
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #2

“The Power of Potential”

1 Corinthians 1:4-9

This past week legendary football coach Don Shula passed away at the age of 90. Best known for leading the only undefeated Super Bowl champions—the 1972 Miami Dolphins—Shula holds the record for most wins by an NFL coach, averaging over ten wins per season for over thirty years. He was hailed by former players and opponents as being tough but fair and, like any good coach, recognizing the potential in his personnel. He not only saw what they were, but he saw what they could be. I confess, I was never a Miami Dolphins fan, but I have always held a great deal of respect for Don Shula.

Another leader who recognized the potential in his people was the apostle Paul. This is especially seen in the opening verses of his first letter to the Corinthians. The church at Corinth was having all kinds of problems. They had written to Paul some profound spiritual questions, but he does not deal with them until chapter seven. He deals with some real problem areas first. Yet he does not open by focusing on those problems. He could have begun the letter by saying, “Dear Corinthians, I know about all your problems, and you’d better get them straightened out!” But he doesn’t do that. Instead, he reminds them about the glory of their salvation and the privileges they have in Jesus Christ.
 Paul takes the first nine verses of 1 Corinthians to show believers who they are—saints, holy ones, sanctified ones. The rest of the letter is built on this foundation. “You are holy; therefore act holy. Live a life corresponding with who you are.”

The Sincere Praise for the Corinthians

Following the typical greeting in verses 1-3, Paul opens with the sincere praise for the Corinthians in verse 4: “I always thank God for you because of his grace given you in Christ Jesus.” Paul usually has a thanksgiving at the beginning of his letters.
 It was typical of Paul that he could always find something for which to be thankful. It is one of the keys to the victorious life.
 In spite of the Corinthian church’s many failures, Paul begins with a positive evaluation: “I always thank God for you.” 

For what does he give thanks? First “because of his grace given you in Christ Jesus,” surely a reference to their salvation by God’s sheer grace.
 “Grace” occurs 155 times and Paul uses it some 110 times, more than all the other New Testament writers put together.

A well-known principle of communication skills says that whenever we need to confront or correct someone, we should begin by pointing out the things we appreciate about that individual. For expert communicators, this kind of approach flows naturally because they have a genuine concern for the person’s well-being. It shouldn’t surprise us to see this wise, tactful approach exhibited in the writing of the apostle Paul.

Notice that Paul gives thanks, not for what the Corinthians have done themselves, but for what God’s “grace given…in Christ Jesus” has accomplished in them.
 The basis of Paul’s gratitude is grace—the goodness and favor God lavished on the Corinthians even though they could never earn it or repay it. Whereas the “grace and peace” from God and Christ mentioned in verse 3 refers to the ongoing grace needed to live the Christian life, the “grace of God” in verse 4 is something that had been given to the Corinthians in the past. The Greek grammar indicates that this particular gift of God’s grace was given “in Christ Jesus.” This means that Paul had full confidence that the Corinthians had genuinely experienced God’s unmerited saving grace, receiving His gift of salvation by trusting in Jesus Christ.

This is sincere praise; Paul isn’t just blowing smoke when he lists the positives of the church in Corinth. As the church’s founder, he had spent considerable time teaching, preaching, training, and shepherding those new believers. He knew many of their strengths firsthand, and he had learned of their more recent failures and shortcomings only by word of mouth. So, before launching into his letter of strong rebuke, Paul writes, “I always thank God always for you,” and then proceeds to name some things about the Corinthian church for which he was very grateful.

The Spiritual Potential of the Corinthians

Paul moves on in verses 5-7 to acknowledge the spiritual potential of the Corinthians,

For in him you have been enriched in every way—in all your speaking and in all your knowledge—because our testimony about Christ was confirmed in you. Therefore you do not lack any spiritual gift as you eagerly wait for our Lord Jesus Christ to be revealed. 
In addition to their salvation, the Corinthian Christians had been “enriched” in every way. The Greek word translated “enriched” gives us our English word plutocrat, “a very wealthy person.”
 This is reminiscent of Ephesians 1:3, “Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ,” and 2 Peter 1:3, “His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness…” The believer lacks nothing to live the victorious Christian life.

Paul specifically mentions two areas—speaking and knowledge—where they had great potential. These were two of the spiritual gifts that are mentioned predominantly in 1 Corinthians 12-14.
 Salvation is a gracious gift from God; but when we are saved, we are also given spiritual gifts. The Corinthians were especially rich in spiritual gifts, as 2 Corinthians 8:7 points out, but they were not using these gifts in the proper way.
 In fact, Paul selects the gifts of which the Corinthians were especially proud, and later in the letter Paul would have to correct them for their misuse and abuse of these gifts.

The two Greek words here are logos and gnōsis, both bundles of dynamite in the early church. It is quite likely that Paul concentrates on these two clusters of gifts, because the Corinthians majored on them. There is also, without doubt, an early reference here to the pervasive teachings of Gnosticism; the second-century heretical hodgepodge (already discernible in the middle of the first century), that created a spiritual élite who claimed alone to possess true knowledge, alone to be able to put it into words and alone to have proper authority to guide and control the life of the church.
 But we’re getting ahead of ourselves—in these opening verses Paul is praising their potential.

Verse six states, “because our testimony about Christ was confirmed in you.” The term “confirmed means “established,” “made sure,” “authenticated.” The verb was often used in the ancient world in the legal sense of guaranteeing. Paul is saying that the changed lives of the Corinthians demonstrated the validity of the message preached to them. The effects of the preaching were the guarantee of its truth.
 Elsewhere in the New Testament the same Greek word refers to the miraculous signs and wonders that God used to validate the gospel preached by the apostles (Mark 16:20; Heb. 2:3). Paul had personally spent a year and a half of his life establishing a firm foundation for their faith (1 Cor. 3:10). This is the real tragedy of Corinth. It’s not as if they had never heard the apostolic testimony concerning Jesus Christ. In fact, they had heard it from the best, and Paul had personally authenticated the earlier soundness of their faith.

Paul restates their spiritual potential in verse seven, “Therefore you do not lack any spiritual gift as you eagerly wait for our Lord Jesus Christ to be revealed.” Again this refers to the spiritual gifts of chapters 12-14. According to those chapters, a spiritual gift is a manifestation of the Holy Spirit enabling one to minister to the needs of Christ’s body, the church. The Greek word used here stresses that it is a gift of grace.

“Not lacking” is in the present tense and is therefore still referring to present benefits of believing. In light of the corruption in the Corinthian church, it may seem strange that Paul would state categorically that they lacked nothing. But they were not lacking, Paul says, in any spiritual gift. They did not have the same spiritual maturity and moral character as believers in some other churches Paul had planted, but they had all of the same resources—the same spiritual potential.

Unfortunately, potential does not always translate into success. In this case, possession of spiritual gifts does not necessarily indicate godliness of life. Samson continued to perform feats long after he was out of touch with God. Judas Iscariot, one of the Twelve, became a betrayer. Two quarreling women at Philippi, whom Paul exhorted to make up in Philippians 4:2-3, had previously exercised gifts with Paul. Though the Corinthians excelled in gifts, their church was riddled with problems including divisions, immorality, and drunkenness at the Lord’s table. It is possible for a church to be endowed with an abundance of spiritual gifts, yet be full of spiritual immaturity.

Verse seven ends with the phrase, “as you wait for the revealing of our Lord Jesus Christ.” The term translated “revealing” is apokalypsis, from which we get the English word “apocalypse,” sometimes used as a title for the book of Revelation.
 This leads into Paul’s final point.

The Strengthening Promise to the Corinthians

In verses 8-9 Paul delivers the strengthening promise to the Corinthians,

He will keep you strong to the end, so that you will be blameless on the day of our Lord Jesus Christ. God, who has called you into fellowship with his Son Jesus Christ our Lord, is faithful.
The verb “keep you strong” is the same verb translated “confirmed” in verse 6. Christ, who has enriched the Corinthians and given them grace and every good gift, is their guarantee that right through until the end nothing will be lacking to them.
 

Despite our current status as sinners, in eternity we will be blameless. The word means to be beyond accusation. This will occur “in the day” Christ returns—that is, at the very time of His coming. We will be perfect and blameless before Him.
 We read in Jude 24, “To him who is able to keep you from falling and to present you before his glorious presence without fault and with great joy—to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore! Amen.” This is our strengthening promise. Similarly we read in Philippians 1:6, “Being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Christ Jesus.”
Verse seven introduces the idea of the apocalypse as the end of time; verse eight speaks of “the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.” The Old Testament looks for the coming of “the day of the Lord,” as in Amos 5:18; the New Testament sees this as “the day of Christ.”
 These should not be separated as two distinct events; they are one and the same.

We see in verse nine that the permanence of this relationship is based not on our own efforts, but wholly on the faithfulness of God.
 He will not abandon us or go back on his promises. That is the force of the word “faithful.” We can totally depend on God: He is not a man, He cannot deny Himself, He will keep His word.
 These promises are for all of us—not just to a select few within the body of Christ.

Paul mentions in verse nine that “God…has called you into fellowship with his Son Jesus Christ our Lord.” The Greek term for “fellowship” is koinōnia, which means “coffee and doughnuts” in the original language. (No, not really!) It means “common participation”
 or “partnership.”
 It is certainly the direct opposite of the “divisions” we will read about in verse 10! It is fellowship with (and in) Christ to which we are called, not divisions from one another.
 But remember, Paul begins the letter by focusing on the potential of the Corinthians—what they could be, beyond what they presently were.

Paul’s prayer for the Thessalonian church in 1 Thessalonians 5:23 was, “May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.” It was a prayer that he knew with all certainty would be answered, a prayer not of request but of acknowledgment, as is clear from the following verse: “The one who calls you is faithful and he will do it.”
 Our certainty rests on His faithfulness, not ours. Thank God!

Now, we might be wondering, in light of what we’ve just read, how could the people in the Corinthian church get so involved in the sins of the world? Alas, their practice was not in accord with their potential.

That’s the one fact most people have at their fingertips concerning the Corinthian church: It was a mess—full of problems, sins, division, heresy. It was, in this sense, no different from any modern church. We need to remember that the church is a fellowship of sinners before it is a fellowship of saints. Even those churches which have glowing reputations are known all too well by their members and pastors to be full of weaknesses and sins. The sad thing is that dissatisfied church members will often naïvely think that another church in the area will somehow be better than the one they now attend. From this restlessness comes the common habit of church-swapping. Perhaps one of the best antidotes for this is to look again at what Paul says in these verses about the notoriously messy church at Corinth.

We need to comprehend this primary truth—Paul looks at the Corinthian church as it is in Christ before he looks at anything else that is true of the church. He saw their potential—what they could be, not just what they were. Such a look is rarely made in local churches. The warts are examined and lamented, but often there is no vision of what God has already done in Christ. What Paul says of the church at Corinth in Christ is an accurate description of every church of God. His confidence in the church at Corinth is based on God’s generosity and faithfulness.

As we proceed into this letter, we will encounter much that is discouraging, disappointing, and downright infuriating about the Corinthian Christians. This can be said about every church—including ours. The more we know, the more we wish we didn’t know. A church may look attractive on the outside, and its people may appear the same, but deep down inside, we are all sinners saved by grace. We are full of potential, but often we fail to live up to that potential. 

How wonderful to know that God not only sees us as we are, but He sees us for what we can be! Though I shared this quote last week, I think John Newton captured the thought: “I am not what I ought to be, I am not what I want to be, I am not what I hope to be in another world. But still I am not what I once used to be, and by the grace of God I am what I am.”
 May I add to that, “…and by the grace of God I will be what He makes me—conformed to the image of His Son.”

That is the power of potential!
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