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Servants of Christ 
1 Corinthians 4 

Main Idea: Pride and self-promotion divide the Church and undermine the advancement of the Kingdom but humble 
service is a conduit for Church-building, Kingdom-advancing power. 

 
INTRODUCTION 
This morning, we are going to continue our study in 1 Corinthians. Pastor Grant led us through chapter 3 last week, and 
today we will be looking at chapter 4.  

Illustration: Tools in God’s Hand 
Early on, in fulltime ministry, shortly after being hired as the Director of Youth Ministries here at Emmanuel Bible 
Church, I was reading through Isaiah and impacted significantly by several portions. The imagery used by Isaiah to reveal 
God’s greatness, glory, and power was stunning and effective. These passages did a fantastic job of reminding me of 
how BIG He is, how SMALL I am, and of my desperate need for and dependence on Him. 
One of those sections that stood out was in Isaiah 10, where God is confronting the arrogance of the Assyrian King.  
As you will see (when I read the passage in a moment) this King is full of himself, thinking he is incredibly powerful and 
successful, in and of himself. He is completely ignorant of the fact that he has zero power on his own, or of the fact that 
God has actually been using him (even his evil intent) to accomplish God’s good purposes. 
We see this in verse 12 …  
Isaiah 10:12-15 
12 After the Lord has used the king of Assyria to accomplish his purposes on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, he will turn 
against the king of Assyria and punish him—for he is proud and arrogant.  
(and then verses 13 and 14 zoom in on the king’s arrogance) 
13 He boasts, 
“By my own powerful arm I have done this. 
    With my own shrewd wisdom I planned it. 
I have broken down the defenses of nations 
    and carried off their treasures. 
    I have knocked down their kings like a bull. 
14 I have robbed their nests of riches 
    and gathered up kingdoms as a farmer gathers eggs. 
No one can even flap a wing against me 
    or utter a peep of protest.” 
(Now verse 15, here is my favorite part) 
15 But can the ax boast greater power than the person who uses it? 
    Is the saw greater than the person who saws? 
Can a rod strike unless a hand moves it? 
    Can a wooden cane walk by itself? 
Has there ever been a time when, after you split a piece of wood, your ax gloated about its power or skill? 
Or imagine this … Imagine we have a wood splitting competition. We bring a skilled woodsmen up here (like Chuck 
Goode) and we see if he can split a round quicker than me. And then, when he (presumably) wins, you have nothing to 
say to him, no admiration for him, but instead discard him and compliment the ax he swung. 
That would be ridiculous! The ax has no power or skill in and of itself. It comes from the person who swings it.  
This is God’s indictment against the King of Assyria … He has no power in and of himself, his life, every breath he 
breathes, and even his authority, are all given to him by God. He is a tool in God’s hand, and thus his boasting is insanity. 
We are going to see the same thing in 1 Corinthians 4 today. A reminder to the Corinthian Church (and to us) that we are 
servants of God; tools in His hand. 
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THE WORD   
Where We Have Been (a quick review) 
As we begin our study of 1 Corinthians 4, I would like to begin with a quick review of a few highlights of the letter so far 
… 

• Paul begins the letter with a beautiful opening greeting in verses 1-9, which ends with what Grant has pointed to 
as a theme verse for the entire letter … 

9 God is faithful, by whom you were called into the fellowship of his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord. 
 
What an incredible calling! Called into fellowship with God; united with Christ; sharing in His death and 
resurrection.   

• After the first nine verses of greeting and introduction, Paul says in verse 10 … 
10 I appeal to you, brothers, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree, and that there be 
no divisions among you … 

This is the beginning of a long segment that we have been looking at for several weeks, and that continues 
through today. Paul is addressing a huge problem of division within the Corinthian church.   

• Last week, Grant led us in looking at chapter 3. We see in verse 16 the seriousness of causing division within the 
church … 

16 Do you not know that you are God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells in you? 17 If anyone destroys 
God's temple, God will destroy him. For God's temple is holy, and you are that temple. 

As we move into chapter 4, Paul continues to deal with this serious issue of causing division in the body of 
Christ, the church, God’s temple.   

 
Outline 
Here is the basic outline I plan to use as we work our way through the text, looking at it one section at a time … 

• 1-5 Called to Be Faithful Servants 

• 6-7 The Problem of Pride 

• 8-13 Self-serving Leaders vs. Sacrificial Servants 

• 14-21 A Christlike Call to Christlikeness 
 
Let’s jump in and look at the first section … 
 
Called to Be Faithful Servants 
1 Corinthians 4:1-5 
This is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God.  
The chapter begins with Paul saying, “this is how one should regard us”, which immediately raises a couple of questions.  
First, who is he referring to by “us”? As we will see in the surrounding context, Paul is referring to himself and Apollos. 
 
Second, why did he have to tell them how they should be regarded? Let’s look back at chapter 3 to help us out here … 
Verses 4-8 say … 

4 For when one says, “I follow Paul,” and another, “I follow Apollos,” are you not being merely human? 
5 What then is Apollos? What is Paul? Servants through whom you believed, as the Lord assigned to each. 6 I 
planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. 7 So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, 
but only God who gives the growth. 8 He who plants and he who waters are one, and each will receive his wages 
according to his labor. 

Paul is responding to a negative situation in Corinth. Leaders were being compared, judgements were being made (using 
faulty standards), and people were aligning and associating themselves with the leaders they thought to be superior, 
ultimately to elevate themselves. 
To roughly paraphrase, Paul says, you have it all wrong! This is all about God! It is God who is doing the work and simply 
using various human servants (that he has equipped) to fulfill different portions of His project! 
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Paul and Apollos, though they have differing gifts and roles, are both SERVANTS and STEWARDS of God! They are 
instruments in God’s hands. 
It is all about God, not about them! 
And what does God expect from them? 
2 Moreover, it is required of stewards that they be found faithful.  
God’s expectation of his servants is faithfulness.  
We learned, in chapter 1, verse 9 (the theme verse for 1 Corinthians) that “God is faithful”.  
In contrast, humans are naturally unfaithful.  
Right out of the gate, in the Garden of Eden, we were unfaithful. Though our good and perfect, Creator and Sustainer of 
the Universe had given us life, everything we needed, and so much more, we fixated on the one thing that was not ours, 
we were discontent, ungrateful, we disobeyed, and were unfaithful. We walked away from, and rejecting, our good and 
faithful King.  
Throughout human history; throughout the story of the Bible, we see man’s unfaithfulness in contrast with God’s 
faithfulness. 
But, this faithful God came and took on flesh. He lived a perfect, faithful life. He died on a cross (taking the punishment 
we deserve) and rose from the grave (completely defeating sin and death).  
Now, by looking to Jesus for the salvation we desperately need, we are forgiven, united with Him, our nature is changed, 
and because His nature is now our nature, we have the ability (in dependence on Him) to also be faithful.  
 
And that is what He calls us to! An effective servant in God’s eyes is one that is faithful.  
God provides the gifts, he provides the skills, he provides the breath, He provides everything that we need to fulfill the 
assignments he gives … His requirement for servants is that they would be faithful. 
However, we get things skewed and distorted. We see some gifts and some roles as flashier than others; as more 
important or more effective than others. It is easy for us to start comparing, elevating some gifts and devaluing others.  
 
Illustration: Dan’s Encouragement Regarding Faithfulness 
I’m so grateful for the mentoring I received early in ministry from Pastor Stan and Pastor Dan! While I knew many other 
youth pastors who were evaluated based on numbers, visible life changes, or other human measurements for 
effectiveness, Stan and Dan (and our elders) emphatically rejected those methods of measuring success. 
I will never forget an encouragement that Pastor Dan gave to me in a moment of discouragement.  
He pointed me to Jeremiah, the prophet. Who was called by God to an incredibly difficult task. His job was to deliver an 
unpopular message to God’s people, warning them of impending judgement and calling them to repent of their idolatry 
and disobedience. 
Not only was it an unpopular message, it wouldn’t be accepted. Jeremiah would be rejected, hated, beaten, and 
persecuted. God even told him, at the beginning of the assignment, that they would not listen… 

Jeremiah 7:27 
27 “So you shall speak all these words to them, but they will not listen to you. You shall call to them, but they will 
not answer you. 

Can you imagine, God calling you to do something, and letting you know at the beginning that from a human standpoint 
it would be a complete failure? It would be really difficult, AND UNSUCCESSFUL! 
This is what happened to Jeremiah. But He was faithful, which is true effectiveness. 
As we continue in verse 3, we see that the Corinthians were evaluating Paul and his effectiveness, from a faulty human 
perspective… 
3 But with me it is a very small thing that I should be judged by you or by any human court. In fact, I do not even judge 
myself. 4 For I am not aware of anything against myself, but I am not thereby acquitted. It is the Lord who judges me.  
Paul’s ministry is being judged by at least some in Corinth.  
This isn’t a judgement regarding a sin issue or false teaching. 
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He is being looked down on, likely because he doesn’t have some of the gifts and skills that were most valued by the 
Corinthian culture. Things like eloquence, human wisdom, and human power.  
Remember, (as Grant has taught us) they valued the sage (the philosopher and thinker) and the warrior (the powerful, 
domineering leader). 
In essence Paul says, your judgement (and in fact even my own judgement) of my effectiveness in ministry carries very 
little weight. It is only the Lord who can judge my effectiveness.  
I am His servant, assigned a particular calling and given the gifts needed to fulfill it. And His expectation of me is 
faithfulness. His requirement doesn’t line up with what you value! 
And so, Paul continues… 
 5 Therefore do not pronounce judgment before the time, before the Lord comes, who will bring to light the things now 
hidden in darkness and will disclose the purposes of the heart. Then each one will receive his commendation from God. 
It is God who calls, equips, and then judges and rewards His faithful servants! 
To summarize this first section, Paul issues a reminder that the Church is the Lord’s; It is His building project. It is not 
owned by the Corinthian leaders, it is not owned by Apollos, it is not owned even by Paul (though he was the one who 
introduced them to The Gospel)!  
This is all about God!  
God needs to increase in their minds and man needs to decrease! 
And that is exactly where Paul goes in the next section as he turns and directly addresses the problem of pride … 
 
The Problem of Pride 
1 Corinthians 4:6-7 
6 I have applied all these things to myself and Apollos for your benefit, brothers, that you may learn by us not to go 
beyond what is written, that none of you may be puffed up in favor of one against another. 7 For who sees anything 
different in you? What do you have that you did not receive? If then you received it, why do you boast as if you did not 
receive it? 
Paul has been using himself and Apollos as an example … Though they differ in gifts, skills, and assignments, both are 
first and foremost servants of God with a primary calling of faithfulness in the use of the gifts He has provided and in the 
assignments He has given.  
Now Paul takes what he has been saying about himself and Apollos and begins applying it to the problem in Corinth.  
Again, there were leaders (and possibly other members of the Body of Christ in Corinth) who were becoming proud and 
arrogant. They were going beyond what is clearly taught in Scripture, were adding their own human wisdom, and were 
using that to compare one leader to another, putting some down and elevating others.  
They made judgements based on what they thought was most valuable and either boasted in themselves for their gifts 
and skills in a particular area or in their association with a leader or apostle who had the gifts, skills, and personality they 
valued.  
Paul cuts through the arrogance and calls them out, by pointing out that they are boasting in gifts and abilities that 
originate in God. They had nothing to do with these gifts … They didn’t earn them, they didn’t produce them themselves, 
they were given to them by God! 
Not only have they gone beyond Scripture, they now find themselves contradicting Scripture by boasting in man, instead 
of recognizing that everything they have has been given by God and boasting in Him! 
One quick example of this is what Paul says at the end of chapter 1, which is an allusion to Jeremiah 9:24 … 

31 so that, as it is written, “Let the one who boasts, boast in the Lord.” 
Scripture regularly calls us back from boasting in ourselves to the reality that everything we have been given is from 
God, and we should boast in Him!  
As we move to the next section, we see that along with pride, the leaders in Corinth were guilty of using what God had 
given, in self-serving and self-promoting ways … 
 
Self-serving Leaders vs. Sacrificial Servants  
1 Corinthians 4:8-13 
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8 Already you have all you want! Already you have become rich! Without us you have become kings! And would that you 
did reign, so that we might share the rule with you!  
At some point, at least some in the Corinthian church got off track. Instead of continuing as servants of God they began 
serving themselves. They are attempting to use the gifts and things He has given, to elevate their status, influence, and 
comfort. 
Paul addresses this issue with a strong and sarcastic tone, essentially saying, you are living it up for yourself, living as 
though Jesus has already come back, and we were already reigning with him.  
Though Paul acknowledges that it would be great if that were true, it is not! They have lost sight of eternity, lost sight of 
the mission, are serving themselves, and are trying to make a kingdom for themselves in the here and now.  
And then beginning in verse 9, Paul contrasts their approach with that of himself and the other apostles. Who, instead of 
using what God has given in self-serving ways, are following in the footsteps of Jesus and serving humbly and 
sacrificially, as faithful servants of God. They are picking up their crosses daily and following Jesus! 
9 For I think that God has exhibited us apostles as last of all, like men sentenced to death, because we have become a 
spectacle to the world, to angels, and to men. 10 We are fools for Christ's sake, but you are wise in Christ. We are weak, 
but you are strong. You are held in honor, but we in disrepute. 11 To the present hour we hunger and thirst, we are 
poorly dressed and buffeted and homeless, 12 and we labor, working with our own hands. When reviled, we bless; when 
persecuted, we endure; 13 when slandered, we entreat. We have become, and are still, like the scum of the world, the 
refuse of all things. 
This is not an encouragement to the Corinthian Believers (or to us) to pursue persecution, to pursue being a spectacle or 
a fool, to pursue hunger and homelessness, to pursue becoming the scum or refuse of the world. That is not the point. 
Paul is contrasting serving self with serving Christ. And, just as Christ was mistreated and rejected, it should not be a 
surprise if we are also mistreated and rejected.  
We are called to be faithful servants. To take up our cross daily and follow Jesus. Called to daily; constantly, die to 
ourselves and walk in the reality of our union with Christ, as faithful servants. 
Somehow the Corinthian believers were having success in a culture that considered the gospel foolishness and its 
messengers “the scum of the world and the refuse of all things”. 
Paul is calling the Corinthian believers back to their true calling of being servants of Christ. 
We see this further develop as we look at the last section of this chapter … 
 
A Christlike Call to Christlikeness 
1 Corinthians 4:14-21 
14 I do not write these things to make you ashamed, but to admonish you as my beloved children. 15 For though you have 
countless guides in Christ, you do not have many fathers. For I became your father in Christ Jesus through the gospel. 16 I 
urge you, then, be imitators of me. 17 That is why I sent you Timothy, my beloved and faithful child in the Lord, to remind 
you of my ways in Christ, as I teach them everywhere in every church.  
I am moved by Paul’s tone here. He is confronting a serious error! There is significant pride, self-promotion, and even 
church-eroding competition and division happening.  
When I imagine myself in his shoes, I find myself frustrated with their arrogance, selfishness, and behavior that is 
antithetical to the way of the cross. 
And, this was personal for Paul. He is personally under attack. His effectiveness and credibility have been called into 
question. And yet, he has served faithfully and sacrificially, and done nothing to warrant this prideful critique.  
Paul, could have been angry, he could have claimed righteous anger and come out swinging, ready to cut down his 
arrogant opponents.  
But instead, he is a humble, faithful, cross-bearing servant. He is remarkably gentle, patient, and loving, like the One he 
serves, who is … 

Psalm 145:8 
The Lord is gracious and merciful, 
    slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 
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Paul lives out his new nature in Christ and is a conduit for true power, enabling God’s beautiful character to flow through 
him! 
Instead of reacting in anger; in a self-serving, opposition shaming or crushing way, Paul lovingly admonishes them (as his 
beloved spiritual children) and reminds them of his calling and role. God has assigned him to be their spiritual father (to 
share the good news with them, be an expression of Jesus to them, and an example of how to follow Christ).  
I have been amazed as I look back at some of Paul’s introductory comments in this letter (while having this situation in 
mind) 

1 Corinthians 1:4-5 
4 I give thanks to my God always for you because of the grace of God that was given you in Christ Jesus, 5 that in 
every way you were enriched in him in all speech and all knowledge— 

Knowing the pride, competition, and even personal attack on Paul, isn’t it shocking that he can still say, “I give thanks to 
my God ALWAYS for YOU”! And that he can acknowledge the good gifts they had received in speech and knowledge, 
even though several (maybe many) had corrupted the use of these very gifts and were using them selfishly. 
Notice, that as Paul calls them to imitate him, he is ultimately calling them to imitate Christ. We see him make that 
connection as he tells them he is sending Timothy to remind them of his ways in Christ.  
Paul is essentially saying the same thing he will say again at the beginning of chapter 11 when he tells them to follow 
him as he follows Christ. 
The chapter closes with Paul issuing a firm warning to those who may be slow to heed his loving correction … 
 18 Some are arrogant, as though I were not coming to you. 19 But I will come to you soon, if the Lord wills, and I will find 
out not the talk of these arrogant people but their power. 20 For the kingdom of God does not consist in talk but in 
power. 21 What do you wish? Shall I come to you with a rod, or with love in a spirit of gentleness? 
Though Paul has been gentle, and loving, he is also firm. And once again he separates talk from power, something the 
Corinthians would of thought of as going together. The real power is sourced in God, and is able to flow through those 
who are abiding in Christ; humbly recognizing they are dependent servants of God. 
Paul comes back to the unexpected and even seemingly “foolish” nature of the kingdom of God. While from a human 
perspective we consider eloquence, well-articulated arguments, and passionate presentations as powerful, Paul reminds 
us that real power is from God and flows through faithful servants who humbly recognize their dependence on Him. 
Servants who heed Jesus’ call to take up their crosses daily and follow him.  
Main Idea: Pride and self-promotion divide the Church and undermine the advancement of the Kingdom but humble 
service is a conduit for Church-building, Kingdom-advancing power. 
 
APPLICATION 
As we move to application, I would like to ask a few questions for us to consider … 

1. Are there any areas where your view of yourself or others is inconsistent with the reality that everything you 
have (and they have) is a gift from God? 
As Paul asked the Corinthians, what do we have that we have not received? Can you think of anything?  

a. God created us, the universe, and all the natural resources around us. (we can’t take credit for any of 
that) 

b. He gave us the ability to think, learn, and develop skills. 
c. He gives each of us breath. 
d. He causes the sun to shine. 
e. He gives us our families. 
f. He give us eternal life, by faith in Christ! (By the way, if you haven’t received this gift, God is extending 

the invitation to you today!) 
g. He gives us (members of the Body of Christ) assignments and roles, AND He gives us the gifts, skills, and 

abilities to fulfill what He has called us to do. 
h. James tells us that, “17 Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the 

Father of lights, …” (James 1:17) 
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What do we have to boast in?! 
If we have received everything good as undeserved gifts from God, then we have no reason to elevate ourselves, 
and SO MANY reasons to be grateful to Him; to boast in Him; to worship Him!  
In light of this reality, our posture should be one of humble gratitude and joy, instead of prideful boasting or 
entitled jealousy.   
Is there pride, jealousy, or competition in us that points to an inaccurate view of the Greatness, Goodness, and 
Grace of God, and our complete dependence on Him?  
 

2. Are we elevating certain gifts within the Church (while diminishing others), or measuring success in ways that 
differ from God’s expectation of faithfulness?  
Pastor Michael and I enjoy giving each other a hard time and competing regarding various things. You’ve heard 
us joking about competing for Graham’s attention and approval. Or Michael commenting on my inability to grow 
facial hair.  
Those things are all fun and done jokingly. However, it could get real. Michael has some gifts that I can easily 
become jealous of. He is surprisingly strong. You may not expect it by looking at him. Thankfully I am pretty 
strong too, so that one isn’t an issue.  
But Michael has a plethora of other gifts. It is almost like someone took pity, when he went through the 
“servants of God assembly line” (maybe because he doesn’t look particularly strong) and they just gave him all 
the gifts!  
One of the gifts that stands out, is Michael’s ability to think deeply about something and then articulate it 
beautifully and simply. He is an outstanding communicator, a brilliant wordsmith. 
If I lose sight of the fact that the gifts are from God, that they don’t originate in and of ourselves, and if I forget 
that I am God’s servant, and faithfulness is what He is looking for, I could easily become discouraged and 
jealous.  
(By the way, I leaned into Michael’s gifts in preparation for this message. He helped me significantly as I was 
trying to finalize my main idea).  
Michael and I have different gifts, but we are both servants of God, tools in his hand. 
 

3. Are we serving faithfully or are we getting sidetracked and drifting into serving ourselves.  
We may have begun in service to Him, but over time have we become distracted with our own interest? Are we 
looking to Him and asking Him what He wants? Or are we making decisions by looking to ourselves and thinking 
about what we want? 
For example, when He opens a door for the gospel and stirs us to share the Good News with a neighbor, co-
worker, fellow student, family member, teammate, etc. does our comfort dictate how we respond? Does our 
calculated chance of success dictate what we do? Or, do we respond like Jeremiah, in obedience, no matter the 
sacrifice or outcome? 
Another example … Are we constantly looking to him and talking to him about decisions (including where we 
server) or are we simply doing what we want to do, for as long as we want to do it, and serving ourselves? 
To put this another way, are we taking up our cross daily and following Jesus? His will, not ours? 
 

4. What can we learn from Paul’s example of gentle, patient, and loving correction? 
I was convicted the last couple of weeks, as I studied this passage and encountered Paul’s example as he 
corrected such a significant issue with so much gentleness and grace.  
Yes, he was firm and at times pretty strong, but it was couched in so much fatherly love. 
It is easy to error on both sides. First, on the side of not raising an issue, of not addressing something that needs 
to be addressed.  
But then, we can easily swing to the other side (especially when something gets big enough and irritating 
enough) and react and correct in anger and frustration. 
We can learn from Paul here and follow His example as He follows the One who is … 
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Psalm 145:8 
The Lord is gracious and merciful, 
    slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. 

 

Main Idea: Pride and self-promotion divide the Church and undermine the advancement of the Kingdom but humble 
service is a conduit for Church-building, Kingdom-advancing power. 
 


