizing them and following them, since they're just field hands for the Lord).  But up to this point Paul hasn't given them yet a healthy way of looking at their clergy.  Paul does that now, beginning in chapter 4.  Verse 1.


Read 4:1-5


Paul mentioned a four important ways to look at our clergy:
1. Clergy are nothing more than “servants of Christ”.  The word for “servants” that Paul chose in verse 1 is an interesting one.  It was the word used (huperetes) for the slaves who rowed their master’s boat.  You get this image of the big Roman boats, with long paddles, manned by 20-30 slaves:  “Row, row, row, row”.  That’s what we ministers are – oarsmen for the Lord.  It’s he who tells us where to row, and when to row.  

2. Clergy are, however, also “entrusted with the secret things of God”.  What are those “secret things”?  We’ve already covered that, back in chapter two, verse 7.  They’re “secret” only to those who don’t understand them – things like how to be saved from our sins, etc..  God entrusts ministers to share these “secrets” with the world, so that they’re not secrets anymore.  That's our job, to tell the "secret" to as many people that will listen!
3. Clergy have to prove that they are faithful.  Faithful to what?  To row the boat where Christ wants us to row it, and to share the “secret things of God” well.  God is looking for faithful work from his ministers.

4. Clergy are judged by God, not by their churches.  That's real important for a minister to keep straight.  Because what happens to ministers who worry too much about how their individual parishioners feel about them?  They end up trying to be "people pleasers", which never works.
Now, I would argue that these four things that describe our clergy also
describe every Christian.  Wouldn’t you?  

I mean, every Christian:

1. Should be a “servant of Christ”.  Shouldn’t we?

2. Should be sharing the “secret things of God”.  Shouldn’t we?

3. Should be proving ourselves faithful to what God has given us.

4. Should care more about what God thinks of them then what others think of them.  Right?

I want to spend a little time looking at verses 3 and 4, because I think these verses hold within them one of the keys to a healthy self-esteem.  Who, do these two verses tell us, are the three people who are always trying to judge us?

1. Others.  Paul didn’t care about their criticisms, did he?  But watch this:  Nor did he care about their praises of him!  I believe that this is a healthy way of thinking.  I’m not sure we can pull it off with everyone in our life.  But I think we can choose whose opinions we value, and whose we don’t.  How many people have sat in my office over the years and have wept because they don't feel that their mother, or their father, loves them?  You know what I tell them?  I tell them, "That's very, very, sad.  You can't change them.  But you can change whether you care what they think, or not."

          I think one mark of maturity is when we can choose the    
  
     people in our life whose opinion we value, and disregard the 

     opinions of the rest.  (Especially if we have parents whom  
  
    we can never seem to please.)
2. Ourselves.  Paul writes about his “conscience”.  That’s us judging ourselves.  And, somehow, Paul has reached the point where he can say, “I do not even judge myself.”  Why not?  Because our conscience can fool us.  If we’re sinning, our conscience can rationalize our sins away, fooling us into thinking we’re living a holy life when we’re really not.  If we’re not sinning, our conscience can actually be the voices of those other people in our life, our critics, whom we can never please, fooling us into thinking we’re living a sinful life when we’re really not.  

3. God.  The goal here is to make God alone our judge, since he’s our Creator, Savior, Guide, Master and Friend.  And if we can do that, if we can reach the point in our maturity where it’s God’s opinion of us that matters the most, then good things are going to result.  Because here’s the good news:  God thinks you and I are fantastic!  God is love.  Do we get that yet?  God isn’t like some parent we can never please.  He isn’t like some boss for whom we can never do a good enough job.  God loves us!  So much so, that he sent his Son to die for us.  He stands ready to forgive us whenever we screw up.  He wants us to come to him, to spend time with him.  God loves us!   Sooooo, if God is our primary judge, our self-esteem is going to sky-rocket!  If we have low self-esteem, it may do us well to read verses 3 and 4 over and over, every day, until we can say them and believe them.

Any questions?

Here’s one question you might want to ask:  Can good self-esteem be taken too far?  What do you think?  I think it can.  What do we call that?  We call that pride, or boasting.  And Paul turns to that next.  Verse 6.

Read vv. 6-9

Does anyone know what the “procession” that Paul’s talking here was?  It was the victory parades that the Roman generals used to put on, after every military success.  These parades were called the “Triumph”.  The general would ride a chariot in the front of the parade.  Behind him would be his generals and soldiers.  And behind them, at the end of the parade, would be his prisoners.  And what do you think they’d do with the prisoners?  They’d take them to the “arena” and feed them to the lions.  

Paul is contrasting how he’s been living as a Christian, (like a prisoner at the end of a Roman victory parade, bound for the arena to die a martyr),  to the way some of the proud Christians in Corinth were living.  And he, sarcastically, wishes that he and his fellow clergy could become kings like them!  But, instead, verse 10.

Read vv. 10-13

What’s Paul’s point?  Anyone know?  Let’s read on.

Read vv. 14-16

Huh?  Imitate Paul?  But Paul just called himself what, in verse 13?  “The scum of the earth, the refuse of the world.”  In your Bible, connect what he says in verse 16 with what he says in verse 13.  Draw a line between the two.  Because, to imitate Paul is to be treated like scum and refuse, in the eyes of the world.  So, any volunteers to be scum tonight?  Who wants to be the garbage of the world?  Anyone?  Raise your hand if you want to imitate Paul. . .

And there’s the problem.  It’s hard to be like Paul.  Because Paul took a Christian stand in a very un-Christian world.  And that’s hard to do.  It often doesn’t make people like you.  It’s hard, for instance, to take a Christian stand in the workplace.  (“What do you mean you won’t work overtime, Johnson?  Going to church and being with you family is more important to you than money?  What kind of jerk are you?”)  It’s hard to imitate Paul, and take a Christian stand at school.  (“What do you mean you don’t think we should make fun of that new kid?  You’re taking this Christianity thing way too seriously, aren’t you?”)  It’s hard to take a Christian stand in a home where others don’t understand.  (“I wish you’d stop inviting me to that church.  I don’t need religion.  And I don’t know why you do.  Why are you so weak?”)

“We are fools for Christ.  When we are cursed, we bless.  When we are slandered, we answer kindly.  We have become the scum of the earth, the refuse of the world.  Therefore, I urge you to imitate me.”

Do we have any volunteers?

So, Paul is trying both to build the Corinthian Christian's self-esteem up, by reminding them that they are the temple of the living God, (God lives in them), and at the same time not allow their good self-esteem to become boasting and prideful.  And his co-worker, Timothy, will be coming to Corinth to do the same thing.  Verse 17.
Read vv. 17-21

Paul really sees himself as like a father to these young Corinthian Christians.  (He calls them "my dear children" in verse 14, and says in verse 15, "I became your father.".)  And either they'll continue in their childish, arrogant, prideful, ways and cause Paul to come to them like an angry father with a whip, or they will choose to be humble and allow Paul to come to them with fatherly love and gentleness.

