
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #35

“Ministry, Ministers, and Maranatha”

1 Corinthians 16:5-24

Like a marathon runner who finally sees the finish line after 26.2 miles, so we have come to the conclusion of a long series of studies in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. We have seen that, while this letter to the Corinthians is difficult to outline as a whole, there are two main segments: in the first six chapters, Paul is addressing the iniquity revealed in the church; while in the last ten chapters, Paul is answering the inquiries raised by the church. In this final chapter, Paul reveals his future plans, lays the groundwork for some of his partners’ coming to Corinth, and closes with some personal words. I am entitling this last message, “Ministry, Ministers, and Maranatha.”

Paul’s Ministry Plans

First we see Paul’s ministry plans in 1 Corinthians 16:5-9,

After I go through Macedonia, I will come to you—for I will be going through Macedonia. Perhaps I will stay with you awhile, or even spend the winter, so that you can help me on my journey, wherever I go. I do not want to see you now and make only a passing visit; I hope to spend some time with you, if the Lord permits. But I will stay on at Ephesus until Pentecost, because a great door for effective work has opened to me, and there are many who oppose me. 

It is worth noting that Paul’s statements were very tentative: “Perhaps…wherever I go…I hope.” Of course, the entire plan was dependent on God’s leading: “if the Lord permits.”
 Paul’s attitude toward his future plans agree with James 4:15, “You ought to say, ‘If it is the Lord’s will, we will live and do this or that.’” Hold your plans loosely.
Paul was at Ephesus when he wrote this letter. He had planned to visit Macedonia first then travel on to Corinth to visit them in person.
 Then he would go to Judea with the collection. From November to February, it was impossible to travel by ship, so it would have been convenient for Paul to winter at Corinth.
 (This may be the three-month stay in Greece mentioned in Acts 20:3).
 As it turned out, Paul had to change his plans, according to 2 Corinthians 1:15. He did spend the winter in Corinth before setting out for Jerusalem; that was probably not the winter after writing this letter but the one after that.

Notice how Paul made his plans. On the one hand, all his plans were subject to the will of God. His conditional clause “if the Lord permits” was not the artificial addition of the words “God willing” to every sentence but a genuine submission of his plans to Christ. 

On the other hand, in making plans, Paul used his common sense and took into consideration all relevant circumstances. He would spend spring in Ephesus, summer in Macedonia, and autumn and winter in Corinth, sailing for Jerusalem the following spring. It is impressive that Paul handled his travel plans by a balance of divine guidance and common sense.

We can learn from Paul’s plans. First, a Christian must use his common sense, pray, study the situation, and seek the best he can to determine the will of God. God gave us our minds and He expects us to think, but He does not want us to depend only on our own reasoning. We must pray, meditate on the Word, and even seek the counsel of mature Christian friends. Second, our decisions may not always be in the will of God. We may make promises that we cannot keep and plans that we cannot fulfill.

While we ought to have vision, and plan ahead about what we will be doing and how, we also must be flexible. Our plans should always be subject to the Lord’s revision. Inflexibility can be a great barrier both to knowing and doing the Lord’s work. Flexibility is not a sign of weakness but of humility.

The reason why Paul didn’t go to Corinth right away is revealed in verses 8-9, “But I will stay on at Ephesus until Pentecost, because a great door for effective work has opened to me, and there are many who oppose me.” Paul saw an open door for ministry where he was in Ephesus. The word "opened" in the original Greek is in the perfect tense, meaning the door had been opened and remained open.
 Acts 19 records Paul’s successful ministry in Ephesus, a place he spent longer than anywhere else.
 

Yet notice that not only were there opportunities in Ephesus, but opposition as well. In the present age there is no such thing as an authentic ministry without opposition of some sort. Satan will see to it. A work that has little opposition from the antagonistic system of Satan is one that is doing little work for the Lord. G. Campbell Morgan said, “If you have no opposition in the place you serve, you’re serving in the wrong place.”

There are two extremes we must avoid in this important matter of seeking God’s will. One is to be so frightened at making a mistake that we make no decisions at all. The other is to make impulsive decisions and rush ahead, without taking time to wait on the Lord. After we have done all we can to determine the leading of the Lord, we must decide and act, and leave the rest to the Lord. If we are in some way out of His will, He will so work that we will finally have His guidance. The important thing is that we sincerely want to do His will. After all, He guides us “for His name’s sake,” and it is His reputation that is at stake. The stewardship of opportunity is important. The individual believer, and the church family, must constantly ask, “What opportunities is God giving us today?” Instead of complaining about the obstacles, we must take advantage of the opportunities, and leave the results with the Lord.

Paul’s Ministry Partners

Next we are introduced to some of Paul’s ministry partners. The first is in 10-11,

If Timothy comes, see to it that he has nothing to fear while he is with you, for he is carrying on the work of the Lord, just as I am. No one, then, should refuse to accept him. Send him on his way in peace so that he may return to me. I am expecting him along with the brothers. 

While Paul completed his work in Ephesus, he sent his close ministry associate Timothy to Corinth. He encourages his readers to accept Timothy just as they would accept him, showing proper respect and hospitality to that fellow worker in the gospel.

Timothy along with Titus, was one of Paul’s special assistants, usually sent to the most difficult places. Timothy had been brought up in a godly home, but it was Paul who had led the young man to Christ. Paul usually referred to him as “my own son in the faith.” When John Mark abandoned Paul and returned to Jerusalem, it was Timothy who was called to work as Paul’s assistant, as recorded in Acts 16:1–5.

The advice Paul gave the Corinthians about Timothy would suggest that the young man needed all the encouragement he could get. The important thing was that he was doing God’s work and laboring with God’s servant. A church should not expect every servant of God to be an Apostle Paul! Young men starting out in service have great potential, and the church should encourage them.

Next we read about Apollos in verse 12, “Now about our brother Apollos: I strongly urged him to go to you with the brothers. He was quite unwilling to go now, but he will go when he has the opportunity.” The phrase, “Now about…” is used throughout this letter to introduce Paul’s answer to something the Corinthians had asked. Apparently they had asked Paul about Apollos and his coming to see them.

Apollos was an eloquent Jew who was brought into the full understanding of the Gospel by Priscilla and Aquila in Acts 18:24–28. He had ministered with great power at Corinth, and there was a segment of the church there that felt attached to him. It is unlikely that Apollos promoted this division, for his great concern seemed to be to preach Christ. In spite of “The Apollos Fan Club”, Paul did not hesitate to encourage Apollos to return to Corinth for further ministry. It is clear that there was no envy on Paul’s part or sense of competition on the part of Apollos.
 Yet we read that Apollos was unwilling to return at this time. William Barclay writes, 

Apollos emerges from this passage as a man of great wisdom…. No doubt, he wished to stay away from Corinth, lest that party try to annex him. He was wise enough to know that, when a Church is torn with party politics, there is a time when it is wiser and more far-sighted to stay away.

This did not mean that Apollos was completely unwilling. He will come, Paul says, “when he has the opportunity.” This may mean that he was currently too busy and would come when he had more time, or that he did not think the time was yet ripe for him to pay the visit in question.

It is absolutely essential that God’s workers work as a team. That is what unity is all about. If we are one in Christ, we are one in each other. And if all the true work of the church is the Lord’s work, then we have to work together because we are one in Him.

Down in verses 15-18 we are introduced to more of Paul’s ministry partners,

You know that the household of Stephanas were the first converts in Achaia, and they have devoted themselves to the service of the saints. I urge you, brothers, to submit to such as these and to everyone who joins in the work, and labors at it. I was glad when Stephanas, Fortunatus and Achaicus arrived, because they have supplied what was lacking from you. For they refreshed my spirit and yours also. Such men deserve recognition. 

Paul introduces a man and his family who were well-known to the Corinthian Christians. Stephanas had been among the earliest converts to the faith when Paul first arrived in Corinth. Notice how Paul describes their service in verse 16: “they have devoted themselves to the service of the saints.” 
 The King James Version uses the word “addicted” regarding their service of the saints. The Greek term originally meant, “to place in order for battle” or “to appoint to any service whether of military or civil significance.” It is translated “addict” only once in the New Testament, and in the other eight uses it always means “to set” or “to appoint.”
 John MacArthur likes the word “addicted” here, though, noting, 
Because of its association with narcotic drugs, the term addiction today has an unfavorable connotation. But it is appropriate to the type of service Paul is talking about here. The apostle himself was addicted to the Lord’s work and strongly encouraged all believers to be like him. Paul did the Lord’s work habitually, out of a powerful, driving compulsion. The more he ministered the more he felt compelled to minister. His tolerance for godly work caused him never to be satisfied with what he was doing, much less with what he had done. He became dependent on the Lord’s work in order to function. He could not live normally if he were not engaged in some needed service for His Lord, for the Lord’s people, or for the unsaved. I am sure that, had he tried to “take it easy” and relax for any length of time, he would have had severe “withdrawal symptoms.” He was not a workaholic, compelled to work for work’s sake. He was addicted to ministry for love’s sake.

Apparently Stephanas was joined by Fortunatus and Achaicus as an official committee sent from Corinth to Ephesus to confer with Paul about church problems.
 They had brought him first-hand information that filled in the gaps in his knowledge of what was happening at Corinth.
 They likely returned to Corinth with this letter in hand.

Paul urged the Corinthians “to submit to such as these and to everyone who joins in the work, and labors at it.” This is similar to what we read in Hebrews 13:17, “Obey your leaders and submit to them, for they keep watch over your souls as those who will give an account. Let them do this with joy and not with grief, for this would be unprofitable for you.” I know that word “submit” turns some people off, so perhaps the word “accountability” is preferred. Chuck Swindoll observes,

Accountability to spiritual leaders is both commanded and profitable. Few, if any, Christians have an argument with being accountable to God. He is our Father. He is perfect. He has every right to hear about our lives. But the rub begins to occur when we think about giving an account to anyone on earth, especially if we are independent-minded, self-made men and women, and even more so if we have been burned by unfaithful spiritual leaders in the past.

In verse 19 Paul mentions Aquila and Priscilla, a familiar pair in the New Testament: “The churches in the province of Asia send you greetings. Aquila and Priscilla greet you warmly in the Lord, and so does the church that meets at their house.” These two were a dedicated husband-and-wife team whose lives and ministries intersected and intertwined with Paul’s. The apostle met them at Corinth because, like Paul, they were tentmakers. This godly couple had been expelled from Rome because Aquila was a Jew; but that was only part of God’s providence to get them to Corinth where they could assist Paul.

Priscilla must have been a remarkable woman. This couple’s names occur in the New Testament six times, and in four of these instances, Priscilla’s name stands first. (The best texts put Priscilla first in Acts 18:26.) We get the impression that she was the stronger of the two, a devoted leader and witness. When Paul moved from Corinth to Ephesus, Aquila and Priscilla packed up and moved their business with him and assisted in founding the church in that needy city. So capable were they that Paul left them to oversee the ministry while he returned to Antioch. It was while they were at Ephesus that they assisted Apollos in better understanding the truth of the Gospel.

Every local church can be thankful for husbands and wives like Aquila and Priscilla, people who work together in serving the Lord and helping the preacher. The fact that his wife was a better leader did not hinder Aquila from standing with her in their united ministry. One of the Ephesian assemblies met in their house, which shows they were people given to hospitality. Romans 16:4 states that, at one time, this dedicated couple risked their own lives to help save Paul. But Priscilla and Aquila did not remain in Ephesus; for when Paul wrote to the saints at Rome, he greeted this couple there, who once again, had a church meeting in their house (Rom. 16:3, 5).

Paul’s Meaningful Parting

Finally we see Paul’s meaningful parting in this passage. This is actually seen in different places throughout the text, in verses 13-14, then in verses 20-24.

Paul interjects a short, sharp exhortation in verses 13-14. The Corinthians had shown a distressing immaturity in some things, and the apostle in a series of compelling imperatives points them to a better way.
 Verse 13 reads, “Be on your guard; stand firm in the faith; be men of courage; be strong.” The first four commands sound like abrupt orders shouted by a platoon commander on a battlefield.
 Let’s consider each briefly.
“Be on your guard,” like all the verbs in these two verses, is a present imperative. Paul is not speaking of momentary attitudes, but of continuing states. The word denotes more than the mere absence of sleep. It implies a determined effort at wakefulness. It is often used of watching for Jesus’ second coming, and this may well be in mind here.
 Clearly, the Bible helps us to be consistently aware of what is going on around us.

Stand firm in the faith points to the stability of the Christian firmly grounded in Christ, a stability distressingly absent from the Corinthians.
 It is one thing to hear the truth of the gospel, but quite another to receive it. The Corinthians had believed the truth of Christ’s death for their sins and resurrection from the dead. Yet Paul takes the personal absorption of the faith to a deeper level: standing firm in it. Believers live in a twisted, turbulent world—a world inspired by Satan to snatch the faith from our grasp and delude our minds with poisonous doctrines of demons. In this kind of environment, standing firm can be a challenge. We must counter Satan’s great challenges with our faith, rebuke his scoffing criticisms, resist his tantalizing doubts, and endure his alluring temptations. Understand this: The time to commit to standing strong is before the great battle.

The next phrase is rendered, “Quit you like men” in the King James Version. This does not mean stop doing something, but rather, “Act like men, not children.” (The word quit is short for “acquit”—to perform or act.)
 And, no, Paul is not a sexist, trying to urge tender men to man up and get in touch with their macho side, or implying that women are too weak to resist the devil. The original Greek word means “to conduct one’s self in a manly or courageous way.” Essentially, it means to grow up, start acting like an adult rather than like a child, push toward spiritual maturity rather than wallow in your preschool mantra of “me, me, me.”
 Paul wants them to act like responsible adults.

“Be strong” is the next command. Paul is not interested in physical strength for the Christians in Corinth. Rather, as he explains in Ephesians 3:16, he wanted them “to be strengthened with power through His Spirit in the inner man.”
 This phrase may also be understood as, “be made strong.” The strength of us Christians is not something native and inherent in us; we derive it from God.

If we stopped reading here, we might think Paul was urging us to grit our teeth, square our jaws, puff out our chests, and take on the world with a militant, combative demeanor. The next verse puts everything in perspective: “Do everything in love.” Without love, you will not be alert and discerning, but rather narrow and suspicious. If you stand firm without love, you will be an isolated fanatic, ugly in temperament and intolerant toward the lost. Without love to balance your maturity, you will be critical, judgmental, and harsh. And if you are strong yet have no love, you will lack the tenderness that will attract others to your bridled strength. Notice the one characteristic Jesus said would identify His disciples: “By this all men will know that you are My disciples when you have love one another” (John 13:35).
 Love is more than an accompaniment of Christian actions. It is the very atmosphere in which we live and move and have our being.

Dropping down to verse 20 we read, “All the brothers here send you greetings. Greet one another with a holy kiss.” Don’t let this verse throw you! The “holy kiss” was a common mode of greeting, the men kissing the men and the women kissing the women, and is seen in Romans 16:16; 2 Corinthians 13:12; 1 Thessalonians 5:26; and 1 Peter 5:14.
 J. B. Phillips renders this, “Shake hands all round as a sign of Christian love.”

Often this verse is overlooked with some embarrassment, but I believe we need to hear this instruction now more than ever. In our stiff, hands-off society, in which real personal relationships and life-on-life intimacy are cheapened by online networks and discouraged by fear of spreading a virus, many of us feel afraid to literally reach out and embrace somebody. We would just as soon text them, email them, or leave a voice message. But we need to freely give and receive tangible signs of affection—the squeeze of a hand, a friendly embrace, a genuine expression of affirmation. One of the best ways to truly communicate our love to others is through personal presence and tangible contact.
 I personally believe this is one of the lingering consequences of the forced isolation during this past year—our mental, relational, and spiritual health has suffered.
The last few verses must have looked different in the original letter: “I, Paul, write this greeting in my own hand. If anyone does not love the Lord—a curse be on him. Come, O Lord! The grace of the Lord Jesus be with you. My love to all of you in Christ Jesus.” 

It was Paul’s custom to dictate his letters to another, who wrote them down. But as a letter drew to its close the apostle would take the pen and write a few words himself. His handwriting, he says, “is the distinguishing mark in all my letters” (2 Thess. 3:17).
 In verse 22 he pronounces a curse—Greek word anathema—on anyone who does not love the Lord. This does not constitute a command for any sort of action on the part of the church with regard to those who do not love the Lord. Rather, it is an observation of the state that already exists. Those who do not love the Lord will be set aside for destruction. This is to be noted especially in light of the fact that the Lord is coming, which is referred to in the next phrase, “Come, O Lord!”

After calling down the curse of God’s judgment upon those who despise the Savior, Paul calls down the Savior Himself with the Aramaic phrase marana tha, which means, “Our Lord, come!” Paul didn’t translate this for his Greek-speaking readers, who knew what it meant because it had likely been used in songs and hymns that had originated in the earliest Christian communities in Aramaic-speaking Judea. In the same way, we understand the Hebrew word hallelujah as a universal word of joyful praise. For those who love the Lord, the coming of Christ means blessing and reward; but for those who despise him, it means judgment and cursing.

Paul’s farewell includes two touching, tender blessings as reminders. He first speaks of the grace of the Lord Jesus and then of his own love for the Corinthians. If any church ever needed to claim the grace of God, the Corinthian church did! This body needed the love Paul expressed, and only the grace of God made it possible for him to love them. In fact, you can’t really love without embracing grace.
 Paul had been stern with the Corinthian believers, but he closed his letter by assuring them of his love.
 Two last things Paul sends to the folk at Corinth—the grace of Christ and his own love. He might have had occasion to warn, to rebuke, to speak with righteous anger, but the last word is love.

This wraps up our study of 1 Corinthians—Christian conduct in a corrupt culture. Through this letter we learn how to behave in a morally deteriorating world. It is easy to see how this letter is as relevant in the twenty-first century as it was in the first century. One of the greatest challenges is not allowing the corrupt culture to infiltrate the church. We are to be in the world but not of the world. The other challenge we face as Christians is to grow up from our immature selfishness to the selfless love of our Lord. As we grow up in our faith, we will grow closer to God and to one another. And that is what the church of Jesus Christ is supposed to be about!
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