
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #11

“How We Measure Ourselves”

1 Corinthians 4:1-5

How do we measure ourselves? 

There’s a funny scene in the movie Caddyshack with Chevy Chase and Ted Knight:

“Ty, what did you shoot today?”

“Oh, I don’t keep score, Judge.”

“Well, how do you measure yourself with other golfers?”

“By height.”

That sounds ludicrous, but is that much better than the way we measure ourselves in other areas of life? In sports, some are measured by individual accomplishments while others are measured by team championships. In business, some are measured by net worth while others are measured by the title achieved and the corner office that goes with it. Back in the day young people were often measured by, as one speaker put it, “brains, brawn, beauty, or bucks.” If you excelled in one or more of those areas, you were held in high esteem; if not, you were nobody. These days young people (and some not-so-young people) measure themselves by how many friends or likes they acquire on social media.

What about churches and church leaders? Churches are often measured by their membership, average attendance, budget, or number of satellite campuses they have. Pastors often use the same measurements, or perhaps the number of degrees they have earned or the number of books they have published. And, believe me, when pastors get together, these measurements are often discussed!

Truth is, we are all evaluators, and we are all evaluated. Jesus said, “Judge not, lest you be judged,” but we still do it. We judge people, places, and cultural commodities by a diverse web of standards that we have weaved together over the course of our lives. Others evaluate us by the same or similar standards. We relish evaluating others, but greatly fear being ranked by others. We do all of this naturally, and the hardest thing to do is to undertake the risky task of stepping back to evaluate our own evaluation.

As we continue our study of Paul’s first letter to Corinth, we have come to the fourth chapter. First Corinthians 4:1–5 focuses on the true nature and marks of God’s ministers. It sets forth the basic standards by which ministers are to be evaluated. It deals with what the congregation’s attitude toward the minister should be and what the minister’s attitude toward himself should be. In short, it puts the minister of God in God’s perspective. Paul makes it clear that popularity, personality, degrees, and numbers play no role in the Lord’s perspective—and that they should play no role in ours.
 And, as we will see, these same principles apply in how we measure ourselves individually and as a church of Jesus Christ.

We Must Have the Correct Objective

Paul begins by pointing out that we must have the correct objective in verses 1-2,

So then, men ought to regard us as servants of Christ and as those entrusted with the secret things of God. Now it is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful.
The apostle uses two Greek terms here to describe himself and others like him. The first is usually translated “servants,” the second is sometimes rendered “stewards.”
 Before we get to the terms themselves, notice that Paul qualifies each as “servants of Christ” and stewards “of God.” As John Stott points out, “Before we can be ministers of the Word or ministers of the church, we must be ministers of Christ.”
 To look first of all at men’s needs is to fail men as well as to fail the Lord. A minister who becomes so occupied with counseling and helping his congregation and community that he spends little time in the Word is unable to meet those people’s deepest needs, because he has neglected his greatest resource for correctly knowing and adequately meeting those needs. That usually leads to compromising God’s truth for the sake of peoples’ desires. Before all else he must be a servant of Jesus Christ, “serving the Lord with all humility” (Acts 20:19). Then, and only then, can he best serve people.
 The primary commitment of any minister—or any Christian—must be to Christ before anyone or anything else.

The Greek word translated “servant” is not diakonos, the word used in 3:5 from which we get “deacon.” but hypēretēs. It meant originally an “under-rower,” one who rowed in the lower part of a large ship.
 These were the lowest galley slaves, the ones rowing on the bottom tier of a ship. They were the most menial, unenvied, and despised of slaves. From that the term came to refer to subordinates of any sort, to those under the authority of another.
 “We are not the captains of the ship,” said Paul, “but only the galley slaves who are under orders. Now, is one slave greater than another?”

The second word oikonomos, translated “steward,” refers to one who is put in charge of a household or estate.
 Unless he was to be a slave to his slaves, a rich landowner had to find someone to do the routine work of running the estate. He held a responsible position; he was set over others and directed the day-to-day affairs. But he was subject to a master and was often himself a slave. Then in relation to the master he was a slave, but in relation to the slaves he was the master.
 The steward was perfectly free to enjoy the materials that were placed under his jurisdiction, but they never belonged to him, and he was ultimately responsible to give an account of his stewardship.

The prime requirement in a steward was that he be faithful or trustworthy. This applies to all believers, not just apostles, as we see from the use of the word of Christians generally in 1 Peter 4:10, “Each one should use whatever gift he has received to serve others, faithfully administering God's grace in its various forms.”

Joseph was a steward in Potiphar’s household in Genesis 39. The responsibility of the steward is to be faithful to his master. A steward may not please the members of the household; he may not even please some of the other servants; but if he pleases his master, he is a good steward.
 Our master is God, and we must please Him. 

The niv describes these stewards as “those entrusted with the secret things of God.” The “secret things” translates the Greek word mystēriōn, elsewhere rendered “mystery.” The sphere of the preachers’ responsibility is God’s revelation.
 God desires that His spiritual ministers be consistently obedient to His Word, unwavering in their commitment to be faithful. He does not require brilliance or cleverness or creativeness or popularity. He can use servants with those qualities, but only trustworthiness is absolutely essential. It is required.

We Must Have the Correct Overseer

Secondly Paul states that we must have the correct overseer in verses 3-4,

I care very little if I am judged by you or by any human court; indeed, I do not even judge myself. My conscience is clear, but that does not make me innocent. It is the Lord who judges me.
A popular game played by many Christians is that of evaluating pastors. And old joke says that a common entrée for Sunday lunch is “roast preacher.” All kinds of criteria are used to determine who are the most successful, the most influential, the most gifted, the most effective. Some magazines periodically make surveys and write up extensive reports, carefully ranking the pastors by church membership, attendance at worship services, sizes of church staff and Sunday school, academic and honorary degrees, books and articles written, numbers of messages given at conferences and conventions, and so on. As popular as that practice may be, it is exceedingly offensive to God.

Paul was severely criticized by the Corinthian church. They compared him with Peter and with Apollos. They said that Paul was a dynamic letter writer but a very boring preacher. They had a lot of criticism against Paul and his ministry. Paul said, in effect, “The criticism doesn’t bother me. Men can criticize me. I don’t even criticize myself.” The word translated “know” that he used in the phrase “I know nothing against myself” (or “I know nothing—I by myself”) comes from the same root as the Greek word for conscience. He was saying, “My conscience does not accuse me.” Then he added, “Yet am I not hereby justified.” In other words, it’s possible to have a clear conscience and still be wrong. But Paul was saying, “When you face criticism and you know you are right, your conscience gives you strength, and you can take it.”
Years ago Dr. A. W. Tozer taught a good lesson. He said, “Never be afraid of honest criticism because it can help somebody. If the person who criticizes you is wrong, you can help him. If he’s right, he can help you.” So honest criticism can be helpful. But sometimes in the ministry there’s a lot of dishonest and malicious criticism and a lot of complaining. Paul said, in effect, “If your conscience is clear, you can take it because the Lord is with you.”

Whenever we are criticized, we need to ask ourselves two questions. The first, “Is this accurate?” This will eliminate a vast majority of criticism, for often our critics are not telling the truth. If the criticism is inaccurate, ignore it. The second question—only to be asked if the criticism passes the first test—is, “Is this something I want to change?” If it is, you can benefit from it; this is truly “constructive criticism.” If not, ignore it.

This is Paul’s approach: The Message renders this verse, “It matters very little to me what you think of me, even less where I rank in popular opinion. I don’t even rank myself. Comparisons in these matters are pointless.” I would love to have been a fly on the wall of the Corinthian church when those words were read out to the assembled saints! Don’t forget that some of them were less than impressed with Paul in general and with his ministry in particular. So his statement concerning their view of him and his view of their view of him might not have set too well in some of the pews.
 But Paul didn’t really care about that.
He also adds, “…or by any human court.” The phrase “human court” translates a curious expression meaning literally “human day,”
 in marked contrast to “the day of the Lord,” which he certainly had in mind in this passage. The day of the Lord is the time of ultimate evaluation by the Lord, who knows the end from the beginning and has the unique ability rightly to discern and evaluate the motives of people’s hearts. In dramatic contrast to the day-of-the-Lord evaluation is the day-of-man, or man’s-day, evaluation.
 Paul claims that there is an authority that is bigger than any individual and bigger than any justice system. There is a cosmic evaluating authority, and unless an evaluation of others and of oneself is done in light of this cosmic authority, it is going to be out of alignment with reality.

Then Paul takes this to its logical conclusion; his own judgment is irrelevant. It is, of course, very difficult to make an accurate assessment of one’s own achievement, and Paul’s point is that in any case it does not matter. His own views about himself are as irrelevant as are those of anyone else. The Christian is to be judged by his Master.

Introspection is not the way forward. Often people think that they know exactly what their spiritual state is and just what their service for God has effected. The result may depress beyond reason or exalt beyond measure; neither is relevant. It is not the task of the servant to pass such judgments, but rather to get on with the job of serving the Lord. This does not, of course, mean that there is no place for times of heart-searching and self-scrutiny with a view to more whole-hearted and more efficient service. It is the attempt to anticipate the verdict of the Lord that Paul is condemning.

An incident from the life of Moses illustrates this. Forty years after the dramatic incident at Rephidim where God ordered Moses to strike the rock providing the parched Israelites with water, Moses again faced a thirsty people.

Bitter accusations were hurled at Moses: “If only we had died when our brothers fell dead before the Lord! Why did you bring the Lord’s community into this desert, that we and our livestock should die here?” (Numbers 20:3-4). Distraught, Moses and Aaron fell on their faces before God, and God gave them these instructions. “Gather the people together. Speak to that rock before their eyes and it will pour out its water.” So Moses gathered all Israel around him.

As he surveyed the vast multitude of gripers, his anger blazed. “‘Listen, you rebels, must we bring you water out of this rock?’ Then Moses raised his arm and struck the rock twice with his staff. Water gushed out, and the community and their livestock drank.” Again, another stupendous miracle! Cool, clear artesian water gushed forth, and every one of the million-plus people and animals drank their fill.

What a huge success! Moses and Aaron no doubt embraced one another and a thunderous roar rolled across the multitude from horizon to horizon. Moses was again the hero. Through him God met the needs of the people. Israel was miraculously preserved and refreshed. And they gave glory where it belonged—to God. It was another resounding success of Moses’ great life.

But that was earth’s point of view. From heaven’s perspective Moses had sadly failed. In his fury Moses had disregarded God’s direction to speak to the rock, and instead had struck it twice. His tragic failure was of such proportion he would not fulfill his life’s cherished dream of leading Israel into the Promised Land. God said, “Because you did not trust in me enough to honor me as holy in the sight of the Israelites, you will not bring this community into the land I give them.”

This tremendous lesson from the life of Moses teaches us that one can be regarded as hugely successful in the ministry and yet be a failure. It is possible to give people exactly what they need—the practical exposition of God’s Word, inspiring worship, programs that wonderfully meet human needs—and yet be a failure. It is possible to be held up as a paragon of success and to receive the ardent accolades of one’s people and be a failure. The reason Moses so miserably failed was that he was not faithful to God’s word. God’s primary call is to faithfulness.

Returning to our text, we see that Paul cares very little about what others think of him or whether or how they judge him. Very few of us, if any, take the same attitude. Paul then says he does not judge himself. Most of us judge ourselves heavily. Paul says he does not make these statements on the basis of a clear conscience even though he says, “My conscience is clear.” Most of us allow our conscience to be our guide (a distinctly unbiblical notion). Paul’s point is: conscience, whether clear or guilty, is not the basis of self-appraisal. Why? Because the Lord is the norm for self-appraisal—not the conscience nor others. He is our overseer, not the church board, congregation, or even we ourselves. The Lord who judges us does so with a “severe mercy,” as C. S. Lewis put it. No one is harder on us and no one is more merciful. He tells us the truth about ourselves and He is the Truth which lifts the burden of the self.

The most important thing in our Christian lives is not how we look in our own sight or in the sight of others, but how we look in God’s sight. If God is pleased by what He sees, and our consciences are clean before Him, then we don’t have to worry about what people think or say about us.

We Must Have the Correct Occasion 

Finally Paul states that we must have the right occasion in verse 5,

Therefore judge nothing before the appointed time; wait till the Lord comes. He will bring to light what is hidden in darkness and will expose the motives of men’s hearts. At that time each will receive his praise from God.
Paul speaks of “the appointed time,” which we’ve seen earlier in the letter refers to the future judgment seat of Christ.
 Arising from all this is an exhortation not to judge prematurely. The use of the present imperative may imply that the Corinthians had been engaging in this activity. “Stop judging” is the force of it.

It is when the Lord returns that He will evaluate their lives and ministries, so we must wait until then. In fact, we cannot see into men’s hearts; we cannot begin to judge their motives. Only God can do that. “Man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7). The Corinthians who were passing judgment on Paul were actually “playing God” and assuming to themselves the privileges that only God has. How often in my own ministry I have made this mistake! How easy it is to misread a situation and misjudge a person.

If we live every day of our lives in light of Christ’s return, it will do wonders for our habit of judging. It will silence our lips from gossip. If we realize that we must give account for every idle word and action when you stand before the Lord Jesus, it will do wonders for our conduct.

Paul’s message to us today is straightforward: Let’s have no Judgment-Seat-of-Christ rehearsals on earth! None of us qualifies for that. Let’s forego judging other people based on what we think we see or hear. Instead, let’s leave that to the Lord, because He’s able to do two things that human beings can never do: First, He can bring to light the things hidden in the darkness. He alone knows the complete story. We get bits and pieces and can only touch the surface of each issue. Second, Christ has the ability to disclose the motives of the heart. He knows not only what somebody says or does, but why they say or do it. No mere human can ever do that.

So how do we measure ourselves? We are servants and stewards, not bosses and judges. The measurement is faithfulness, not success. And the ultimate Judge is Jesus, and the ultimate judgment is future. We need not worry about anyone or anything else.
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