
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #7

“The Childish Church of Corinth”

1 Corinthians 3:1-9

Once I heard a preacher tell of a dream that he had gone to Heaven, and he saw that everyone was a young child. He wondered about this until he caught a reflection of himself and realized that he, too, was a young child. I’m sure this dream was based on the words of Jesus in Matthew 19:14, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these.”
I must confess, though, that when I first heard this depiction of Heaven, I wasn’t sure I wanted to go! I know that some of you, especially some of you ladies, would think it was Heaven to be surrounded by little children for all eternity, but my experience with young ones is not as positive. They tend to be very hard to please, they are loud, they cry and scream a lot, and when put with other youngsters they can become quite selfish and mean. Jesus praised “childlike” faith, but that’s different from being “childish.”

Paul had to deal with such childish saints in the church of Corinth. As we will see in the opening verses of 1 Corinthians 3 this evening, many of the Christians in Corinth were a mess. Chuck Swindoll calls them “pigpen Christians,” explaining, 

God had rescued them from the mire of their sinful lives, washed them clean by the blood of Christ, and illumined their minds by the Holy Spirit. Yet they still liked to hang out close to the pigpen, longing for the warm muck, dipping their feet in the gritty mud, poking their noses through the fence, and wishing they could take another roll in the sludge, just one more time.

Billy Graham observes, “To me the Corinthian church was one of the saddest and most tragic churches in the New Testament. Its members had been baptized with the Spirit; they had been given many of the gifts of the Spirit; and therefore they had much to commend them. Yet Paul said they were fleshly and unspiritual. This means that you and I may have one or more gifts of the Spirit and still be unspiritual… There is nothing more tragic than a gift of God which is misused for selfish or unspiritual purposes.”

The Charge of Childishness

Paul begins chapter three with the charge of childishness in verses 1-3,

Brothers, I could not address you as spiritual but as worldly—mere infants in Christ. I gave you milk, not solid food, for you were not yet ready for it. Indeed, you are still not ready. You are still worldly.
It is a serious insult to call someone a “baby” who isn’t one. Yet that is exactly what Paul is doing in this text, addressing the childish church of Corinth.

The first word of verse one is important. Paul addresses them as brothers—these are Christians. But there are two classes of Christian—spiritual and carnal. These are separate from the “natural” man, who is unsaved.
 He considers them to be God’s children. Heaven bound. Saved, but not spiritual. Plugged in, but not flipped on. 

I used to think there were two kinds of people: the saved and unsaved. Paul corrects me by describing a third: the saved, but unspiritual. The spiritual person is Spirit dependent, Spirit directed, Spirit dominated. He seeks to “walk in the Spirit” (Gal. 5:16 nkjv). Conversely, the unspiritual person acts “like people of the world” (1 Cor. 3:3 ncv). In language, lifestyle, priorities, and personality, they blend in with nonbelievers. They let God save them, but not change them. Such carnal Christianity frustrates Paul. As he challenged a different church in Galatians 3:3, “You began your life in Christ by the Spirit. Now are you trying to make it complete by your own power? That is foolish!” Foolish and miserable.
 Were the Corinthians saved? Yes. Were they sanctified? No.

The Corinthian believers were spiritually ignorant. They had no excuse for not being mature. Yet they were exactly the opposite. They were not babies because they were newly saved, but because they were inexcusably immature.

The word that Paul used for “childish,” nepios, is seldom used in Scripture. In each case it suggests an adult who displays the irresponsible characteristics of a child, an adult whose development has been arrested. This same word is used in Hebrews 5:11-14, condemning those who are still needing to be spoon-fed or nursed on milk because they are babyish.
 We can almost hear Paul mentally screaming, “Grow up! Stop behaving like babies!”
 Stephen Olford adds, “One of the heartaches in church life today is that we have so many crying, bottle-sucking babies! It is about time Christians grew up.”

Paul’s goal for his Christian converts was that they grow in their faith. Consider Ephesians 4:11-15,

It was he who gave some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ. 

Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of men in their deceitful scheming. Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will in all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is, Christ.
The new birth is not the end—it is only the beginning! We need to grow up!

In the early days of his mission in Corinth Paul had not been able to address them as “spiritual”; the kind of maturity he has just been speaking about had not been possible. The converts had been mere infants in Christ. There was nothing wrong in this at that time. It is inevitable that those who have just been won for Christ should be mere infants in Christ. Maturity comes from growth and development. It takes time. Beginners in the faith cannot be mature.

Yet spiritual maturity is not like physical maturity—it doesn’t happen with time. A teenage Christian can be more spiritually grown-up than an adult who thinks of himself as better than anyone else and fails to show love for others. Spiritual maturity does not depend on how long a person has been a Christian. The Corinthians were living proof of this. Fully aware of how they would take it, Paul had the nerve to call the Corinthian Christians “babies.” This was like rubbing salt in their wounds. Paul did it to jar them out of their cliques so they could see how their behavior looked to those around them. The longer they fought among themselves, the worse it would be for all Christians.

I fear that Paul would express the same opinion about many congregations today. We rejoice in the statistics of church growth, but it is often growth without depth. There is superficiality and immaturity everywhere.
 How many churches today can be described as “a mile wide and an inch deep”? Or, as Howard Hendricks quipped, 
Wouldn’t it be a farce if we dressed people in our churches according to their spirituality? There’s Brother Smotchgoff, saved all these years, still looking at his fingers, waving his rattle, cooing. And this guy is an elder in the church!

Spiritual immaturity was a real problem at the childish church of Corinth, and it continues to be a problem in many Christian churches today.

The Characteristics of Childishness

Paul moves on to the characteristics of childishness in verses 2-4,

I gave you milk, not solid food, for you were not yet ready for it. Indeed, you are still not ready. You are still worldly. For since there is jealousy and quarreling among you, are you not worldly? Are you not acting like mere men? For when one says, “I follow Paul,” and another, “I follow Apollos,” are you not mere men? 

The chief characteristics of toddlers are their total self-centeredness and their inability to wait for anything. They demand immediate gratification. They are also almost totally dependent on feelings. Many adults are babyish in these very same ways—self-centered, demanding immediate gratification, and overly dependent on feelings.

What are the marks of maturity? For one thing, you can tell the mature person by his diet. The Word of God is our spiritual food: milk (1 Peter 2:2), bread (Matthew 4:4), meat (Hebrews 5:11–14), and even honey (Psalm 119:103). Just as the physical body needs a balanced diet to be healthy, so the spirit needs a balanced diet of spiritual food. The baby begins with milk, but as he grows and his teeth develop, he needs solid food. 

The same is true in the spiritual realm: children graduate from milk to meat. What is the difference? The usual answer is that “milk” represents the easy things in the Word, while “meat” represents the hard doctrines. But I disagree with that traditional explanation, and my proof is Hebrews 5:10–14. That passage seems to teach that “milk” represents what Jesus Christ did on earth, while “meat” concerns what He is doing now in heaven. The writer of Hebrews wanted to teach his readers about the present heavenly priesthood of Jesus Christ, but his readers were so immature, he could not do it.

It is not difficult to determine a believer’s spiritual maturity, or immaturity, if you discover what kind of “diet” he enjoys. The immature believer knows little about the present ministry of Christ in heaven. He knows the facts about our Lord’s life and ministry on earth, but not the truths about His present ministry in heaven. He lives on “Bible stories” and not Bible doctrines.

John Stott writes, “One of the differences between milk and meat,” a retired surgeon once pointed out to me, “is that milk is food already digested by another…one’s mother or a cow or goat. Too often,” he continued, “we want our food pre-digested by another,” whereas the Lord wants us to digest his word ourselves.

The average Christian does not go first hand to the Bible for food, trusting the Holy Spirit to give him the strong meat of the Word. He is looking only to human teachers for his spiritual nourishment and gulps down whatever they give him. He is a spiritual parasite living on predigested food, consequently he is underfed and anemic. In this weakened state he is open to all forms of spiritual disease. He is an easy prey for temper, pride, impurity, selfishness; and because of his close relationship to other members of the body of Christ, the result is often just such an epidemic of sin as existed in the Corinthian church. Which are you, still a helpless baby or a mature Christian able to be used by God to help others?

Like many Christians today, the Corinthians seemed quite content to stay on milk. Some congregations do not want the pastor to get “too deep.” Their carnal habits are not much threatened if, for instance, the preacher sticks primarily to evangelistic messages. Evangelism is the cutting edge of the church’s mission, but it is for unbelievers, not believers. Or the congregation wants Scripture to be preached so superficially that their sin is not exposed, much less rebuked and corrected.

Second, you can tell a person’s level of maturity by his disposition. Paul writes in verse 3,  “For since there is jealousy and quarrelling among you, are you not worldly?” Here as in verse 1 the niv rendering “worldly” is misleading. It should again be translated “carnal,” remembering that both jealousy and quarrelling are included among “the acts of the sinful nature” in Galatians 5:19-20.

A mature Christian practices love and seeks to get along with others. Children like to disagree and fuss. And children like to identify with heroes, whether sports heroes or Hollywood heroes. The “babies” in Corinth were fighting over which preacher was the greatest—Paul, Apollos, or Peter. It sounded like children on the playground: “My father can fight better than your father! My father makes more money than your father!”

A portrait of a childish Christian is seen in the Amy Grant song, “Fat Baby,”

I know a man, maybe you know him, too
You never can tell; he might even be you
He knelt at the altar, and that was the end
He's saved, and that's all that matters to him


His spiritual tummy, it can't take too much
One day a week, he gets a spiritual lunch
On Sunday, he puts on his spiritual best
And gives his language a spiritual rest


He's been baptized, sanctified, redeemed by the blood
But his daily devotions are stuck in the mud
He knows the books of the Bible and John 3:16
He's got the biggest King James you've ever seen!


I've always wondered if he'll grow up someday
He's momma's boy, and he likes it that way
If you happen to see him, tell him I said,
"He'll never grow, if he never gets fed"
He's just a fat little baby (wah, wah, waaaaah…)
He wants his bottle, and he don't mean maybe
He sampled solid foods once or twice
But he says doctrine leaves him cold as ice.

These lyrics would be funny if they weren’t so true! So many congregations have all sorts of problems because of immature believers, just like the childish church of Corinth. Too often the church is so focused on bringing people to Christ they forget that new Christians are like new babies—they need nurtured so they will grow up in Him!

It is nothing short of a tragedy when a baby fails to develop. Men and women born of God, rich in Christ, blessed beyond their wildest dreams, who have failed to develop normally into the “measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ,” are tragic misrepresentations of all that life in Christ could and should be.

Sadly, it is possible to live one’s entire Christian life on this level.

The Conquest of Childishness

How do we remedy this situation? Paul provides the conquest to childishness in verses 5-9,

What, after all, is Apollos? And what is Paul? Only servants, through whom you came to believe—as the Lord has assigned to each his task. I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow. The man who plants and the man who waters have one purpose, and each will be rewarded according to his own labor. For we are God’s fellow workers; you are God’s field, God’s building.
The very first word of this passage is indicative: Paul does not ask, “Who is Apollos and Paul?” but “What is Apollos and Paul?” He depersonalizes both. Normally I would be against such a practice, but he does so to take down both from the pedestals the Corinthians had put them on. “We’re just servants,” he says in verse 5.

In fact, the term he uses, diakonoi, originally meant a table waiter. The term stresses the lowly character of the service rendered and ridicules the tendency to make much of preachers. Who would set servants on pedestals? The real work is done by God; Paul and Apollos are no more than instruments through whom He does His work.
 Neither Paul nor Apollos caused the spiritual growth—only God does.

The attention of the Corinthians should have been fastened on God, who alone effects all spiritual work, and not on His relatively unimportant instruments. Further, there is an essential unity between planter and waterer. Obviously the work of neither can be successful without that of the other. So far from being rivals, Paul maintains that he and Apollos “have one purpose.”
 They’re not rivals—don’t try to make them out to be!

Three times in the original Greek of verse 9 the word God comes first: ‘God’s fellow-workers are we; God’s field, God’s building are you.’ This puts strong emphasis on the divine action. Ministers and those they serve are no more than God’s instruments. All is of God and all belong to God.

The emphasis must be on God and not on the laborers. Paul and Apollos were only servants who did their assigned tasks. It was God who gave life to their efforts. It is wrong to center attention on the servants. Look instead to the Lord of the harvest, the source of all blessing.

In John 15:5 Jesus says, “I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.” The growth cannot happen apart from the connection to the true vine. We need to be connected to the very source of growth—the true vine. Just as faith is utterly impossible, growth is utterly impossible.

The cure for division is turning away from self and setting our eyes on the one God whom we all glorify. When our attention is focused on our Lord, as it always should be, there will be no time and no occasion for division. When our attention is on Him it cannot be on ourselves or on human leaders or human factions.
 As the classic hymn puts it,

Turn your eyes upon Jesus

Look full in His wonderful face

And the things of earth will grow strangely dim

In the light of His glory and grace.

Babies and small children are delightful; immature teens and adults are dreadful. The same is true in the church. We expect new believers to be dependent on others for a time, but the goal ought to be for them to grow up in the faith to be able to sustain themselves. 

Personally I believe that Ephesians 4:11-15 should be the mission statement of every church: to bring the lost to Christ and then to grow baby believers into functioning spiritual adults who become involved in the church’s ministry. Let’s not be a mile wide and an inch deep. Let’s grow up in Christ.

Let’s learn from the childish church of Corinth what not to be as a church!
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