
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #10

“What We Have as a Church”

1 Corinthians 3:18-23

In our last message from 1 Corinthians we considered who we are as a church. As we conclude the third chapter of Paul’s letter this evening, I want to address the matter of what we have as a church. We will see that these issues are closely related.

Briefly reviewing our last study, Paul tells the Corinthians that they together are the temple of God. We saw how that term in the original Greek for “temple” meant the inner chamber, the holy of holies where the presence of God was manifested. But now, instead of God’s presence residing in a building, the Holy Spirit dwells within the believer, and together we become God’s temple here on earth. That is our identity as a local church family.

In the closing verses of chapter three, Paul moves on to what we have as a church. This will deal with our resources as a local church body. We will see that we must first reject the worldly, then remove the wrangling, and finally receive the worthy that only God provides.

Reject the Worldly

Paul begins by instructing the Corinthians to reject the worldly in verses 18-20,

Do not deceive yourselves. If any one of you thinks he is wise by the standards of this age, he should become a “fool” so that he may become wise. For the wisdom of this world is foolishness in God’s sight. As it is written: “He catches the wise in their craftiness”; and again, “The Lord knows that the thoughts of the wise are futile.”
He begins with the words, “Do not deceive yourselves.” The verb for “deceive” occurs only six times in the New Testament, and all from the pen of Paul. In the original Greek this is in the present imperative tense, suggesting that some were in fact deceiving themselves; they should stop it. Clearly some of the Corinthians saw themselves as wise in attaching themselves to a particular teacher. But such “wisdom” lines up with the standards of this age. True wisdom is found in renouncing “the wisdom of this world.”

Much division in the church would be eliminated if individuals were not so impressed with their own wisdom. A person who thinks that he is wise in contemporary human wisdom does nothing but deceive himself. Anyone who is so self-deceived ought to “become a fool” (mōros), recognizing that human wisdom, including our own, is mere foolishness (mōria) without God. Those two Greek terms are from the same root from which we get “moron.” Human wisdom is moronic in the Lord’s sight, before God.

Paul has been hammering away with this idea that, “The wisdom of this world is foolishness in God’s sight.” Yet this is not a new idea. To reinforce this truth, Paul quotes two Old Testament verses.
 The first is from Job 5:13, though it is stated a bit differently from both the original Hebrew and the Greek Septuagint. This may be his own translation from the Hebrew.
 The second quotation is from Psalm 94:11 where the emphasis is on the futility of human wisdom. (The original word literally means “fruitless.”)

In disparaging human wisdom, Paul is not talking about such things as business, mathematics, science, or mechanics. We can be quite knowledgeable about those things without any special enlightenment from God. Where human wisdom becomes foolish and useless is in matters concerning God, salvation, and spiritual truth. Human wisdom has no way of discovering and understanding divine things.

This has two practical applications. Corporately, it comes as a shock to some church members that a local church cannot be managed the same way you run a business. This does not mean we should not follow good business principles, but the operation is totally different. The wisdom of this world may work for the world, but it will not work for the church.

The world depends on promotion, prestige, and the influence of money and important people. The church depends on prayer, the power of the Spirit, humility, sacrifice, and service. The church that imitates the world may seem to succeed in time, but it will turn to ashes in eternity. The church in the Book of Acts had none of the “secrets of success” that seem to be important today. They owned no property; they had no influence in government; they had no treasury (“Silver and gold have I none,” said Peter); their leaders were ordinary men without special education in the accepted schools; they held no attendance contests; they brought in no celebrities; and yet they turned the world upside down!

I’ve never been comfortable with the so-called “Church Growth Movement” that emerged right around the time I was in Bible college. Using marketing techniques and targeting certain demographics in a community may bring success in the business world, but the underlying principles do not, in my opinion, align with Scripture. It may fill churches, but it does not change hearts. I believe this is why we see so many churches that are “a mile wide and an inch deep,” more concerned with entertaining an audience than equipping an army, and so little interest in spiritual matters. The church that imitates the world may seem to succeed in time, but it will turn to ashes in eternity.

Secondly, on a more individual level, we Christians do not have a right to their own opinions about the things God has revealed. When Christians start expressing and following their own ideas about the gospel, the church, and Christian living, the saints cannot help becoming divided. Christians are no wiser in their flesh than are unbelievers. The first step in a Christian’s becoming truly wise is to recognize that his own human wisdom is foolishness, a reflection of the wisdom of this world, which is foolishness before God. It is the product of intellectual pride and is the enemy of God’s revelation.

The church must create an atmosphere in which the Word of God is honored and submitted to, in which human opinion is never used to judge or qualify revelation. As far as the things of God are concerned, Christians must be totally under the teaching of Scripture and the illumination of the Holy Spirit. Only then can we be open to God’s wisdom and truly become wise. The proper view of ourselves, the godly and true view, is that apart from divine truth we are fools with empty thoughts. Recognizing this truth opens the door to true wisdom and closes the door to division.

Remove the Wrangling

This leads to the second step: the Corinthians were to remove the wrangling among them. Paul writes in verse 21, “So then, no more boasting about men!” Their insistence on projecting their own opinions and preferences—in this case about their favorite preacher—was something worldly-minded people would do, but not something expected of God’s children. Exalting people perpetuates immaturity rather than humility. Idolizing people leads to disappointment, disillusionment, and ultimately, a precipitous crash. Any god but the Lord is sure to fall from its pedestal.
 The Corinthians were glorying in the creation; the Christian glories in the Creator.
 They needed to repent of their boastful, self-centered human wisdom and to develop a new humility,
 based on God’s perfect truth rather than their personal tastes, exalting Christ as Lord rather than a human leader who was, after all, merely a servant.

That’s not to downplay the worth of godly leaders in the church. The Corinthians were fortunate to have had the ministry of at least three outstanding men of God, two of them apostles. Peter probably did not serve personally in Corinth, but some Corinthians had benefited from his ministry somehow. Each of those men had special gifts and abilities that God used to teach and lead the believers. That variety of leadership should have enriched the church, not divided it.

Today Christians can learn from many good teachers and leaders—through radio, television, books, magazines, videos, conferences, and other means. To the extent that the leaders are scriptural and godly, they will spiritually unite those to whom they minister. If the Corinthians had been careful to understand and follow what all three of those men taught, rather than, for instance, how they looked or spoke, the church would have been united, not divided.

The bottom line in all of this is that everything done in the church ought to be done for the glory of God. This is our mission and our motive. The Corinthian church had gotten their focus off of the Lord and onto personalities and preferences. And that always leads to disharmony and disunity.

I guarantee that any church suffering from division and strife have lost their spiritual focus somewhere along the line. Most of the things congregations squabble and quarrel about won’t amount to a hill of beans a hundred years from now…maybe not even a year from now! Remove the wrangling in the church by fixing our focus on God. 

Receive the Worthy

Finally Paul charges the Corinthians to receive the worthy in verses 21-23,

All things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or the present or the future—all are yours, and you are of Christ, and Christ is of God.
Paul’s statement that “all things are yours” may be hard to understand at first glance. Craig Keener explains it this way: “God’s servants are for the church, not the church for God’s servants.” The worldly approach to leadership involves a popular, persuasive, or powerful leader whose followers are always at his beck and call. In other words, all things belong to the ruler, king, or guru. That may be the bylaws of the kingdom or the cult, but that’s not the way God has structured His body, the church. Instead, the leaders of the church are to be servants of God, ministering as shepherds, guides, and examples for the flock. God has given several servants to each church, not just one, and as all of these servants are working together, the church will grow toward a healthy, wholesome, and balanced maturity.

All ministers are given to the Church, so why limit yourself to any one of them? This is the essence of Paul’s words here. The Corinthians were saying: “I am for Paul, or I am for Cephas, or I am for Apollos.” He now tells them these all are for them, and they are Christ’s and God’s.
 Instead of enriching themselves spiritually by staking their claim to exclusive rights in one teacher, the Corinthians were impoverishing themselves. They were cutting themselves off from greater treasures that were really theirs.
 Perhaps we cannot help but have our personal preferences when it comes to the way different men minister the Word. But we must not permit our personal preferences to become divisive prejudices. In fact, the preacher I may enjoy the least may be the one I need the most!

Paul says that not only the ministries of Paul, Apollos, and Peter have been given by God for the purpose of their spiritual growth, but everything is useful for their journey heavenward—the world, life, death, things present and future—because everything ultimately belongs to Christ and God.
 As in Romans 8:17, we are “heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ.” So what belongs to Him belongs to us, if we are His.

Paul balances this truth with the statement, “You are of Christ, and Christ is of God.” I have all things in Jesus Christ, but I must not become careless or use my freedom unwisely. “All things are yours”—that is Christian liberty. “You are of Christ”—that is Christian responsibility. We need both if we are to build a church that will not turn to ashes on the day of judgment.
 We belong to Him—He does not belong to us. We are His possession—He is not our possession. He purchased us with His blood.
 We are His treasure; He is our Lord. 
This may seem like foolishness to the world. But to believers living by the Spirit, this represents the wisdom of God.
 I wonder, though, are we living like it? These words seem so tragically untrue for most Christians. All things are ours, but so many of us do not “possess our possessions.”
 Like the Israelites in the Promised Land, we fail to experience the full victory in this life the Lord promises to give.

We are promised in 2 Peter 1:3-4,

His divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness through our knowledge of Him who called us by His own glory and goodness. Through these He has given us His very great and precious promises, so that through them you may participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption in the world caused by evil desires. 

Did you catch those words, “…everything we need for life and godliness…”? Sounds like Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 3, doesn’t it? “All things are yours…” Why, then, do we so often live in spiritual defeat and disillusionment? Maybe we try to use worldly wisdom and ways to achieve spiritual success. Maybe we are too caught up in having things our way, satisfying our tastes and preferences, to the exclusion of those resources that could truly benefit us. 

Max Lucado, in his book Come Thirsty, illustrates this point in a creative chapter entitled, “Hope for Tuckered Town.” Let me share an extended portion of this chapter:

Turn north at Stress Village, drive a few miles east of Worryville, bear right at the fork leading through Worn-Out Valley, and you’ll find yourself entering the weary streets of Tuckered Town.

Her residents live up to the name. They lumber like pack mules on a Pike’s Peak climb. Eyes down. Faces long. Shoulders slumped. Ask them to explain their sluggish ways, and they point to the cars. “You’d be tired too if you had to push one of these.”

To your amazement that’s what they do! Shoulders pressing, feet digging, lungs puffing, they muscle automobiles up and down the street. Rather than sit behind the wheel, they lean into the trunk.

The sight puzzles you. The sound stuns you. Do you hear what you think you hear? Running engines. Citizens of Tuckered Town turn the key, start the car, slip it into neutral, and shove!

You have to ask someone why. A young mother rolls her mini-van into the grocery store parking lot. “Ever thought of pressing the gas?” you question.

“I do,” she replies, brushing sweat away. “I press the gas to start the car; then I take over.”

A bizarre answer. But no more bizarre than that of the out-of-breath fellow leaning against his eighteen-wheeler, wheezing like an overweight marathoner. “Did you push this truck?” you ask.

“I did,” he gasps, covering his mouth with an oxygen mask.

“Why not use your accelerator?”

He cocks an eyebrow. “Because I’m a Tucker trucker, and we’re strong enough to do our own work.”

He doesn’t look strong to you. But you say nothing. Just walk away wondering, What kind of people are these? A pedal push away from power, yet they ignore it. Who would live in such a way?
Paul asked the Galatian church an identical question. “You began your life in Christ by the Spirit. Now are you trying to make it complete by your own power? That is foolish” (Gal. 3:3 ncv). Is God nothing more than a jumper cable? Start-up strength and nothing more?

Corinthian Christians pushed a few cars too. “You are still not spiritual,” the apostle accused (1 Cor. 3:3 ncv), What are you saying, Paul? Are they saved? Yes. He addresses them as “brothers and sisters” (1 Cor. 3:1 ncv). He considers them to be God’s children. Heaven bound. Saved, but not spiritual. Plugged in, but not flipped on. “Brothers and sisters…I had to talk to you as I would to people without the Spirit—babies in Christ…. You are still not spiritual, because there is jealousy and quarreling among you, and this shows that you are not spiritual. You are acting like people of the world” (1 Cor. 3:1-3 ncv).

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 cranks the car and hunkers behind it. Tragically, these people act “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. “You began your life in Christ by the Spirit. Now are you trying to make it complete by your own power? That is foolish” (Gal. 3:3 ncv).

Foolish and miserable. You don’t want to carpool with unspiritual Christians. They have no kind words to share. “There is jealousy and strife” among them (1 Cor. 3:3 nasb). The only joy they know graduated from high school last year. And gratitude? Gratitude for what? The two-ton Hummer that daily has to be pushed uphill? The saved but unspiritual see salvation the way a farmer sees a hundred acres of untilled soil—lots of work. Church attendance, sin resistance—have I done enough? No wonder they’re tired. No wonder they argue. “You are jealous of one another and quarrel with each other. Doesn’t that prove you are controlled by your own desires?” (1 Cor. 3:3).

Harsh words 

Joyless days

Contentious relationships 

Thirsty hearts

You’ll find more excitement at an Amish prom. Who wants to live in Tuckered Town? Moreover, who wants to move there? Nothing repels non-Christians more than gloomy Christians. No one wants a free truck if you have to push it. Your neighbor doesn’t. You don’t. And God doesn’t want it for any of us.

His word for tuckered-out Christians? “As you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so continue to live in him” (Col. 2:6 ncv).

How does one receive Christ? By coming thirsty and drinking deeply. How, then, does one live in Christ? By coming thirsty and drinking deeply.

When you do, saving power becomes staying power. “God, who began the good work within you, will continue his work until it is finally finished on that day when Christ Jesus comes back again” (Php. 1:6).

Christ did not give you a car and tell you to push it. He didn’t even give you a car and tell you to drive it. You know what he did? He threw open the passenger door, invited you to take a seat, and told you to buckle up for the adventure of your life.

What we have as a church is all the resources of Almighty God, purchased by Christ, supplied by the Spirit who lives within each of us. To rely on a human leader or even ourselves is to be like those worn-out citizens of Tuckered Town, pushing our cars that are capable of being driven.

We urgently need a healthy, biblical understanding of the church. We must not define the church in terms of its leaders but rather define leaders in relation to the church. We must also renounce secular views of the church as a merely human institution like any other corporate body, with human leaders wielding human authority and being lionized as celebrities. All that has to go. In their place we need to develop a godly view of the church as a unique community unlike any other: the redeemed and covenant people of God. In this community ministers give humble service. There is no boasting about human beings, but all boasting is directed to God. So “no more boasting about men!” (1 Cor 3:21), but rather, “Let him who boasts boast in the Lord” (1 Cor 1:31).
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