“Team Work or Turf Wars?” * (1 Corinthians 3:1-9)

What does it take to be successful in the worltkai sports? Contrary to popular opinion, it is not
tattoos, jail time, and steroids. It is teamworkieTgreatest athletes in the world are only consitier
successful in the ultimate sense when they wibih®@ne—the championship. However, the only way to
accomplish this in team sports is to be a teamgplagd to play on a team that is committed to tearkw

Right now March Madness is going on. By this afbermwe will be down to the four best teams in
college basketball. Next weekend these teams waittimup against each other. | can assure you éne te
that plays together will stay together and win f&AA Championship, a week from tomorrow evening.

Similarly, in the church of Jesus Chrike team that serves together stays together ansl together
However, the team that becomes consumed with ithaialiaccolades will falter and be forgotten. In 1
Cor 3:1-9, Paul is going to coach us to play upuospiritual potential. He does this by laying two
coaching tips. First, Paul says...

1. Recognize your faulty perspectivé3:1-4). Paul writes*And |, brethren, % could not speak to you®

as’ to spiritual men,® but as to men of flesH,as to infant$ in Christ. | gave you milk to drink, not

solid food; for you were not yet able to receive’it(3:1-2a).The word translated “and Ikégo ties

back to 2:1-5, where Paul writes about his expegén Corinth’ During his 18-month ministry in

Corinth, Paul preached Christ and many Corinthisi®eved the message of the cross. Paul writes that
when he was in Corinth, he spoke to them as “isfamtcause they were new believers. They were brand
new to the faith! So he gave them milk to drinkdese they were spiritual babi@g his is not meant to

be a derogatory remark. Every Christian beginssgsiriual infant. There is nothing wrong with this

One of our favorite family pastimes is to look thgh family photo albums and watch family home
videos. It's astonishing to look back on the lieé®ur children. It's fun to see them when they ever
babies and toddlers and couldn’t walk or talk. Béekn we didn't expect much of them—they were
babies. There’'s nothing wrong with being a baby,tbuemain a baby all your life is not healthy.
Something is terribly wrong! This was the case arifth. Paul is writing them approximately five ysa
after he first began his ministry there. By thisd¢ithe Corinthians should have become spirituddicn,
teenagers, or even adults. Instead, they ardoabikes.

But does Paul have in mind the image of children whed to grow, or that of infantile adults whodhee
to adjust their attitude® Many Bible students assume that by calling themfatits” Paul intends to
emphasize their need to grow. Yet, Paul's contsasbt between infancy and maturity but between
infancy and spirituality. It is more likely that #as rebuking his readers, not because they dressiill
and had not progressed further, but because theyiwéact being childish—a condition contrary to
being spiritual. The problem is not that they htaiked to progress but that they have failed to
comprehend, in particular, the message of the ¢obs$:18-25)"

This view is confirmed in 3:2b-4, as Paul movesrfriihie past to the presefitndeed, even now you are
not yet* able, for'® you are still fleshly® For since there is jealousy and strifé among you, are you
not fleshly, and are you not walking like mere menFor when one says, ‘| am of Paul,” and another,
‘I am of Apollos,” are you not mere men?*® Paul is shocked that the Corinthians are stilhatiet of
milk. There has been ample time for spiritual attés and actions to develop. By now these Christian
should be spiritual, but they are still fleshlyanfs. Paul expected them to be able to receivel“tmdd,”
yet they are still on Gerber. However, the “sobdd” is not advanced and complicated doctrines it i
godliness of living. The term refers to spirituadt necessarily theological maturifyThe “solid food”
that Paul refers to is not deeper doctrinal trisiisrather the word of the cro®s.



This is important to understand because many péebiplk they are mature since they know the Biblé an
are deep thinkers. Nothing could be further fromttiuth! God is more interested in our attituded an
actions. While knowledge is certainly valuable, dibace is far more important. To what extent ane yo
presently obeying what you know about God’s Word2He degree that you are obedient to what you
know, you are a spiritual Christian. Do your atiés and actions presently reflect Christ? We must
recognize that our attitudes and actions are a@egrewdication of spirituality than our ability tnemorize
Scripture, study the Bible, and talk theology.

In this context, behaving in the “flesh” meansiftig in rivalry and disunity within the churcA*Much
to Paul's chagrin, the Corinthians were behavikg linbelievers (cf. Rom 8:5-9) in their speech and
attitudes. They have the Spirit, but at this juprctihey are neither thinking nor acting as if they”
Their overall position might be spiritual but thpiactice of quarrelling and their admiration ofpa
intellectualism is unspiritudf

In 3:3, Paul brings up two sins that can destreydturch: “jealousy and strifé*The interesting thing
about these sins is that they are not considemgalisesins in the church. Yet, Paul saw the spfitu
danger that could tear the church apart. Thesaasinmade manifest in 3:4, through party divisidriwe
apostle Paul had been the evangelist who foundedhthrch, and there were those who were loyal to
him, who trusted and respected him, who liked tyilesApollos came after him, and there were people
who gathered around him because they preferreaihing’® As a result, jealousy and strife broke out.
Paul says this is naive, dangerous, and contragyeoything God wants for us. It is sinful for cbr
members to compare pastors, or for believers tovidhuman leaders as disciples of men, and not
disciples of Jesus Christ. The “personality cuitsthe church today are in direct disobediencédéo t
Word of God. Only Jesus Christ should have theegptdgreeminence (Col 1:18).

It is interesting that in 3:3 Paul returns to theljlem that he began to address in 1:10-17. It dveakm
that Paul does this to create suspense. If thentbans are wise and spiritual they will see tHevance

of the intervening discussion about “the word @ thoss” (1:18-2:16%, Again, Paul is not chastising the
Corinthians because they were babes in the fadthad not progressed like they should. Throughust t
book he is going to delve into deep doctrine (@thical conduct, marriage and celibacy, freedom in
relation to food offered to idols, the Lord’s Suppée use of spiritual gifts in the church, and th
resurrection). This book is full of theological meRather, Paul rebukes the Corinthians because the
attitudes were childish—completely incompatiblehwtie fact that they were people who had the Spirit
of God?’ They are bickering over who the best preacher is.

How should this type of division be handled? Papla&ns in Titus 3:9-11: “But avoid foolish
controversies and genealogies and strife and dispaltout the Law, for they are unprofitable and
worthless. Reject a factious man after a first sgwbnd warning, knowing that such a man is pergerte
and is sinning, being self-condemned.” When Pays s& are to “reject” such a person, he means we ar
to break fellowship with such a person (cf. Matt1B17). Paul takes seriously divisions that caepr

up in the life of the church.

Consequently, in this section Paul rebukes thenfloans for behaving in an unspiritual fashion.
Apparently, he is concerned that some of us dtérsthe nursery when we should be in the infantry
This doesn’t happen by mere Bible knowledge. Thewet be a change in our attitudes and actions.
Sadly, many of us think that we will grow spiritlyahs we age. Maturity requires time but has ngthin
do with age. Maturity and spirituality are refledti@ how we come together as a church family.

[After some constructive criticism, Paul turns nexa positive explanation of how his readers sthoul
view himself and his fellow workers.]



2. Remember your role in God’s work(3:5-9). Since the Corinthians were guilty of preacher \wigrs
Paul must cut himself and Apollos down to size3:a Paul writes\What then is Apollos? And what
is Paul? Servant& through whom you believed, even as the Lord gavepportunity to each one.”®
Paul opens this section with two rhetorical questithat begin with the word “what”By asking “what”
rather than “who,” Paul focuses on the place oitjposto which the Corinthians’ leaders have been
elevated, rather than upon the personalities di.dathe Corinthians had been answering thesetigunss
they would have responded: “My leader is my evenghMy leader is my teacher, my counselor, my
guide, my confidence, my pride.” Paul brings theifthians back down to earth. Speaking of himself
and Apollos, the two greatest leaders the Corinthlmave known, he says, in effect, “We are notd®ro
to be adored; we are not gods, to be worshippedirasmot masters, to be blindly followed. We are
simply servants of God, who by God'’s grace and eppent were allowed to be instrumental in you
trusting in Christ.”

Paul says he and Apollos are simply “servantstine, believers would attach the term “servant”
(diakono$ to a church office (Phil 1:1; 1 Tim 3:8, 12), bubegan as a stock term for common laborers,
like table waiters (John 2:5) and palace attend@édt 22:13). Thus, Paul is not claiming elevaseatus
but is embracing lowly servility. He is saying, “do I'm just a waiter who busses tables. Nobodydsui

a movement around a food service worker! Apollas lawere just waiters God used as servants to bring
food to you. So don't try to honor us; it's totathisplaced. Give your praise to the One who preptre
food, who understood what your spiritual needs wene then delivered it through us. The Lord is the
One who gave the opportunity for us and for youd Govereignly placed you where He knew you
needed to be to hear the gospel, and He put uswitr you. Therefore, why prefer one waiter over
another? This is foolish.”

This should serve as a humbling reminder to usavéeservants, waiters who wait upon God and His
people. What a great reminder that we should weéters and busboys with respect and honor, because
that is what we all are in the spiritual realm.

Paul continues his clarification in 3:6-Tplanted, Apollos watered, but God was causing th
growth. So ther* neither the one who plants nor the one who wateiis anything, but God who
causes the growth.*? The point indicated above in 3:5 is illustratedif. Paul “planted” as he
introduced the Corinthians to faith in Christ aadght basic discipleship truths to those who betiev
(4:15; Acts 18:1, 173 Apollos “watered” as he followed up Paul in Cohipand fortified, fed, and
nurtured the work that Paul had begun (Acts 1824)1

There is an operative word in these verses. hdsatord “one.” This word helps explain God's
mathematics. One plus one equals one. Ten plusgigals one. One hundred plus one hundred equals
one. Regardless of how many people are serving,i&ibe One that makes things gro\Raul states

this twice in 3:6-7. He wants us to understand thialkess the Lord builds the house, they laboramv

who build it” (Ps 127:1). We should dream and glamministry. We should want and expect our church
and our ministries to grow. Nevertheless, growtBdgl’s business, not ours. God is the One who sause
the growth! Therefore, we must pray and trust Himit. Are you praying for the growth and health of
your church? If not, please begin doing so today.

By using the illustration of a garden, Paul helpsaiunderstand that he and Apollos are not gardene
they are garden tools. They are shovels and r&l@g.no one fawns over a garden tool, right? Most
people don't walk into a beautiful garden and $hgpk at that shovel!” “Look at that rake!” Instead
they focus on the garden and the gardener. Likewinee we are mere garden tools we ought to direct
people to the Gardener. He is the One whom has abtiee work! The mark of a successful servant is:
Does he or she point others to the Gardener ($ee3180)7?



Paul continues his illustration in 3:8 with theserds:“Now he who plants and he who waters are one;
but each will receive his own reward according tois own labor.”> Again, Paul emphasizes that all
servants are one. There are no celebrities. Omegdool is not better than the other. Yet, Paekdsiate
that “each will receive his own reward accordindit® own labor.” In the end, servants are to dohit
they do for Jesus Christ, for one day He will eagdutheir lives. On that day, He will reward us@adng
to our own labor. It should also be noted that Rael the singular of the word “labor” or “work.h&
point is: We are not rewarded for our success; we@varded for our faithfulness. Is your life
characterized by labor and faithfulness? If so, willreceive® a reward.

Paul closes this passage in 3:9 with these wéFas:we are God'’s”’ fellow workers;*® you are God'’s
field,* God’s building.” Paul first reaffirms that he and Apollos are bdilow workers” of God. They
do not workwith Him” (see 2 Cor 6:1), bubr Him. Hence, God wants us to glorify Him in andatingh
our ministries.

Paul then switches his imagery from that of agtiael to that of architecture when he calls the
Corinthians “God’s field” and then “God’s buildiid® God is the focus of this passage. His name shows
up six times in the last five verses. He is theyd@nhe worthy of glory.

Back at the turn of the century, there was a pladuecusts in the plains of the United Statesa imatter
of a few days, that swarm of locusts swept ovesthtes of Nebraska, lowa, and Kansas. In lessahan
week, they did over five hundred million dollarsntfoof damage (in the currency of that time). Ldsus
don’t have a king to get them organized. They dbaite a draft board to call them into ranks. Byints
the locust knows it has to be in community withestlocusts. When that occurs, they are able toléopp
kingdoms. The wisdom of the locust is the wisdoat tklls us we must have commuriity.
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Scripture Reference
1 Corinthians 3:1-9
Romans 7:14-25
Romans 8:1-4
Galatians 5:16-26
Galatians 6:1-5
Hebrews 5:11-14
Ephesians 4:11-16

Study Questions

1.

When did [first believe in Jesus Christ as my Savior? How longtdiake me to grow from infancy to
childhood? How am | doing spiritually at the mon®AIm | a spiritual infant, child, teenager, or a@uvhat
category would my immediate family members placeimdf the Lord were to examine my progress, what
label would He attach to me? How can | begin taisidiny attitudes and actions so that | can natupatigress
in my maturity?

What “fleshly” attitudes and perspectives do | entty have that are holding me back from beingniia¢ure
Christian God has called me to be? Is there aniyong life who | could ask to hold me accountablél | be
courageous enough to transparently share my sas@gl|

In what areas of my church experience do jealounslystrife creep in? Is there someone who has gjiitis
abilities that | want? Do | struggle with the parssho seems to have all the friends that | wisbuld have?
Will I make a commitment this week to release negfily emotions to the Lord?

Do | honestly see myself as Christ's servant? Wheard most prone to be prideful? How might the Leegk
to humble me in this perceived area of strengthi? Mattempt to humble myself so that the Lord doebhave
to humble me? Read Matthew 23:11-12; James 4:6+1d]1 Peter 5:5-6.

What responsibilities do | currently have in cutimg God’s garden? Do | see myself as a valuadteqs
God’s work in this world? How am | currently partimg with other people to accomplish God’s work? wih
teamwork so important? Can | honestly say that balam player or am | a one-man or one-woman show?
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® In this context, the term “spiritualpfeumatikosdenotes people who have received and obey thinpaf the
Spirit of God. Yet, the Corinthians are not behgvima spiritual fashion, so Paul cannot addresmths “spiritual”
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31 That God is the primary worker is made promineiththe result clause beginning witleste(“so then”) in 3:7.
See C.K. Barretth Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corintlsiddarper's New Testament Commentaries
(New York: Harper & Row, 1968), 85; FeEhe First Epistle to the Corinthian32.
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watering compared with the imperfeaixanen(“to cause to grow”) which he employs for God’s tional action
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61:3; Jer 2:21; Amos 9:15).

34 Kendall, When God says, “Well Done!’24.
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that Paul is stressingodas the one to whom the “servants,” “field,” anditding” belong.
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of sun- prefixed nouns taking ampliedgen. of association while the gen. mentioned éntéxt functions in another
capacity (cf. Acts 21:30)—cf., e.g., Rom 11:17I¢fetsharers [with the Jewish believed§]the roo}; 1 Cor 1:20;
9:23; Eph 3:6; 1 Pet 3:7. (In 1 Thess 3:2 bothtjy@s are used: one association, one possessivelftother and
co-worker for God.’] This text closely parallelsCbr 3:9 in thought and word [cf. Phil 1:7]). Thassi likely that
the apostle is not claiming that he and Apollos@oel’s partners, but his servants. Daniel B. Wall&reek
Grammar Beyond the Basi¢Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 130.

%9 The image of the people of God as a field drawa arell-known tradition concerning Israel, perhdpsiving
initially from Israel as God's vineyard (Isa 5:7zék 36:9).

0 Such dual images have their root in the OT’s dpson of the task to which God called his servamd prophet
Jeremiah: “to uproot” and to “tear down,” and ldterbuild” and “to plant” (Jer 1:10; cf. 24:6; S#9:7). See
Verbrugge,l Corinthians 81.

“1 Preaching Today Citation: Haddon Robinson, “Thedim of Small Creatures,” Preaching Today, Tapedso.



