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PREFACE 
 

When Paul wrote to the Corinthians that he had decided to "know nothing" 
among them "except Jesus Christ and him crucified," he was not claiming for himself a 
narrow, limited message. The apostle obviously addressed a number of doctrinal 
issues, ethical concerns and church problems. But he approached every one of those in 
a particular way—in the light of the gospel, in the light of Christ crucified and risen for 
us. He brought to bear, upon every issue he met, the mighty realities of the evangel. 
Christ was always at the center. 

That's the aim in this volume, Life in the Light of the Gospel. Let's look at all the 
concerns which Paul dealt with in his first Corinthian letter—many of them very 
contemporary today—in the light which streams from the cross and the empty tomb. 
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CHAPTER 1  THE GOSPEL AND OUR SALVATION 
 

Now I would remind you, brethren, in what terms I preached to you the 
gospel, which you received, in which you stand, by which you are saved, if 
you hold it fast—unless you believed in vain. For I delivered to you as of 
first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins in 
accordance with the scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on 
the third day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to 
Cephas, then to the twelve. 

 
1 Corinthians 15:1-5 

 
I want to think with you about "Life in the Light of the Gospel" from the apostle Paul's 
first letter to the Corinthians, in which he deals with a number of vexing church 
problems, sticky moral issues and contested questions of faith. The apostle seeks to 
approach all of these by appealing to the central realities of the Christian gospel. He 
tries to see all of life in that light. I want to think with you about the theme that's 
fundamental to all these studies. It's the question: What is the gospel? And why is it so 
piercingly relevant to everything in our situation? These are Paul's words to the 
Corinthians: 
 

Now I would remind you, brethren, in what terms I preached to you the 
gospel, which you received, in which you stand, by which you are saved, if 
you hold it fast—unless you believed in vain. For I delivered to you as of 
first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins in accor-
dance with the scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the 
third day in accordance with the scriptures, and that he appeared to 
Cephas, then to the twelve. 
 1 Cor. 15:1-5    

 
When Christians hear the word gospel, they often think of the first four books of 

the New Testament: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. These are often called "the four 
Gospels." That isn't exactly accurate, though, because all four deal with the same 
gospel. Each is: The Gospel According to Matthew, Mark, Luke, or John. What we have 
just read from 1 Corinthians 15 could well be described as "The Gospel According to 
Paul." 

But that, too, can be misunderstood. When we speak of "The Gospel According 
to" this or that apostle, the idea might be conveyed that these are a certain man's 
opinions about the gospel. Each would have stoutly denied that. Paul insisted on a 
number of occasions that the gospel was not really his at all. It was God's gospel. Paul 
didn't manufacture it or dream it up. It was delivered to him. He testified all his life long 
that the gospel he preached had been entrusted to him by the risen Christ. He, as a 
preacher of the gospel, was simply passing on what he had received. 

It would be hard to exaggerate the importance to the apostle of this gospel. It 
was the dynamic center of everything he ever preached or wrote. It was the core of his 



theology and the fountain of his ethical outlook. The gospel was the basis for his entire 
lifework. He tried to see everything in the light of it and do everything for the sake of it. 
For this he toiled and suffered. For this he was even ready at any time to die. What to 
the apostle Paul was this priceless gospel? 
 

 

Two Great Events  

First, the gospel consisted of certain historical events. It had to do with particular 
happenings in space and time. It centered in the career and experiences of one human 
being, one historical person—Jesus of Nazareth. The events were basically two: Jesus 
died, and He was raised on the third day. His burial and His appearing to His followers 
are also mentioned but they simply highlight the two central events. The fact that He 
was buried attests that He truly died. The fact that He was seen by His followers after 
His resurrection points to the reality of that great event. Everything in the gospel centers 
around this: Jesus died and rose again. 

One of these seems quite ordinary, doesn't it: Jesus died. "What's remarkable 
about that?" asks someone. "Everyone dies." But strangely, the death of Jesus plays a 
role in history like no other dying. I have a huge book in my library that chronicles 100 of 
the greatest events in human history. Do you know that one of those, according to 
these writers (not particularly religious people), was the crucifixion of Jesus? 

The other event was not at all ordinary. It was extraordinary in the most profound 
sense. It was a one-of-a-kind event—nothing like it before or since in human 
history—resurrection! But both of these happenings are datable in history, localized in 
time, attested by witnesses. Each is backed up by impressive evidence. The gospel 
thus is primarily an announcement of things that have happened. 

And, I might add, a joyful announcement. It's the kind of good news that's too big 
to keep to one's self, the kind you could shout to your neighbors across the street, 
something like this: "Have you heard? The war's over. The boys are coming home!" Or, 
"The baby's born! Mother and daughter are doing fine." Or again, "The tumor is benign. 
He's going to be all right." The gospel is a supremely gladdening word about wonderful 
events. That's what they signalize in Russia on Easter day. One believer says to 
another, "The Lord is risen!" And a happy, excited answer comes back, "He is risen 
indeed!" 
 

According to Plan 

Another vital phrase in Paul's description of the gospel puts these events into a certain 
framework. Paul writes that Jesus Christ died and rose "according to the scriptures." In 
other words, these were not isolated, random events. They were the outworking of a 
divine plan, the goal and fulfillment of what had been revealed in the Old Testament. 

That's what the apostle means when he says that the gospel is God's gospel. 
The Almighty has always had these things in mind. He has decided in advance to bring 
them about. They happen according to His loving design. 

How did the apostles know that these events took place according to the 
Scriptures? They learned that, principally, from Jesus Himself. During His public 
ministry, He had referred repeatedly to the way in which the Scriptures were being ful-
filled in His life and experience. Then, after His resurrection, He went through the Old 



Testament with them, explaining how various things in the law and the prophets and the 
psalms had now been realized in His death and resurrection. 

We don't know exactly which Scripture passages He expounded to them in this 
way, but we can be sure what some of them were. One of those about His death was 
surely the 53rd chapter of Isaiah. There we read of a suffering servant of the Lord who 
would be despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief. In 
His terrible sufferings, He would bear the griefs of His people and carry their sorrows. 
More, He would be wounded for their transgressions and bruised for their iniquities. He 
would be cut off out of the land of the living for the transgression of His people. This 
great passage was referred to on a number of occasions both by Jesus and by His 
apostles. 

For the Resurrection, one of the key Old Testament passages was certainly 
Psalm 118. It is quoted several times in the New Testament writings. 
 

The stone which the builders rejected 
has become the head of the corner. 

This is the LORD's doing; 
it is marvelous in our eyes. 

vv. 22-23 
 

The long history of God's ancient people had led up to these events. Prophets 
and sages had spoken of them. Generations of suffering believers had longed to see 
their day. For all the centuries of human history, God had been preparing the world for 
Good Friday and Easter morning, and now the hour had come. Jesus had died and 
been raised again—according to the Scriptures. 
 

For Our Benefit 
I imagine that many people could hear all this and not be particularly excited about it. 
"So these things happen. So God planned them. So what?" In other words, some 
hearers don't see any particular relevance of these things to their own lives. They can't 
see how Jesus' dying and rising again long ago makes any difference for them today. 
Now for one more phrase of enormous significance in Paul's presentation of the gospel. 
It's not only that Jesus died and was raised the third day. It's not only that these 
happened according to the age-old purpose of God in the Scriptures. The heart of the 
gospel emerges in the affirmation that He did this for us. Read again: "I delivered to 
you," says Paul, "as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our 
sins." That is what makes these events to be good news. That's what gospel means, 
you see: good tidings, a glad, joy-bringing message. All of this happened, we learn, for 
our benefit, for our blessing, for our sakes. 

Let's say you're at a graduation service and a number of awards are being 
announced. You listen with mild interest as the reading goes on, but perhaps your mind 
wanders a bit. Then suddenly you hear your daughter's name. A coveted award is being 
given to her. Suddenly, you're all ears. You're not simply interested at this recital of 
awards—you are overjoyed. What had been a vital concern only to others is now a 
source of wonderful excitement to you. You've heard an announcement that has 
touched your home and your heart with great joy. 



The Christian gospel means comparatively little until we know that it is meant for 
us. Indiscriminate communications which show no personal interest in us—we discard 
impatiently, don't we? How many letters that come to your house addressed "occupant" 
do you take the time to read? But if it's addressed to you personally and shows a 
knowledge of your situation, and more than that, if it conveys to you a valuable gift, then 
you receive it eagerly. 
 

Saving Power  

The gospel is good news not only because it announces a great benefit and tells us that 
it's meant for us, but also because it brings to us the very reality of which it speaks. 
Paul is reminding the Corinthians in this passage that he has preached the gospel to 
them in the past and that they have received it. They have welcomed it as true. They 
have internalized it as God's message. They have trusted in this Christ who died for 
them and rose again. Now it is the gospel in which they stand, and best of all, it is the 
gospel by which they are saved. 

Believing this good news, trusting in the living Lord who is at the center of it, they 
have experienced what it is to be forgiven. They have begun to know release from the 
enslaving power of evil. They have been given a strong hope and a joy that keeps 
springing up even in the midst of pain. God has breathed His own life-giving Spirit into 
their hearts. They have, right now, eternal life. They are, both by adoption and new 
birth, the beloved children of God. They are rescued from all the tragic consequences 
of their sin. God is restoring in them His own glorious image. Through the gospel, they 
have been saved. They are being saved. Finally, when Christ returns, that saving work 
of God in their lives will be brought to completion. 

That's why the apostle Paul wrote in another place that he was not ashamed of 
the gospel. He made no apologies about preaching it and urging it upon people. He 
would have done anything in the world to see that it reached everyone. Why? Because 
the gospel is not a theory or an opinion, but a power. It's a power that brings salvation 
to all who believe it. Wherever anyone in the world will hear this gospel that Christ died 
for us and rose again, will accept it with a believing heart, will trust in this risen, reigning 
One, there the greatest of all miracles happens. That person is freely, totally, forever 
accepted by God. That person is quickened again to a life that will never die. That 
person becomes a part of God's glorious new creation and will one day be made 
completely like Jesus Christ. 

That's why I tell you, in the Lord's name, that according to the age-old purpose of 
God, Jesus Christ has died for your sins and has been raised again. I tell you that so 
that you, believing in Him, may be forever saved. May it be so! God bless you. 
 

Study Questions 
 
1. What have you usually understood by the word gospel? 
2. What are the pivotal events of the gospel? How important is it for Christian faith 

that these events actually happened? 
3. What is the significance for Paul of these things taking place "according to the 

scriptures"? 
4. What makes these events to become gloriously good news for us? 
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CHAPTER 2  THE GOSPEL AND OUR DIVISIONS 
 
For it has been reported to me by Chloe's people that there is quarreling among you, 
my brethren. What I mean is that each one of you says, "I belong to Paul," or "I belong 
to Apollos," or "I belong to Cephas," or "I belong to Christ." Is Christ divided? Was Paul 
crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?  
 

[1 Corinthians 1:11-13] 
 
A question that frequently comes to me in one way or another is about the divisions 
among those who believe in Christ. People wonder why there are so many denomina-
tions. I received a letter that asked this: "Please can you tell me why practicing 
Christians of one faith criticize another believer because that person is not of the same 
denomination?" It must be bewildering to onlookers that Christians call themselves by 
so many different names. Some describe themselves by their church government: "I'm 
a Presbyterian," or "I'm an Episcopalian," or "I'm Congregationalist." Some appeal to 
the name of a great founder: "I belong to the Lutheran church," or "I'm in one of the 
Calvinistic churches," or "I'm a Wesleyan." Others, impatient with those names, take the 
Lord's. They are "Churches of God" or "Assemblies of God." They are "Churches of 
Christ" or "Christian Churches." Still others describe themselves by the part of the world 
in which they have their center: the Eastern Orthodox Church or the Roman Catholic 
Church. How would anyone recognize, we wonder, that all of these groups are seeking 
to follow the same Lord? 

As we try to understand the situation and to gain the right perspective on it, it 
helps to remember that the problem is not a new one. It showed up in at least one 
Christian congregation less than 25 years after our Lord's resurrection. I'm talking about 
the church in Corinth. Paul writes to them in the first chapter of his first letter: "It has 
been reported to me by Chloe's people that there is quarreling among you, my brethren. 
What I mean is that each one of you says, 'I belong to Paul,' or 'I belong to Apollos,' or 'I 
belong to Cephas,' or 'I belong to Christ.'" 

Does that sound familiar? These aren't denominations in the present-day sense 
of that word, of course. They represent groups within a local congregation. But the way 
in which they describe themselves and the spirit which they manifest is all too 
contemporary. 
 

The Factions 

Let's look at this carefully for a few moments. What was actually going on among these 
believers in Corinth? It had been reported to Paul through the household of one of his 
friends that there was dissension among the Christians in this first-century Greek city. 
Factions had formed within the church. They hadn't split off and become new 
congregations, but the seeds of that dividedness were certainly present. Each group 
was setting itself apart from the rest and calling itself by the name of a favorite Christian 
leader. The first group said, "I belong to Paul," or "I am of the Pauline party." They were 
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saying, in effect: "We follow the teaching of the great apostle to the Gentiles. We like 
Paul's way of presenting the gospel. We think his version of Christianity is the best."  

Others identified themselves especially with Apollos. As far as we know, Apollos 
and Paul were preachers of the same gospel. They respected one another's ministry. 
But some in the congregation, apparently, tried to play one off against the other. 
Apollos was apparently a man of considerable eloquence. His fervent preaching had 
made him notable and popular. It was perhaps because of these qualities in his manner 
of presentation that Apollos was preferred by some to the more plain-spoken Paul. 
Apollos was a real orator. He was more a preacher to their taste. They said, "Apollos is 
our man. No one can preach like him." 

A third group in Corinth claimed the name of Cephas, or Simon Peter. Peter, of 
course, had been the original spokesman of the disciples, first among the twelve. 
Perhaps those with a special interest in history were his advocates. After all, he had 
been one of the original disciples. In their minds, that qualified him to speak with special 
authority. 

Then, too, Peter was more inclined than Paul to emphasize obedience to the 
Jewish law. Some who felt the need for clear moral standards may have favored his 
approach. Perhaps they regarded the others as too progressive, too lenient. 

A fourth group in Corinth found a way to upstage all the others. They said, "We 
belong to Christ." How could anyone top that? And who could challenge them for saying 
that they belonged to the King of Kings? But the name they chose implied, of course, a 
criticism of their fellow Christians. The unspoken message was, "All the rest of you are 
following human leaders; we follow only the Lord." 

That was the situation in that thriving, gifted church in Corinth. Paul apparently 
was not enamored of any of these groups, especially not of the one that bore his name. 
He doesn't single out one as being right and the others wrong. The whole picture 
apparently grieved him deeply. 
 

How They Develop 

Why, we ask, did such a condition develop among the Corinthian Christians? They 
were all believers. They had trusted in the same Jesus, crucified and risen for them. 
They had all received the same Holy Spirit. They rejoiced in the same great hope. What 
had brought about this dividedness among them? 

One notable expression of human sinfulness to which the apostle Paul often 
draws attention is what we might call a "party spirit." There seems to be in all of us a 
drive to distinguish ourselves from others. We'd like to be in some way superior to our 
peers, to belong to an in-group, to claim a special rank. Isn't that behind most social 
clubs, fraternities, sororities, lodges? There's nothing wrong, of course, with the 
formation of a smaller group. It may fulfill a significant function within a society or a 
church. But the spirit behind it is often exclusive rather than inclusive. It's more 
designed to keep certain people out than to welcome others in. It easily becomes an 
occasion for human pride. By whatever criterion we adopt for forming our group, we 
usually like to believe that those in it are a cut above the rest. 

Along with that is often found an undue attachment to human leaders. This is 
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especially lamentable when it happens within the Christian church where we are all 
called to be servants of one another and where all own allegiance to one Lord. We lose 
the perspective that all the talents and graces which leaders manifest are God-given. 
We begin to stand in awe of outstanding leaders. We attribute the growth of the church 
or the transformation of society to their efforts, their brilliance, their devotion. And we 
seem to gain a sense of specialness in the life of the church when we identify ourselves 
with the one whom we consider the greatest. 

Do you know how Paul analyzes this situation? He says that the Christians in 
Corinth are "behaving like ordinary men." For when one says, "I belong to Paul," and 
the other, "I belong to Apollos," the apostle asks, "Are you not merely men?" What Paul 
is saying here is that their sectarianism, their party spirit, their glorying in human 
leaders, is characteristically human. It's the way people normally operate. It's the style 
in which the rest of the world lives. "You can find that sort of thing," Paul seems to say, 
"in any other group on earth." 

But these believers in Corinth had received a new life. God had breathed His 
Spirit into their hearts. They had been forgiven by God, cleansed through Christ, and 
they were in the process of being totally transformed. They had within them the capacity 
now, the power, to walk in newness of life. And here they were reverting to their old 
ways, doing what everyone else does. 
 

The Remedy 

How does the apostle Paul deal with this situation? How does he minister to these 
Christians? How does he help them through this problem? The first thing that strikes 
me is that he is gentle and pastoral in his approach: "I appeal to you, brethren, by the 
name of our Lord Jesus Christ." He doesn't present himself as an authority, doesn't 
crack the whip and demand submission. He calls them "brethren," that is, fellow-Chris-
tians, spiritual equals. He doesn't presume at this point to give commands or even 
advice. He makes an appeal. He pleads with them. He lovingly urges them "in the name 
of our Lord Jesus Christ." Notice, it's not because Paul is a famous apostle that they 
are to listen to his entreaty. He comes to them not in his own name but in the name of 
Jesus, the One whom they call Lord. 

Second, he tells them exactly what he wants to see in them, that they be "united 
in the same mind and in the same judgment" (v. 10). This is an appeal for agreement. 
The image in the words he uses is that of "political communities which are free from 
factions" or "different states which entertain friendly relations with each other." Paul 
wants them to abandon their party slogans, to cast aside the battle cries of their division 
and to pull together. He wants them, he writes, "to be perfectly joined." That pictures 
restoring something to its rightful condition. It can be used for something like mending 
nets or supplying what is lacking. The net here was surely frayed and breaking. The 
lack was painfully apparent. Unity had to be restored. 

But here is the genius of Paul's approach, his characteristic way of dealing with 
problems of every kind. He applies to their situation the heart of the Christian gospel. 
He helps them to look at their dividedness in the light of the cross and the empty tomb. 
He does that with three telling questions: "Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you? 
Or were you baptized into the name of Paul?" 
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Look at that first one: "Is Christ divided?" Paul focuses attention now on the risen 
Lord, the One whom all the groups within the church claim to worship and serve. He 
asks: "Has Christ been parceled out to particular groups? Has He been divided up so 
that each has only a portion of Him? Can any one faction claim to have more or less of 
Him than others?" Paul hopes that simply raising the question will expose the folly of 
their party spirit. Since the resurrected Christ is one and undivided, so the fellowship of 
His people must be. 

The second question focuses on the Cross. It's the most searching and powerful 
of the three: "Was Paul crucified for you?" Graciously, Paul doesn't single out Apollos 
or Cephas here. He takes on the party that bears his name, that makes special appeal 
to his apostleship. He shows them the folly of this kind of exclusive attachment to him. 
How can we give to any human leader, he asks, the place that belongs to Jesus Christ 
alone? The Lord Himself has won our devotion, our supreme obedience, our 
single-hearted worship by His self-offering for our sins. Paul is saying to his special 
friends and supporters: "I certainly appreciate your love and loyalty, but don't put me in 
that place. Don't give to me the kind of allegiance that belongs to the suffering Savior. 
Remember that your ultimate indebtedness is to Him. He's the One who loved you and 
gave Himself for you. Never forget that. Never let any human leader get in the way."  

The final question: "Were you baptized into the name of Paul?" It's another 
question to which the answer is perfectly obvious. It's the name of the triune God that 
has been named over them. It's the name of Jesus, the crucified and risen Lord. Their 
baptism has brought them into His body, into vital union with Him. So, if they're going to 
give themselves a name, if they're going to say they belong to someone, let it never be 
anyone other than the Lord Himself. 

Here's a word to all of you who are believers: I hope you will think well of your 
pastors and priests. I hope you will value the tradition in which you find yourself. But let 
the words of the apostle sink down into your heart, and let nothing be as central and 
significant to you in the life of the church as this: You belong to Jesus Christ, the Lord. 
Don't let attachment to a human leader or to a particular group within the church divide 
you from your fellow believers and obscure your vision of the one Lord. 

To you who have not yet become Christians, let me assure you that the heart of 
the Christian faith, for those of all denominations and traditions, is Jesus Christ, 
crucified for us, risen from the dead. Put your trust in Him. Yield your life entirely to Him. 
Give to nothing else, to no one else, the place that belongs to Him. The nearer you are 
to the living Lord Jesus Christ, the nearer you will be to all His other followers. 
 

Study Questions 
 
1. What particular divisions within the church have been most evident and 

troublesome for you? 
2. How, as you understand it, do such divisions usually arise? 
3. How does the gospel provide the insight and dynamic to move beyond such 

divisions? 
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CHAPTER 3  THE GOSPEL AND WORLDLY WISDOM 

 
 

For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through 
wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save 
those who believe. 

 
1 Corinthians 1:21      

 

A Scandalous Message 

Have you ever considered how difficult it must have been for the apostle Paul to bring 
the Christian message to the Greek people of the first century? He had a number of 
forbidding obstacles. For one, he was a Jew, and he was preaching a Jewish Messiah. 
That prejudiced his case from the start. To the Greeks, he was an alien, talking about 
some foreign divinity. That must have made it hard for him even to get a hearing. 

But a greater problem lay in the content of his message. He preached to the 
Greeks a man who had been crucified, calling Him a Savior. This would have been a 
stumbling block for anyone. To the Jews, the idea was abhorrent because the Old 
Testament law declared that a man who had been hanged upon a tree was accursed 
by God. How could Paul and his companions dare to say that this man had been God's 
Chosen One? The Greeks didn't have that problem, but like everyone else in the 
Roman world, they found the very thought of crucifixion detestable. It was a punishment 
reserved for the vilest of criminals. It was the cruelest, most agonizing, most shameful 
death imaginable. It was too horrible to think about—being impaled on a cross, 
stripped, mocked, a public spectacle, left hanging there as food for birds of prey. 
Imagine how it sounded to the Greeks that a man who had died in this way was sup-
posed to be the Savior of the world! 

But the preaching of the Resurrection was an even greater scandal. That might 
be palatable to Jews. They had notions in their scriptures of things like this, but to the 
Greeks it made no sense at all. It was not only that the Resurrection seemed 
impossible to them; it wasn't even desirable. In Greek thought, the body was viewed as 
a kind of prison-house of the soul. The body was the source of all our problems. The 
goal of human life was for the immortal soul to escape from its enslaving body into 
realms of pure bliss. What kind of good news could it be to such people that a spirit 
once set free became enfleshed again? That was anything but progress. That was a 
giant step in the wrong direction. Now, what chance would Paul's preaching have with 
people who thought like that? 

What these first-century Greeks were interested in above all else was wisdom. 
They were philosophers, which means, literally, "lovers of wisdom." They revelled in 
speculative thought. Remember what Luke writes about them in the Book of Acts? 
"Now all the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there spent their time in nothing 
except in telling or hearing something new" (17:21). And the novelty they sought was in 
the world of the free-soaring mind. They wanted to hear someone spin them a system, 
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dazzle them with brilliance, impress them with eloquence. Profound thought, beautifully 
expressed—that's what they were looking for. 

Paul's message didn't seem like wisdom to them. They had a word for ideas like 
this. It was moria—foolishness. You know, that's the word from which we get our 
English term moron. To the Greeks, what the apostle had to say seemed stupid, ridicu-
lous, the babbling of an idiot. How in the world, do you suppose, did any of these 
people, these first-century Greeks, become Christian? 

Paul didn't back away from the conflict. He apparently made no effort to 
accommodate his preaching to their tastes. He even refused to bring his message in 
the style to which they were accustomed. He was plain-spoken, anything but eloquent. 
He was a man with a decidedly unwelcome message who showed little ability to get it 
across. But still, he took the offensive. He challenged what was the golden calf of their 
culture: the search for wisdom. 
 

A Wisdom Not Wise 
According to Paul, God Himself had challenged their so-called wisdom: "Where is the 
wise man? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not God made 
foolish the wisdom of the world?" (1 Cor. 1:20). He quotes the ancient Scriptures to that 
effect: "God says, `I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the cleverness of the 
clever I will thwart.'" How did God do that? How has He toppled the structures of human 
wisdom and exposed all their wizardry as foolishness? Paul goes on, "For since, in the 
wisdom of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, it pleased God through 
the folly of what we preach to save those who believe." 

It's important to see here that Paul is not anti-intellectual. He was a 
highly-educated man himself. He too prized the life of the mind. Not for a moment did 
he want to ridicule people because they think, because they reason, because they 
search for truth. What he is speaking against here is what we might call worldly wisdom, 
wisdom in quotation marks, a certain way of thinking. 

Paul, you see, was a Jewish rabbi, an expert in the Old Testament Scriptures. 
He prized wisdom as highly as did any Greek. But his definition of it was very different 
from theirs. In the Bible, all wisdom comes from God. It begins with the fear of God, 
with knowing God, taking Him into account, walking before Him with a sense that we 
belong to Him. Wisdom begins with God's self-revealing. It's not a human achievement 
but a divine gift. When Paul writes that God has destroyed the wisdom of the wise, he 
means that God has exposed the folly of people who think they can be wise without 
Him. And this is the great charge that Paul brings against their form of wisdom: It has 
not led people to know God. 

Notice, Paul does not say that all their thinking is wrong. He doesn't ridicule 
their intellectual abilities. He doesn't deny that they have insight or that at times they 
reach valid conclusions. He simply says that all their efforts to understand and all their 
searchings for truth have not led to a vital, personal knowledge of God. 

The apostle is not claiming here that Jewish minds are better than Greek minds, 
that he has been more successful in discovering God than his readers have. His point is 
that no human being can find God by thinking. He is not an object which they discover 
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at the end of a search. God, to the apostle Paul, can be known only as He reveals 
Himself, only as He chooses to make Himself known. Paul asks: Isn't that true even of 
human persons? "For what person knows a man's thoughts except the spirit of the man 
which is in him" (1 Cor. 2:11). The apostle is pointing here to a power of personal 
reserve in every one of us. In a sense, we decide, don't we, who will know us deeply? 

Maybe you've had the experience, as I have, of being frustrated at your inability 
to get to know someone. You spend time with persons, talk with them, observe them, 
ask them questions, but they seem guarded. They won't let you know what they really 
think about things. They don't give you a fair reading of how they feel about you. And 
even though you know what they look like, what they sound like, and to a degree, what 
they act like, you don't feel that you really know the person. That is, until that person 
chooses to open up to you, to let himself or herself become really known. 

But that, according to the apostle Paul, is what God has now done. When in His 
perfect plan, the world's wisdom totally failed to reach a true knowledge of God, it 
pleased the Lord to open His heart to us, to make Himself fully known. The wisdom of 
God, in which the living God becomes real to people, is Jesus Christ. The message 
Christians preach, which centers in Jesus Christ crucified and risen for us, is God's 
supreme self-disclosure, His perfect wisdom. 

The second charge which Paul brings against the worldly kind of wisdom is that 
it doesn't really do anything for people. It may be intellectually stimulating, but it does 
not minister to us in the depth of our need. 

According to the apostle and the rest of the New Testament, our problem is not 
simply one of ignorance. Our situation is much more alarming. We are perishing 
because of our rebellion against God, our self-chosen estrangement. Because of our 
disobedience and lovelessness, we are under God's judgment. We are dead in our 
trespasses and sins, hastening toward a doom of endless separation from God. 

Our own wisdom, our own intellectual pursuits, have been powerless to do 
anything about that. All our flights of intellect can do nothing to bring us forgiveness and 
release. We are lost men and women. Left to ourselves, we are utterly without hope. 
 

A Gospel with Power 

But the Christian gospel, says the apostle Paul, is the most glorious good news. It 
seems like folly to the Greeks, but to God it is consummate wisdom. And though it 
seems to them weak and contemptible, it is really the hiding place for God's power. 
Listen to Paul again: "It pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those 
who believe." Contrary to human wisdom, this wisdom of God does something. It is 
powerful, effectual. It actually saves people. It brings them from death to life. It restores 
them to a right relationship with God. It frees them from condemnation and releases 
them from bondage. It brings to them eternal life—now. 

But it does that only for those who believe, only for those who hear in it the call 
of God. If people insist on saying it is foolishness, if they dismiss it as of no value, they 
remain in their sins. They are numbered among the perishing. But whether they be 
Jews or Greeks or whoever they are, the gospel offers them the possibility of rescue 
and restoration. The gospel brings God's power to bear upon their desperate need. And 
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the gospel is centered in this very Jesus whom worldly wisdom despises. This message 
of Jesus Christ crucified and risen is "a stumbling block to Jews," says Paul, "and 
foolishness to Greeks, but to those who believe, both Jews and Greeks, Christ is the 
power of God and the wisdom of God" (see v. 22). He makes all the difference. 

This gospel is proclaimed to you today. You are called to believe this gospel, 
not because it suits your intellectual taste or because of anything about the way it is 
presented. The power of the gospel has nothing to do with plausibility or human 
eloquence. The message is simply this: The Lord of the universe has given His Son to 
be crucified for your sins and has raised Him from death on the third day. God calls you 
today in the name of this Jesus to repent, to turn from your sins, to put your trust in 
Christ as your Savior and Lord. The moment you do that, you will come into a vital, 
personal knowledge of God through this same Jesus Christ. And the moment you do it, 
you will pass from death into life. You will no longer be among those who are perishing 
but among those who are being saved. What before may have seemed like foolishness 
to you will now appear as the most wonderful truth. And what seems like weakness will 
prove to be for you the saving power of God. 

The issue is simply this: Will you depend upon your unaided powers in your 
search for truth or will you receive with a grateful heart the revelation God has given of 
Himself in Christ? Will you dismiss the message of the crucified and risen Jesus as 
laughable and false, or will you embrace it as God's good news? My prayer for you is 
that you will place all your confidence in Jesus Christ, the living Lord—crucified for you, 
risen for you, living and reigning for you—and that you will find Him to be the power and 
the wisdom of God. 
 

Study Questions 
 
1. In what ways was the message of Christ crucified and risen scandalous to Jews 

and to Greeks? 
2. How would you define the difference between "worldly wisdom" and "godly 

wisdom"? 
3. How do you account for the fact that the simple message of the gospel has 

such profound and lasting effects? 
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CHAPTER 4  THE GOSPEL AND OUR PRIDE 

 
For consider your call, brethren; not many of you were wise according to 
worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble 
birth; but God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, God 
chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong, God chose what is 
low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring to 
nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the 
presence of God. He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, whom 
God made our wisdom, our righteousness and sanctification and 
redemption; therefore, as it is written, "Let him who boasts, boast of the 
Lord." 

 
1 Corinthians 1:26-31          

 

A GOOD KIND OF PRIDE 

Think with me about pride. What a slippery word that is! It's hard sometimes to get a 
good grip on what it means. It has an upside and a downside. It can be a virtue or a 
vice. In one sense pride is something vital for every human being to have. In another, 
it's the deadliest and most destructive of sins. 

When is pride a good thing? Suppose I say, "I'm proud of my grandchildren." 
You know what that means. It means I think they're great. I'm happy that they're part of 
our family. I want my friends to get to know them, and when other people admire and 
like them, that makes me feel good all over. Like every grandparent, I like to pass 
around pictures of these marvelous children. I couldn't feel better or more thankful 
about them than I do. Is that a good sort of pride? You bet it is! I'd be a poor grandfa-
ther if I didn't feel that way. That kind of pride is one of the ingredients of genuine love. 

Sometimes we mean by pride, healthy self-esteem. Everyone needs that. You 
and I need to see ourselves as persons of genuine worth and dignity. There's no 
virtue—and surely no humility—in despising yourself, or in being a doormat for other 
people to walk over. Thank God for that pride in who you are that makes you hold your 
head high and feel that you are a significant person. 

And what about people who take pride, as we say, in their work? Is that 
something to be ashamed of? Certainly not. We're talking about people who want to do 
the best job they can possibly do. They aren't satisfied with shoddy work, cutting 
corners or projects half-done. They strive for excellence. And when they've given 
maximum effort to some project, they feel good about it. They have a sense of 
achievement and fulfillment in what they have produced. When other people appreciate 
what they've done or admire it, they derive great satisfaction from that. Aren't you glad 
there are people who feel that way about their work? I am. If this is what pride is about, 
I say "three cheers for it!" 
 

THE BAD STUFF 

As the word appears in the Bible, however, and in our common usage, pride has a quite 
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different character. Here it's an exaggerated self-esteem, a preoccupation with the self. 
It's the kind of self-regard that leads us to feel superior to other people. When we are 
proud, we think greatly of ourselves and meanly of others. We magnify ourselves and 
belittle them. We see ourselves as worthy of admiration and others, by comparison, as 
deserving contempt. The proud person decidedly over-values himself or herself and 
under-values others.  

Think of the image created in your mind when someone is described as 
"haughty." The man takes himself very seriously. You get the distinct impression when 
you're around him that he considers himself far more important than ordinary mortals. 
Or think of the word pompous. Pompous people seem somehow inflated, swollen with 
self-importance. They affect a personal dignity that's almost ludicrous. The haughty and 
the pompous generally regard others with what we call "disdain." They view them with 
thinly disguised scorn. They treat their fellow human beings as though they had little or 
no value. They seem to look down on everyone else from some pinnacle of 
self-absorbed loftiness. 

Now we're getting a sense of the evil in pride. It leaves us deceived about 
ourselves. It puts distance between us and others. When we are proud, we obviously 
expect to be admired, but are usually resented. We think to impress, but we only 
nauseate. None are so thoroughly miserable as those who have as the only object of 
admiration: themselves. 

But even that is not the worst of it. Of all the evils of which we are capable, pride 
is probably the most anti-God of them all. That's precisely what it is—setting up oneself 
instead of, in the place of, God. We become in pride our own "gods." We suffer, as 
someone has put it, from a "god-complex."  

Pride is the opposite of faith. When we are proud, we trust not in God but in 
ourselves and our own resources. Pride is poles apart also from gratitude. Proud 
people never think they get as much as they deserve. When pride blinds us, we 
assume that our abilities and achievements, the virtues we show and the honors we 
win, are all self-engendered. We treat the gifts God gives us as though they were 
occasions for self-congratulation, as though we deserve all the credit for them. Pride is 
then the ultimate rebellion against our Maker. It leads us to attribute to ourselves the 
honor and glory which are rightfully His. It's no wonder then that high on the list of 
things that God abhors is "a proud look" and that a major aim of God's providence in 
this world is to humble human pride. 

The apostle shows how God does precisely this through the gospel. He reasons 
with the Corinthian believers: "For consider your call, brethren; not many of you were 
wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble 
birth; but God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise, God chose what is 
weak in the world to shame the strong, God chose what is low and despised in the 
world, even things that are not, to bring to nothing things that are" (1 Cor. 1:26-28). 

The calling that Paul writes of here is not a person's vocation in the sense of 
what he or she may do for a living. It is the saving call of God which He sends forth in 
the gospel. It is the preaching of Jesus Christ crucified for us and risen from the dead, 
along with the invitation to repent and believe in Him for salvation. Paul wants the 
congregation in Corinth to look about them and see what sorts of people have 
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responded to this gospel call. There were all kinds in the congregation, apparently. 
They must have represented a wide spectrum. But Paul calls attention to the fact that 
not many were wise according to worldly standards, not many powerful and not many of 
noble birth. 

Different Types of Arrogance 

It's interesting that he singles out here three of our chief occasions for pride. There is 
first intellectual pride, arrogance about what we think we know. It's easy for people in 
academic circles to feel that they are a scholarly elite, members of an in-group that 
knows it all, looking down with amused superiority on the ignorant multitudes. That's not 
characteristic, certainly, of all scholars and teachers, but it's one of the temptations they 
all confront. 

There is also a pride that goes along with power. When Paul speaks of the 
powerful here, he means people with rank and political clout. That is a heady potion 
indeed for all who partake of it. When individuals have far-reaching authority over 
others, when they can subject multitudes to their will, few are the leaders who are not 
seduced into feelings of self-importance. Wielding great power, they come more and 
more to see themselves as great people. 

And then there is the pride of birth. It's possible for people to imagine that they 
are superior to others simply because they possess a famous last name, because their 
forebears were talented or wealthy. The vanity of the "in-group" is notorious. Some feel 
themselves infinitely above their fellow human beings simply because they happen to 
be born into "one of the finest families." 
 

The Levelling Gospel 
Now Paul argues here that the call of the gospel has exposed the falsehood and the 
folly of all that. Human wisdom would dictate that God should get on His side, people of 
the very best stock, the brightest, the most influential. Religious groups sometimes work 
in that way in their evangelistic approach. They feel an especial calling, it seems, to 
interest the wealthy in the gospel, to persuade the famous to believe, to establish 
relationships with outstanding people. But God apparently has gone about it in quite a 
different way. Most of the people whom He called into the fellowship of His Son in the 
city of Corinth had been uneducated, powerless, and lightly regarded. You might call 
them the "nobodies" of the world, the little people, the rank and file. 

In the early centuries of the Christian church, enemies of the gospel sometimes 
called attention to this very fact. The church father Origen quotes his opponent Celsus 
as saying this about Christians: "Their injunctions are like this: Let no one educated, no 
one wise, no one sensible draw near . . . but as for anyone ignorant, anyone stupid, 
anyone uneducated, anyone who is a child, let him come boldly." Celsus concludes: 
Christians "are able to convince only the foolish, dishonorable and stupid, only slaves, 
women and little children." Celsus apparently thought that that proved the falsehood of 
Christianity. Paul believed, on the other hand, that it demonstrated an important truth 
about God. Not only are His standards and His values different from those accepted by 
the world, but God through the gospel is actively overturning the world's false 
standards. His goal, Paul says, in calling ordinary people is to shame the wise, to 
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shame the strong, to bring to nothing things that are, so that no human being may boast 
in the presence of God. In other words, let no one think that God loves him, God calls 
him, God saves him, because of his I.Q., or his position, or his family pedigree. 

I remember hearing it said once of a famous minister that he "would have been 
an outstanding success in any field he had chosen to enter." I recognize the intent of 
that. Someone wanted to eulogize a man he considered great. But it sounded to me as 
though he thought that God was quite fortunate that He had found such an outstanding 
man. The emphasis in the Bible falls rather on the fact that the great God takes hold of 
people considered insignificant and does marvelous things in and through their lives. 

But it's not only in the kind of people He calls to Himself that God demolishes 
human pride. He does so also by saving us in a way for which we can claim no credit. 
Listen: "He [God] is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, whom God made our 
wisdom, our righteousness and sanctification and redemption." Paul is saying, in effect, 
to these believers: "You have a new life in Jesus Christ, and God is the source of it. 
You didn't make yourself alive. He breathed that life into you. It's because of God's 
grace and power that you are what you are in Christ. Everything has come from Him. 
Christ is now your wisdom. In Him you learn about God and about yourselves and 
about the meaning of your life. He is your righteousness. You are justified, accepted 
with God, completely on the basis of what He has done for you, and not by any works of 
yours. He is your sanctification. It's in union with Him that you become holy. It's by the 
power of His Spirit that you are transformed. For that also you can claim no credit at 
all." 

More: "He is your redemption. He is the One who delivers you from the power of 
sin and death. He is the One who sets you free from the evil powers that have bound 
you. Your salvation from beginning to end is His work. It's by God's grace alone. It's by 
Christ alone, crucified and risen for you. It's by faith alone, the empty hand by which 
you receive Him." 

And here's the goal of all that: "As it is written, `Let him who boasts, boast of the 
Lord'" (2 Cor. 10:17). Paul is looking back here to a quotation from Jeremiah: "Thus 
says the LORD: 'Let not the wise man glory in his wisdom, let not the mighty man glory in 
his might, let not the rich man glory in his riches; but let him who glories glory in this, 
that he understands and knows me, that I am the LORD who practices steadfast love, 
justice, and righteousness in the earth'" (Jer. 9:23-24). 

Since God is the God of steadfast love and perfect righteousness, since He is 
the One who provides salvation for us in Christ out of His sheer mercy, since 
forgiveness and new life come to us totally as a gift, let none of us imagine that we were 
called by the Lord because of some excellence or virtue in ourselves. Let none of us 
imagine that we make progress in the Christian life because of some innate superiority. 
Let none of us dream that we shall be accepted at the last because of anything in 
ourselves. No, let us look away from ourselves to Jesus Christ, crucified and risen for 
us; let us find in Him all our salvation and all our hope. For this unspeakable gift, let us 
give all glory and praise to God. 
 

Study Questions 
1. What kinds of "pride" are healthy and good? Explain your answer. 
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2. What is the most serious evil in pride? Describe how this works. 
3. How does God's call through the gospel provide an antidote to pride? 
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CHAPTER 5  THE GOSPEL AND GREAT PREACHING 
 

When I came to you, brethren, I did not come proclaiming to you the 
testimony of God in lofty words or wisdom. For I decided to know 
nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. And I was 
with you in weakness and in much fear and trembling; and my speech 
and my message were not in plausible words of wisdom, but in 
demonstration of the Spirit and of power, that your faith might not rest in 
the wisdom of men but in the power of God. 

 
1 Corinthians 2:1-5       

 
 

SKILLED ORATORY 

I want to think with you about great preaching—in the light of the gospel. There are 
other ways to look at it, of course, other perspectives from which to evaluate preaching. 
For some, great preaching is outstanding oratory. A great preacher on this view is an 
effective public speaker. His message, or hers, has a basic unity in which everything 
hangs together. One theme is developed and one aim is pursued. The great preacher 
knows how to organize thoughts and marshall arguments. This person has a way with 
words. He can craft a telling phrase and select the precise language to convey a 
thought. Someone has said that the difference between the "right" word and a word 
that's "almost right" is like the difference between lightning and a lightning bug! But the 
great orator has more than intellectual power and verbal skill. We hear also an 
unmistakable note of passion. The preacher's whole being is alive with the message. 
Great oratory is impressive. It touches us, stirs us to the depths. 

A great preacher knows how to tell a story, how to make an ancient, far-away 
scene come alive for us. By the magic of words, people now laugh, now weep, now are 
inspired to some kind of action. This, apparently, was the kind of speaking people were 
used to in first-century Corinth. Paul's hearers there apparently had a lively taste for 
this. They loved excellency of speech. Genuine eloquence enthralled them, and they 
were charmed by cleverness as well. They liked an orator with creative insight who 
could give them light on profound mysteries. Like many of us, they enjoyed hearing a 
"spellbinder." 

This, the apostle Paul was not. He was definitely not impressive as a public 
speaker. Some actually called his manner of presentation "contemptible." And Paul was 
quite ready to agree that he was no Demosthenes. Listen to this frank acknowl-
edgement in his first letter to the Corinthians, chapter 2: "I was with you in weakness 
and in much fear and trembling." How's that for style in public speaking? He admits that 
he didn't come across as strong, commanding and forceful in public, nor did he exude 
confidence. At Corinth, he was battling with many fears and so visibly nervous that 
those near to him could see him shaking. 

Paul was also aware that no one after hearing him thought him intellectually 
brilliant. To many of the arts of the orator, he confessed himself a stranger. No flights of 
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rhetoric, no elaborate argumentation, no heart-stopping illustrations. He must have 
been as plain as an old shoe. Probably no one who heard him preach in Corinth went 
away shaking his head and saying, "Have you heard this dynamite Jewish preacher, 
Paul? He's the best speaker I've ever heard." Compared to the famous orators of the 
Greek world, Paul was miles behind. He wasn't even in their class. 

Now this way of looking at great preaching, seeing it as skilled oratory, has 
nothing to do really with the gospel and its content. There have been many outstanding 
public speakers who neither believed nor preached the Christian gospel. The Greeks 
were studying rhetoric and polishing their speaking style for centuries before Jesus was 
born. Persuasive public speaking can be enlisted in the service of almost any cause. In 
ancient Greece, orators sometimes stirred people to go to war. Listen: "When the 
Athenians heard Demosthenes, he so filled them with the subject matter of his oration, 
they quite forgot the orator, and left him at the finish of his harangue, breathing revenge 
and exclaiming, `Let us go and fight against Philip!'" And listen to this praise of public 
speaking by a twentieth-century writer: "All epoch-making, revolutionary events have 
been produced not by the written but by the spoken word." The man who wrote that, 
surprisingly, was Adolph Hitler, whose oratory inflamed passions and shook the world. 
All the arts of public speaking can be employed as effectively in an evil cause as in a 
good one. 
 

FAITHFUL WITNESS 
But there's another way to look at great preaching. Think of it now as faithful witness. 
That's how the apostle Paul sees it. He calls the Christian gospel in this passage "the 
testimony of God." The preacher is an ambassador. He represents another and passes 
along a message that has been delivered to him. His greatness on this view lies in 
dependably communicating that message. If he sees to it that the message is clearly 
presented to those for whom it is intended, he has done his job, he has fulfilled his 
ministry. He can be called a good and faithful servant. In God's eyes, he is a great 
preacher. 

That, for the apostle, meant concentrating on one theme: "I decided to know 
nothing among you except Jesus Christ and him crucified." Paul had thought carefully 
about what he wanted to do in Corinth. His plan was clear, his purpose firm. He would 
major in Christ. That was his commission. He was sent to preach the unsearchable 
riches of Christ, to herald Christ, to placard Christ, he says. This was his role as a 
witness. God had done great things for the world in the person of His Son. In Christ, all 
the wisdom of God had been pleased to dwell. In Him, God's saving purpose came to 
fulfillment. In all his public speaking, Paul's theme would be Jesus Christ. 

The focus was even more specific than that. It was on Christ crucified. As we've 
been noticing, two great events formed the center of the Christian message for Paul: 
the death of Jesus, followed by His resurrection. Everything else centered around those 
great happenings. 

Paul was conscious that this made his message controversial. Many things he 
could have said about Jesus to which no one would object: His sublime teaching, His 
matchless example, His works of compassion. But the message of Jesus crucified and 
risen upset almost everyone. It was scandalous to the Jews. They believed that anyone 
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who had been crucified was under God's curse. It was foolishness to the Gentiles 
because crucifixion itself was so loathsome to them. They could not imagine believing 
in anyone who had been so executed. Yet that was Paul's idea of great preaching, of 
faithful witness, to center every message on what God had done in the crucifixion and 
resurrection of His Son. As we see in this first letter to the Corinthians, Paul dealt with 
many issues and addressed many problems, but he saw every imaginable subject in 
the light of the cross and the empty tomb. No one who heard him speak ever had the 
slightest doubt about the heart of his message. It was by design, by deliberate 
intention—Christ and Him crucified. 

Paul's hope for the effectiveness of his preaching lay not in any abilities or 
resources of his own. He reminds the Corinthians: "My speech and my message were 
not in plausible words of wisdom." He didn't depend, in other words, upon the beauty of 
his diction or the persuasiveness of his arguments. He had not the slightest interest in 
impressing anyone with his gifts as a speaker. Instead, in everything he said, his 
manner of speaking and his message were in dependance upon the Holy Spirit of God. 
His prayer and expectation was always that God would attend his witness with 
miraculous effect. He expected to see the lives of people dramatically changed. The 
spiritually dead would be awakened to new life. Guilty ones would find forgiveness. 
Those hopelessly enslaved to evil would be set free. God would call a people to Himself 
and make them a part of His new creation. In the midst of the most notoriously wicked 
city on earth, Corinth, Paul expected to see God creating pure hearts and devoted lives. 

But even that wasn't the final goal. Paul goes on to say what that is: "That your 
faith might not rest in the wisdom of men but in the power of God." Paul has already 
told the Corinthians that the gospel of Jesus Christ crucified and risen seems to the rest 
of the world weak and foolish. He has reminded them that they who have received it are 
for the most part a group of weak and foolish nobodies. Now he has described himself 
as a weak and foolish preacher. And his point is that God has chosen to work through 
such a message, among such a people, through such a human messenger, so that 
people will be driven to one conclusion: This is God's doing.  

What if Paul had won people to the Christian faith in Corinth by the force of his 
personality, by the persuasiveness of his apologetic, by the music of his eloquence? 
That commitment might have lasted until someone else came along even more forceful, 
more clever, more silver-tongued. Then it would be all over for the Christian faith. Paul 
knew that any trust which rests on a merely human foundation will finally collapse. If 
your faith depends today on the research of a famous scholar, or the charisma of a TV 
evangelist, you're on shaky ground. What Paul wanted to see was people looking away 
from the preacher, away from the scholar, away from the pulpit personality, to Jesus 
Christ crucified and risen. For him, great preaching meant leading people to trust in God 
alone for their salvation. For this he toiled and prayed that his hearers might be 
believers, disciples, worshipers, God-centered people.  

Now on this view of great preaching, the gospel is essential. The gospel shapes 
everything: the message, the manner, and the motive. Anyone who has the gifts can be 
a great orator, but only a person mastered by Christ and His gospel can be a great 
preacher. 
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CAN PREACHING BE BOTH? 
Can the two be combined, we wonder? Can one and the same person be an 
outstanding orator and a great preacher? To some degree, yes. But one of the two will 
always predominate. When people hear great oratory that is only incidentally Christian, 
they usually go away thinking how great the preacher is. When they hear preaching that 
is truly great, they usually think little about the human messenger, but much about how 
glorious and gracious God is. 

We can say this, at least: It is not possible to aim both at being an outstanding 
orator and a faithful witness. The moment we try to impress others with something 
about ourselves, we cease to bear testimony to Another. When absorbed with how 
we're coming across, we cannot focus on the crucified and risen Lord. As James 
Denney once put it crisply and powerfully: "No man can at the same time give the 
impression that he is clever and that Jesus Christ is mighty to save." 

For me, this truth has been the open secret of the most remarkable Christian 
ministry of this century, that of Dr. Billy Graham. Dr. Graham is a gifted man, ruggedly 
handsome, personally appealing, blessed with a strong but mellow speaking voice. He 
speaks simply, directly, powerfully. But does anyone ever feel under his preaching that 
Dr. Graham wants to dazzle them with his eloquence or impress them with his 
intellectual depth? No, with him the content of the gospel and the aim of winning others 
to Christ seem always to be foremost. Incidentally, Billy Graham is an effective public 
speaker. Profoundly and centrally, he is a faithful witness. 

This is a word, it seems to me, of vast encouragement for all of us who seek to 
preach. It is not given to many of us to be outstanding orators. We surely ought to 
develop the gifts we have, to hone our communication skills, to give our best to the 
greatest of all tasks. Yet most of us will never win renown as great speakers. 

But a far greater honor is held out before us all. We can be faithful witnesses. 
We can decide in all our preaching to center on Christ and Him crucified, in what God 
has done for the world through His crucified and risen Son. We can renounce all 
reliance upon our own powers and trust completely in the working of God's Spirit. We 
can make it our aim that our hearers will come to trust in the living God and give Him 
glory through His Son. And that kind of preaching, even if it never attracts anyone's 
attention to us, will yet be great in God's eyes. 

Now a word to all of us who listen to preaching. Let's not be awed by oratory for 
its own sake. Let's listen always for the authentic word of the gospel. Let's applaud the 
wisdom that sounds like folly to the unbelieving and glory only in the Lamb that was 
slain for us, the crucified and risen Jesus. And let's appreciate all those frail and 
fumbling servants of God who want more than anything else to point people to Him. 
 

Study Questions 
1. What is skilled oratory? How does it differ, in Paul's mind, from great 

preaching? 
2. In what sense can great preaching be defined as "faithful witness"? 
3. How does a preacher's aim in preaching affect everything else? 
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CHAPTER 6  THE GOSPEL AND FAMOUS LEADERS 
 

But I, brethren, could not address you as spiritual men, but as men of 
the flesh, as babes in Christ. I fed you with milk, not solid food; for you 
were not ready for it; and even yet you are not ready, for you are still of 
the flesh. For while there is jealousy and strife among you, are you not 
of the flesh, and behaving like ordinary men? For when one says, "I 
belong to Paul," and another, "I belong to Apollos," are you not merely 
men? What then is Apollos? What is Paul? Servants through whom you 
believed, as the Lord assigned to each. I planted, Apollos watered, but 
God gave the growth. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is 
anything, but only God who gives the growth. He who plants and he who 
waters are equal, and each shall receive his wages according to his 
labor. For we are fellow workers for God; you are God's field, God's 
building. 

1 Corinthians 3:1-9       
 
I want to think with you about famous leaders and the attitudes we take toward them. 
Especially I want to look at that issue from the standpoint of the gospel. That's what the 
apostle Paul does here in his first letter to the Corinthians, chapter 3. He wants to help 
people to look at their leaders in the light of Jesus Christ. 
 

An Immature View 

His first observation is that exclusive attachment to any human leader is a sign of 
spiritual immaturity. The apostle is reflecting here on his past experience with these 
Corinthian believers. When he had been with them earlier, he had needed to deal with 
them as with babes in Christ. He had to feed them milk instead of meat. They were 
Christians at the time, no doubt about that, but they were raw beginners in the Christian 
way. They lacked the capacity to take in all that Paul wanted to communicate to them. 

Now for Paul there had been nothing blameworthy in that. He had needed to 
treat them as spiritual infants because that is precisely what they were. They had only 
recently come to Christ. He could not have expected them, at that point, to display 
maturity. They had a lot of living and growing to do. It was not surprising then that their 
lives were not yet fully governed by the Spirit. They were still accustomed to their former 
ways of thinking.  

But now they are at a different point in their Christian experience. They have 
been longer in the faith. They've had the benefit of more Christian teaching. But they 
still seem to lack the maturity the apostle longs to see in them. After considerable time 
for growth, they still act like spiritual infants. They still need milk instead of strong meat. 
They are still carnal or fleshly in their attitudes and outlook, instead of spiritual. To illus-
trate this situation in their lives, the apostle points to the way in which they describe 
themselves. One says, "I am of Paul"; another, "I am of Apollos." There was another 
party that apparently said, "I am of Peter." The congregation, in other words, was 
divided into rival factions. And, characteristic of each group was attachment to a 
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famous leader. Paul asks pointedly, when they act that way, "Are you not merely men?"  
The question seems puzzling at first. Of course, they are men and women! 

What else would you expect, Paul? People don't cease to be human just because they 
become religious, just because they profess faith in Jesus Christ. But Paul is saying 
here that the new life people find in Christ, the work of His Spirit in their lives, leads to a 
change in attitude and outlook. People who are growing in Christ, whose lives are 
governed by the Holy Spirit, do not think and speak in the same old way. They are not 
governed any longer by merely human considerations. These Corinthians, in the way 
they talked about belonging to Paul or Apollos or Cephas, were displaying a sadly 
common human tendency. They were acting just like everyone else. 

Their problem doesn't lie in appreciating their leaders or in valuing the contribu-
tions they make; rather, it's the exclusive attachment to them that is dangerous. It's the 
tendency to exalt them as individuals and to compare them favorably with others.  
Something in our makeup leads us to do that. We place human leaders on a kind of 
pedestal. We make them larger than life. We tend toward hero-worship, toward a cult of 
personality. We seek security, self-esteem, and worst of all, a kind of superiority to 
others, by identifying ourselves with this or that famous leader. Because we are one of 
his followers, or hers, we think that we somehow constitute an in-group, an elite, a 
breed apart. And all of this, Paul sees as displaying immaturity. 
 

A Mature Perspective 

What is a mature way, a Christian way of looking at these outstanding leaders in the life 
of the church? Listen to Paul: "What then is Apollos? What is Paul?" By the way he 
asks the question, you might anticipate the answer, "Nothing. They don't amount to 
much at all." But that isn't what the apostle says. He gives us three insights about them, 
three things to remember when we think of them. First, they are servants. That's 
fundamental to know. They are not independent operators, not superstars, not lords of 
the church. They are servants, and the term Paul uses here to describe them does not 
imply high status. Literally, he says, they are like those who serve tables. They are 
waiters and waitresses in the employ of another. Their work is to do His bidding, to tend 
to the needs of those whom they serve. To their master alone they owe whatever 
dignity and authority they have. 

Part of our problem with famous leaders, I suppose, is that they sometimes do 
not project this kind of image by their bearing, their attitude toward others, their 
reactions to criticism, their lifestyle. They seem rather to see themselves as persons of 
privilege, those born to rule, deserving admiration, expecting service. They want to be 
considered great. 

Paul says that's all right, that aspiration for greatness. But remember that in the 
light of Christ, we know that greatness consists not in being served, but in serving—not 
in being catered to, but in waiting on others. The true leader is the servant of God who 
gives himself or herself to meet the needs of others. 

Further, these various leaders are not to be compared with one another or 
ranked in importance because, Paul points out, their contributions are so different. The 
apostle Paul has one set of gifts, and Apollos another. Paul is first on the scene and 
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plants the seed; Apollos waters it and encourages its growth. Who is to say that one of 
these functions is more significant than another? 

I sometimes hear members of a congregation describing the ministries of 
several former pastors in a way that seems to me mature and right. They don't speak 
about liking this one and not liking that one; how this one was good and that one not so 
good. They rather note the specific contribution which each made: One helped to get 
the congregation started; another saw them through a building program, perhaps; a 
third gave them a vision for world evangelism; another helped them to address needs in 
their own community; still another was skilled in helping people through times of crisis. 
That's the way to look at leaders in the church—honoring the special service each has 
rendered, recognizing all as God-given. 

Here's one more observation that Paul makes about these leaders: "He who 
plants and he who waters are one." Some translations say "equal," some, "one in 
purpose." The Greek text simply says "one." In spite of their diversity of gifts, in spite of 
the different contribution which each makes, Paul, Apollos and Cephas are deeply one. 
The aim, the motivation, the result for each is the same. Here we see something of 
Paul's generous spirit. He recognizes his colleagues in ministry as being equally 
dedicated, as sharing with him a singleness of Christian purpose. He models what it 
means to look on other leaders not as rivals but as fellow servants. 

A friend of mine was talking some time ago to the leader of another broadcast 
ministry. My friend mentioned knowing me and wondered if this broadcaster viewed me 
as a competitor. I was glad for his prompt response. "Not a competitor," he said, "but a 
colleague." I am happy that he felt that way. I want to nourish that kind of attitude in 
myself. 

To say that Paul, Apollos, and Cephas, and other famous leaders in the church 
are "one" is to imply that the work of no one of them is successful or complete without 
that of the others. This is a joint enterprise, a shared ministry. All who serve Christ, all 
who proclaim the gospel, all who seek the growth and good of the church are allies, 
teammates, needing each other, involved together in one great work. 
 

All Is of God 

To have this kind of mature view of our leaders, we need to see ourselves in a certain 
way. Listen to Paul speaking now to all believers: "You are God's field, God's building." 
Paul is telling his fellow Christians essentially that they are a people for whom God is 
concerned, and in whom He is at work. The church is God's field. He sends people like 
Paul to plant the seed, Apollos to water the soil, others perhaps to cultivate and prune. 
But the church does not belong to these leaders; the church is God's. He has 
purchased it at great price; it is precious to Him beyond words to express. The growth 
of the harvest, the bearing of the fruit is a matter of enormous interest to God and of 
tender concern. 

Again, the church is God's building. One leader lays the foundation; another 
raises the walls or puts down the floor, but neither owns the building. The church 
belongs to God, and when it is finally complete, it will shine and endure as His 
handiwork. And Christians are to think of themselves, accordingly, as those who belong 
entirely to God. Then they will have the right view of human leaders. 
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Here's the heart of the apostle's argument: "I planted, Apollos watered, but God 
gave the growth." It's easy for us to attribute too much importance to the work of our 
human leaders. We watch what they do or hear about it from others. We see the church 
emerging and growing. People are responding to the gospel of Christ. Lives are being 
changed; a loving, serving community comes into being; unbelievers are awakened and 
attracted. We look on and find ourselves shaking our heads and saying, "What a 
tremendous missionary Paul is!" or, "How powerfully that Apollos preaches!" or, 
"Cephas—the church will never have another leader like him!" But this is to overlook the 
real dynamics in what is going on. Awed by the visible, by the personalities involved, we 
forget the unseen reality behind them all. 

Paul has no inherent power; Apollos is no miracle worker. Neither has 
independent significance. They are instruments in the hand of another. They are 
servants through whom God works. The seed is God's; Paul simply scatters it. The 
water is from heaven; Apollos merely spreads it around. Neither is responsible for the 
mystery of emerging life. Neither can produce growth. 

Every farmer knows that. He plows and prepares, he puts seed in the ground, 
he irrigates and fertilizes, but he never imagines for a moment that he makes anything 
grow. After toil and trouble and sometimes tears, he leaves everything in the hands of 
Another. He waits for a miracle. 

Here, friends, is the cure for our immaturity, the antidote for our unhealthy 
attitudes toward famous leaders—to focus always upon the living God and His work. 
This is the very opposite of a fleshly outlook, of a merely human perspective. Mature 
Christian believers are God-centered, God-filled, God-focussed persons. They never 
despise human leaders or dismiss them lightly, but they never see them as indepen-
dently important, either. They celebrate in each the gift and work of God. 

How do we see human leaders in the light of the gospel? We see them as 
needy persons like ourselves, for whom Christ died. We see them as brothers and 
sisters in Christ, sharing with us His risen life. We see them as the Lord's instruments 
through whom He carries on His marvelous, saving work. We don't attach ourselves 
exclusively to any one of them because all the servants of the church belong to us and 
to Him. We do not exalt them because we have learned to glory only in Christ and Him 
crucified. And we do not demean them by odious comparisons, because whatever they 
have and whatever they are is all God's gift. We thank God for them but at the same 
time look to Him entirely as our salvation and our hope. We look away from every 
famous leader to the faithful Lord. All, all is from Him! 
 

Study Questions 
1. When is attachment to a human leader unhealthy? 
2. How ought we to review our leaders? 
3. Why is it unwise and unfair to make comparisons among Christian leaders? 
4. What perspective especially frees us from viewing our leaders wrongly? How? 
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CHAPTER 7  THE GOSPEL AND OUR LIFE WORK 

 
Now if any one builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious 
stones, wood, hay, straw—each man's work will become manifest; for 
the Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed with fire, and the fire 
will test what sort of work each one has done.  

1 Corinthians 3:12,13        
 
I want to think with you about your life work, and mine. What have our lives amounted 
to? What has been our contribution to the purpose of God in this world? What is the 
real significance, the lasting value, of what you and I have done? Let's seek an answer 
to those questions in the light of the gospel, in the light of Jesus Christ and what He has 
done. 

Evaluating our own life work is never easy. We are so close to it that objectivity 
is well nigh impossible. Some of us may be inclined to over-estimate the importance of 
our contribution. We think more highly of our particular work than may be warranted. 
More often, we're tempted to despise it, to consider it of little value. We fear that what 
we have done and given doesn't amount to much. It's a good thing, a merciful thing, 
that we aren't the final judges in these matters. 

The estimates of others about our performance may be more reliable, but not 
necessarily. Sometimes the judgments of the world about us are as biased and 
superficial as our own. The fact that multitudes acclaim your work is certainly pleasant, 
but doesn't guarantee its lasting value. On the other hand, what you have done may not 
be noticed or prized by anyone, but that doesn't mean that your contribution hasn't 
been significant. Thank God that public opinion is not the final arbiter, either. 
 

One Foundation 

The vital question is: "What does the gospel say? What does God say about your life 
work and mine?" The first thing the apostle writes about that in his first letter to the 
Corinthians, chapter 3, has to do with the foundation for all we do (vv. 10-11): 
"According to the commission of God given to me, like a skilled master builder I laid a 
foundation and another is building upon it. Let each man take care how he builds upon 
it. For no other foundation can any one lay than that which is laid, which is Jesus 
Christ." 

The apostle is speaking specifically here about his apostolic labors as a church 
planter and the follow-up work of his fellow ministers. He is saying that Jesus Christ, the 
risen Lord, is the church's one foundation, the only basis on which Christian workers 
can build. But there is also a wider application to what he writes. 

Remember what Jesus said at the end of His Sermon on the Mount? 
 

Every one then who hears these words of mine and does them will be 
like a wise man who built his house upon the rock; and the rain fell, and 
the floods came, and the winds blew and beat upon that house, but it 
did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock. And every one 
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who hears these words of mine and does not do them will be like a 
foolish man who built his house upon the sand; and the rain fell, and the 
floods came, and the winds blew and beat against that house, and it fell; 
and great was the fall of it. 

Matt. 7:24-27       
 
Jesus was saying here to everyone who heard Him that response to His call, obedience 
to His Word, was the only solid basis on which a person could build the house of his or 
her life. 

God has given us a foundation on which to base our lives, and that great rock is 
Christ. When we trust in Him, the crucified and risen One, as our Savior and Lord, we 
are planting our feet by faith on the firm ground of God's faithfulness. We are 
establishing ourselves, building our lives, on His unchanging love. To hear His call and 
then turn away, to know His will and then reject it, to hear His Word and act as though 
we never had, is to build on sand and finally to lose everything. 

When Jesus told His followers that He was the vine and they were the 
branches, He went on to say that without Him they could "do nothing." What did He 
mean by that? Obviously, people who do not trust in Christ and walk with Him can do 
many things. But Jesus insisted that they could not bear real fruit. They could not 
communicate His life. They could not make a contribution that was alive and lasting. 
Nor can we. The first thing, the essential thing, that we need for a significant life work is 
to build it on the rock, the one foundation which is Jesus Christ. 
 

Many Builders 

Though there is but one foundation, there are many builders. Paul's ministry of the 
gospel was used by God to get the church started in Corinth, but then Apollos and 
others carried on the work. Today multitudes of laborers throughout the world are 
similarly engaged. They are seeking to build up the church of Jesus Christ. By 
preaching and teaching, leading and serving, caring and praying, they aim to raise a 
structure that will be to God's praise. 

There's a sense in which we're all doing something like that. All of us who have 
trusted in Jesus Christ have established ourselves on the one foundation and are now 
erecting something upon it. You can look at your whole life story as that kind of 
construction project. In all your labors, all your relationships, all your stewardship of 
resources, all your times of rest and recreation, even in your struggles and sufferings, 
some kind of building is going up. Everything you do and say, everything you think and 
are as a Christian has some kind of connection to the Lord in whom you have put your 
trust. We're all in the construction business. One foundation, many builders. 
 

TWO KINDS OF MATERIAL 
Further, according to the apostle, there are essentially two kinds of building 

materials. Every one of us presumably is making use of one kind or the other. On the 
one hand are gold, silver, and precious stones. On the other, we have wood, hay, and 
stubble. 
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We sense immediately the contrast here. Some materials are strikingly 
beautiful, others quite drab. Some are valuable and others of little worth. Some are 
rock-solid, others flimsy. Some will endure; others won't. 

What did Paul mean by these two categories of materials? As far as ministers 
and church workers are concerned, Paul was clearly concerned about the doctrine 
which each was teaching. The apostolic gospel was the precious metal. The faith once 
delivered to the saints was the treasure. Any worker who was teaching and preaching 
that was building for eternity. On the other hand, those who were preaching another 
message, trying to substitute anyone or anything for the all-sufficiency of Christ, were 
giving the church something of no value, were contributing nothing to its life and growth. 
That is still the case today. 

Paul was probably thinking also of the lives being molded under each person's 
ministry. Jesus said, "You will know them by their fruits" (Matt. 7:16). Are people 
growing up under our ministry, through our influence, to be devoted to Jesus Christ, to 
be obedient to the will of God, to be the loving servants of others? That's the kind of 
building that counts for something. 

Or is the characteristic effect of our life and work something different? Are we 
attracting people to ourselves rather than to our Lord? Are people around us becoming 
more our followers than His? Are they learning from us more of self-centeredness than 
of self-giving? That's the kind of building that has no beauty in it, that won't 
endure—and shouldn't. 

Maybe Paul was thinking also of the motives behind what we do. He talks later 
on in his letter about "things now hidden in darkness," about the undisclosed "purposes 
of the heart." Whatever is done for Jesus' sake, out of a heartfelt desire to honor Him 
and serve His kingly rule, that surely is the gold and silver and the crown jewels. But 
whatever we do for appearances, to win for ourselves a name or build an empire, 
whatever springs from pride or panders to personal advantage, that's the cheap stuff 
that won't last. 

This is not to say that anyone's motives are completely rotten or anyone's 
perfectly pure. But apparently, in Paul's mind at least, there is a prevailing drift with all 
of us. Each has a master passion, a major motive in life. And that goes a long way 
toward determining the quality of what we build. Why, and for whom are we doing it? 
 

ONE FINAL TEST 
  Next, Paul talks about a test that will be applied to everyone's life work: 
 

Each man's work will become manifest; for the day will disclose it, 
because it will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test what sort of work 
each one has done. 

 
There's a day coming, says the apostle, when the life work of each one of us will be 
revealed. Its true character will become known. Its real value will be determined for 
everyone to see. I ask you today: Is any more sobering thought than that one 
imaginable for you? The day, says Paul, will declare it. What you and I have actually 
been building for a lifetime will finally come to light. 
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And the test will be more than light. It will be flame. Your life work and mine will 
go through a kind of trial by fire. Now we see the deeper significance of the two kinds of 
building material in the light of this. What happens to wood, hay, and stubble in a raging 
inferno? When it's all over, there's nothing left. What about the gold, the silver, and the 
precious stones? The impurities in them will surely be burned away. The precious metal 
may be melted down. But after the test, the diamonds will still sparkle and the silver will 
still shine. Then we'll all know what mattered and what didn't, what counted for 
something and what merely took up space, what had abiding value and what was there 
only for show. On that day, imagine it, we'll either see our life work going up in smoke or 
coming through as gold. This is what the apostle describes elsewhere as "the judgment 
seat of Christ." 
 

TWO RESULTS 
After the test, then, will follow two different results. Hear Paul on the subject one 

more time: 
If the work which any man has built on the foundation survives, he will 
receive a reward. If any man's work is burned up, he will suffer loss, 
though he himself will be saved, but only as through fire. 

Now think of that, friend. If what you and I have built endures, if it survives the 
fiery test, we will receive a reward. What do you suppose that will be? As I think about 
it, being able to see our work survive will be in itself a great reward. To know that in 
spite of all our sin and failure, all our weakness and wandering, still something we've 
done, some contribution that we have made, endures—won't that be wonderful? 

It's hard to imagine how there can be any reward for the people of God beyond 
the wonder of simply being with Him. To see the Lord face to face, to be made like Him, 
made perfect in love, to join in the worship around His throne, what can we receive in 
addition to that? No one really knows. One suggestion that has helped me is that the 
reward may be in terms of capacity for enjoyment. For everyone there, the life to come 
will be a fountain of living waters, genuine fullness of life. But perhaps the faithful labors 
of God's people here and their earnest seeking of His face may prepare them to enjoy 
the reality of His presence in a way that would not otherwise have been possible. I say 
maybe. No one knows. But we have His Word for this: Crowning the privilege of having 
lived for Him and served Him, there will also be some kind of reward. 

On the other hand, it's possible that our life work will be substantially consumed, 
that very little about it will last. What will that be like for us? First, says Paul, we'll suffer 
"loss." We don't know exactly what that is, either. I tremble at the "loss" of seeing such 
a thing happen, of knowing that I might have contributed significantly to the Lord's 
kingdom, but didn't. That would be grievous enough. But if that's the case, we'll also 
suffer some further loss. Again, that's unimaginable to us. But somehow it will happen. 

It doesn't mean that we ourselves will be lost. If we have trusted in Christ, relied 
on Him for salvation, God will never cast us off. But our experience of salvation will be 
only as through fire, as though we barely escaped with our lives and brought nothing 
with us. 

When I ponder all this, here's the clarion call that comes to me: Whatever else 
you do in life, build on Christ, abide in Christ, labor for Christ. Yes, believe the gospel, 
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share the gospel, live the gospel. Make the great aim of your life that of serving faithfully 
your Lord. Always rely on Him for grace and power to do it. Then you will build 
something truly glorious, whether you or anyone else is aware of it at the time. Your 
life-work will endure and you'll face that Day of all days unafraid. 
 
 

Study Questions: 
In what sense do all Christians build upon the same foundation? 

 
2. What significance do you see in the two types of building material mentioned by 

Paul? 
 
3. How do you understand the "reward" or "loss" which all builders will finally face? 
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CHAPTER 8  THE GOSPEL AND OUR JUDGMENTS 
 

But with me it is a very small thing that I should be judged by you or by 
any human court. I do not even judge myself. I am not aware of 
anything against myself, but I am not thereby acquitted. It is the Lord 
who judges me. 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 every man 
will receive his commendation from God. 

 
[1 Corinthians 4:3-5] 

 

ALL STEWARDS 
Have you ever thought of the fact that you, along with every other person you know, are 
a steward? That means that you are a kind of trustee. You have been entrusted with 
certain talents, certain tasks, certain relationships, a certain network of influence. And 
now you are responsible for what you do with all that. You and I have a trust to fulfill—a 
divine trust. We are God's stewards. 

Remember how Jesus emphasized that over and over again in His teaching? 
Think of all those parables in which He describes the master of a household going away 
on a long trip and leaving his servants with certain tasks or specified resources. The 
whole point of those parables is that the master will return some day and require an 
accounting from his staff. Each will report about his or her activities and especially what 
has been done with the trust. How did this servant use what was placed at his or her 
disposal? What kind of stewards were they all? 

It's easy to see that about someone like a minister of the gospel. Here's a 
person called by God to fulfill a particular service. The minister is entrusted with a 
message and a mission. Some day he will face a reckoning. Was this minister faithful? 
Did he or she communicate God's Word faithfully? Did this servant of God go where he 
was sent? Do what he was commissioned to do? Care about the people around him? 
Serve as unto the Lord? 

But, friends, I hope you feel today that this is true not only for ministers. It is true 
for you. Perhaps the most profound thought you can ever have about your life is to see 
it as a stewardship. The very fact that you and I exist is a sheer gift from God. All the 
abilities and energies you ever have, all the people around you, all the opportunities 
that come your way—isn't all of that a trust? I don't know what your circumstances are 
like. You may have been born into affluence or into poverty. Your family upbringing may 
have nurtured or scarred you. You may be attractive or plain, multi-talented or severely 
limited. But whatever your life is, whatever the hand which you have been dealt, that is 
your stewardship. That is your trust. 
 

WHO IS FAITHFUL? 
What I want to do especially in this chapter is explore the question of how we're doing 
at that stewardship. Am I being faithful to the trust that God has put in my hand? Are 
you? How can we answer that question about ourselves or about the people around 
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us? How can we be fair and accurate judges? 
I get a lot of help on that from the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians, chapter 4, 

beginning at verse 2: "It is required of stewards that they be found trustworthy. But with 
me it is a very small thing that I should be judged by you or by any human court." Notice 
here first that Paul doesn't think that anyone else is qualified to make this kind of 
judgment about him. To him it was a very small thing, a trifling matter, something of no 
significance, that he should be judged by his fellow Christians or by any kind of human 
tribunal. What did he mean by that? 

It's obvious that in some respects we can be judged by our fellow human 
beings. And their judgments do make a difference. The teacher can assess how well 
we do on a specific test in school and give us an appropriate grade. That makes a 
difference to us; at least it should. It may determine whether or not we pass that course, 
get a degree, qualify for a position. 

The civil authorities can usually judge whether or not we are guilty of a specific 
crime. They examine the evidence, hear the case, and come to a verdict. And that can 
make a great deal of difference to the person on trial. It may mean the difference 
between acquittal or a stiff fine, between freedom or imprisonment, even between life 
and death. 

Didn't Paul know all that? Of course he did. He wasn't writing here about 
judgments of that kind. He knew as well as you and I do that we are legitimately subject 
to many kinds of judgment from our fellow human beings, and that what they decide 
about us has real importance. 

But the apostle is talking here about this matter of stewardship, about whether 
or not a person has been faithful to God. Has he or she kept the trust? Given my total 
situation, or yours, have we done what we could with what we had? Have we kept faith 
with the One who gave us life and breath and all things? 

What Paul is saying here is that no one else can really know that about him. For 
one thing, they don't know fully the background from which he came and the things he's 
had to struggle against. They don't know what kind of potential God has placed in his 
life. They don't know what providential happenings have shaped him and what inner 
limitations may have held him back. They can't see the world as he sees it. They 
haven't walked in his shoes. 

Further, how can they tell exactly what God has in mind for Paul's life? How do 
they know what the Spirit has spoken to this man's soul? Can they read with clarity the 
mysterious design the Almighty may have had for this persecutor turned apostle? 
Obviously not. Sometimes Paul went against the advice of his close friends. Sometimes 
he resisted the overtures of people who genuinely cared about his welfare. He knew he 
had a race to run, a course to fulfill. His companions couldn't always see as clearly as 
he did just what that was. 

And, most profoundly, how could they know what was in Paul's heart? They 
could weigh his behavior up to a point, but how could they assess his motives? How 
could they be sure if he was endeavoring to be faithful or not? How could they tell with 
certainty why he did what he did and chose the path he followed? It was as though the 
apostle had said to all the world: "Think what you will about my faithfulness or lack of it. 
You have a right to your opinion. All I'm saying is that your judgments about me don't 
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finally matter, so they aren't going to weigh heavily with me. You may think I'm the most 
faithful servant of God in the world, but that doesn't make it so. And if you judge me a 
fraud or a failure, that doesn't prove me one, does it? If I should be universally 
condemned before the judgment seat of popular opinion, I could handle it," Paul seems 
to say, "and it wouldn't really get me down." 

In fact, the apostle goes on, "I do not even judge myself." Again, there were 
many things about Paul's life that he could and did measure. He knew enough about 
himself to claim the title "chief of sinners" or "less than the least of all saints." He also 
could say soberly, matter of factly, that he had labored more than any of the other 
apostles and probably suffered more than they had also. But how was he doing as a 
steward? At this point in his life, at least, he couldn't be sure. 

"I am not aware of anything against myself," Paul continues. In other words, he 
wasn't at that moment aware of any sin he hadn't confessed. There was no part of his 
life he was consciously holding back from God. As far as he could tell, he was on the 
right track, doing what God had called him to do, seeking to be faithful. That's pretty 
remarkable in itself, wouldn't you say? How many of us could make a claim like that 
without some inward unrest? 

But, according to Paul, that doesn't settle the issue. That doesn't justify him. 
The fact that he thinks he's okay, that his conscience is clear, is a good thing, but he 
knows that he could be wrong. Paul knew better than most of us that he could be 
self-deceived. He could think of himself more highly than he ought. If there's any skill at 
which we're all adept, it's that of justifying ourselves. We manage to cast a favorable 
light on even the shabbiest of our ways. That's why it's so dangerous to insist on our 
own self-estimates as infallible. The wise proverb says it bluntly and well, "He who 
trusts in his own heart is a fool." 
 

ONLY GOD CAN TELL 
That leaves only one person qualified to make the judgment. Paul says, "He who 
judges me is the Lord." That's the verdict I'm waiting for, he says. That's the one that 
really makes the difference. God knows the whole story of my life and everything that 
goes on inside me. He alone knows precisely what He had in mind for my life and how 
close I've come to realizing it. Paul says it's the Lord who keeps on judging him. The 
verb for "judging" here is in the present tense. It's as though Paul said, "He's reading 
me like a book all the time, watching my way, in on my plans, party to my thoughts, the 
constant Observer. He won't miss a thing. He'll be able to make the final assessment 
with perfect knowledge of all the relevant data." 

Next, the apostle has some conclusions to draw from that and some advice to 
give. "Therefore do not pronounce judgment before the time, before the Lord comes . . . 
. " Do you want to know when you should pass judgment on another person's 
faithfulness? Do you want to know when you should evaluate their stewardship or your 
own? When should you say "this one was faithful to God" or "that one was not"? Only 
when it's time, only when the Lord returns at history's windup. That could be quite a 
long wait. Apparently, unless the Lord returns while we're still alive, we ought not to do 
this—ever. It's not our business. We have neither the knowledge for it, nor the heart, 
nor the right. Leave it to God. At no time in history is it going to be appropriate for you to 
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make a final judgment about the stewardship of any brother or sister.  
Again, each Christian is building something on the one foundation, Jesus 

Christ. Everyone is erecting some kind of monument, as it were. It may be gold, silver, 
and precious stones. It may be wood, hay, and stubble. You can make your 
observations about it. You can have your opinions. But never presume that those have 
final authority. When the fire tests his work, or hers, or yours, there could be surprises 
all around. So instead of judging, wait. Wait for the Lord to come. Paul writes: When He 
does, He "will bring to light the things now hidden in darkness and will disclose the 
purposes of the heart." Those are the things impossible to us that He can and will do. 
All of us, I suppose, have areas of our lives now "hidden in darkness." There may be 
things which we have deliberately tried to conceal—guilty secrets we have shared with 
no other, shameful things we have carefully covered over and tried to forget. He will 
bring them to light. Or the "hidden" things may be unseen ministries of mercy, unnoticed 
kindnesses, moments of heroism which no one has ever applauded. The beautiful as 
well as the ugly shall stand forth in His light.  

And more, He will disclose the purposes of the heart. That will be His crowning 
revelation. He will make evident the deepest springs of motivation in each one of us. 
What were the things that prompted us to live as we did? What were the driving aims 
beneath the surface of our best accomplishments or our most awkward stumblings? 
What no one else knows about us and what we but dimly discern, He will make 
abundantly plain. "Then," says Paul triumphantly, "every man will receive his 
commendation from God." Or as the Greek word order puts it: "Then the praise shall be 
to each from God." The first word and the last are both emphasized: then—not now, 
God—not people. Paul is evidently saying here that God will have the last word. He will 
make the final evaluation. His verdict will pronounce things to be just as they are. But 
here is the good news in this passage. Here we see our stewardship in the light of the 
gospel of Jesus Christ. On that last great day, that overwhelmingly awesome time, the 
great Lord of heaven and earth, who knows the secrets of every heart, will have some 
word of praise for each of His children. 

We all feel thankful for the people we know who can discover a little bit of 
precious grain amid the chaff of what we do. We're always happy to be around the kind 
of person who can see a glint of gold in the common ore of what we are and then call 
attention to it. Those people, God bless them, are the ones most like Him. For at the 
last, no matter how badly we've bungled, or how many opportunities we've lost, He will 
find in all who have trusted in His mercy something to praise! Marvelously, about 
something at least in our stewardship, He will be kind enough to say, "Well done!" 
 

Study Questions: 
1. Stewardship is often understood to involve our use of money. Does it have a 

wider application? Explain. 
2. Why is it impossible for us to pass valid judgment on the stewardship of 

another? 
3. It is God who makes the final evaluation. What reactions does that produce in 

you? 
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CHAPTER 9  THE GOSPEL AND OUR INTEGRITY 
 

Cleanse out the old leaven that you may be a new lump, as you really 
are unleavened. For Christ, our paschal lamb, has been sacrificed. Let 
us, therefore, celebrate the festival, not with the old leaven, the leaven 
of malice and evil, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth. 

 
[1 Corinthians 5:7-8] 

 
I want to reflect with you about your integrity, yours as a person and that of the 
particular group to which you may belong. How do any of us, as we say, "keep our 
integrity"? How do we keep our hearts right and our lives straight? 

The Bible passage I'm thinking of is 1 Corinthians 5, beginning at the start. The 
apostle Paul is dealing here with a serious case of immorality in the church. It seems 
that a man in the congregation had been cohabiting with his father's wife. This was not 
a one-time occurrence but a steady relationship. The members of the congregation, 
aware of this, had done nothing whatever about it.  

Paul was dismayed. He points out to them that this kind of sexual liaison was 
condemned even by pagans. In other words, even those who adopted much lower 
moral standards disapproved strongly of such behavior. And they, the Corinthians, 
seemed unconcerned, even arrogant. Paul felt that they should rather be in mourning, 
grieved about this. 
 

TOUGH LOVE 
Now he gives his advice. The one who has done this should be removed from the 
fellowship. He should be put out of the church, excommunicated. Paul goes on to 
explain how this should be done: "For though absent in body I am present in spirit, and 
as if present, I have already pronounced judgment in the name of the Lord Jesus on the 
man who has done such a thing. When you are assembled, and my spirit is present, 
with the power of our Lord Jesus, you are to deliver this man to Satan for the 
destruction of the flesh, that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus" (1 
Cor. 5:3-5). 

Paul, though physically absent, will be present with them in spirit as they take 
this action. It's as though the apostle has already done this in his mind and heart and is 
communicating his presence now to them. They will still need to act themselves, but he 
will be thoroughly with them in what they do. More importantly, they are to carry out the 
action "in the name of the Lord Jesus" and with His power, recognizing Him as the 
present, reigning Lord of the church. 



Chapter 7  The Gospel And Our Life Work Life In The Light Of The Gospel 
 

40 

The offending man, we read, is to be "delivered to Satan for the destruction of 
the flesh." That has a frightful sound to it, but it simply describes what happens in 
excommunication. Satan's kingdom is this world-system, this present age, under the 
power of sin. To be a member of the Christian fellowship, to experience the salvation of 
Christ, is to be delivered from that dominion. Accordingly, to be excommunicated is to 
return to bondage, to be delivered again to the enemy's power. All of this, though it 
sounds very severe, has a redemptive purpose. The hope is that this radical break will 
awaken the man and cause him to forsake the evil of his way so that he may truly be 
among the saved when Jesus returns. 
 

THE SPREADING LEAVEN 
Next, the apostle gives the rationale for what he proposes, why it is vitally important. His 
first point is that "a little leaven leavens the whole lump." Leaven in the Bible usually 
refers to moral evil. It's used to illustrate vividly the growing, expanding power of sin. 
Just as a small quantity of leaven will eventually transform the whole lump into which it 
is placed, so moral evil keeps on spreading until it affects a person's entire character. 
Or to change the image, it travels like a cancer through the body, destroying life as it 
goes. 

You know what that's like. You tell one small lie. Later it seems necessary, 
convenient at least, to tell one or two more. That leads to a situation in which falsehood 
can mushroom until finally you're caught in a tangled network of deceit. It seems 
impossible to break free.  

Or suppose you take something that doesn't belong to you, perhaps from a 
store or from an employer. It's a petty theft. You did it on a sudden impulse and you're 
sure you'll never do a thing like that again. But when another opportunity arises, the 
impulse seems stronger. You pilfer again, and again. Now your resistance to stealing 
has been notably weakened. If you had the chance, you might be able to do it now on a 
much larger scale. The thing grows in you alarmingly. 

That happens with alcohol and with drugs, doesn't it? It happens also with lust 
and cruelty. You open the cage just a little bit. Then the dragon in you, once let loose, is 
hard to control. Soon you may be the one in the cage.  

According to Paul, that kind of thing happens in a group also. "A little leaven 
leavens the whole lump." By keeping this offender within the congregation, the 
Corinthians were holding on to a bad influence which could only spread and infect 
others. As one writer puts it, "Souls to souls are like apples, one being rotten rots 
another." It seems that any kind of moral evil, recognized and tolerated, will go from bad 
to worse, will spread its corruption. In persons and in groups, it will undermine character 
and compromise integrity. 
 

THE NEW LUMP  
Paul wants to view this moral issue as every other one, in the light of the Christian 
gospel. He's not a moralist, not an ethics professor, but a herald of good news. The 
center of his message to the Corinthians is this: "Christ our passover has been 
sacrificed" so that we can be free from the old leaven. Paul is looking back here to one 
of the greatest events in Israelite history—the first Passover. When God brought 
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judgments upon the oppressors of His people, He "passed over" His own. That is, He 
spared them from the calamity that fell upon their captors and then led them forth from 
bondage to freedom. From that time on, the Passover became a great feast of 
remembrance in Israel, always associated with the use of unleavened bread. Leaven 
represented their old life of servitude and estrangement. The unleavened bread spoke 
of newness and salvation. At the heart of the Passover feast was a sacrificial lamb, 
providing both the shelter of God's forgiveness and strength to journey toward a new 
life. 

Paul sees the ancient feast of the Passover marvelously fulfilled in the death 
and resurrection of Jesus. He is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world 
and also the exalted One who nourishes His people by His risen life. 

Christians have now been recreated as a people. "The old has passed away, 
behold, the new has come" (2 Cor. 5:17). Paul can say to these Corinthians, amid the 
ups and downs of their moral life: "You really are unleavened." Christ, their deliverer, 
who brought an end to the old leaven of sin in their lives, has purged them and made 
them, as Paul puts it, "a new lump." He has given them a fresh beginning in His saving 
love. 

The apostle wants the believers in Corinth to focus again on the Cross and the 
empty tomb. He wants to remind them that something decisive has happened in the 
redeeming work of Christ. Just as God delivered His ancient people from misery and 
bondage at the Red Sea, so at Golgotha and in the garden, He has liberated them from 
a deeper enslavement. He has brought about a new situation in their lives. They are 
forgiven; they are cleansed; they are free. 

In every prolonged military conflict, there comes a strategic moment when the 
final outcome is determined. From that point on, it is simply a matter of time until that 
becomes completely evident. Every seeming advance of the losing side after that is 
strictly temporary. The victors are in control, and they know it. All further engagements 
can be described as "mopping up operations." They give final expression to a triumph 
already won. Every war has its Waterloo, its Gettysburg, its D-Day. 

The crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus represent that decisive moment in the 
triumph of God's kingdom over the powers of evil. Out of the seeming defeat of Good 
Friday came the glorious victory of Easter morning. The final issue was settled then. In 
spite of all their furious thrashings, the forces of sin, death, and hell have been 
decisively defeated. All who know the risen Savior are the children of a new day. They 
are on the victory side. 
 

KEEPING THE FEAST 
But the apostle isn't through yet. He follows up that glad announcement with a ringing 
challenge: "Let us, therefore, celebrate the festival, not with the old leaven, the leaven 
of malice and evil, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth." I like that! Now 
that Christ our Passover has been sacrificed, now that God has raised Him from the 
dead and sealed our freedom, we are called to respond, and the response is one of 
celebration. Christians are called to a continuing festival. They are to keep on 
remembering and rejoicing in the great things that God has done. Jubilation has 
become the order of the day. 
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I hope you know that and feel that about the Christian faith. Maybe sometimes 
we church people haven't given that impression. We have seemed to be as sad, weary, 
and anxious as the rest of the world. But that's when we have forgotten the good news 
and taken our eyes off the crucified and risen Jesus. When He is in view, when His 
victory is presently real to us, the trumpets are blowing and God's people have a great 
song to sing. Sin is forgiven; death is defeated; the future is bright with hope. We lift up 
our hearts and celebrate. 

If you have never known Jesus Christ as your Savior and Lord, I want to invite 
you to a festival of great hope, to hear wonderful good news and enter upon a life of joy 
and freedom. To become a Christian, even though it sometimes involves hardship and 
costly following, is still, in C. S. Lewis's words, to be "surprised by joy."  

Here's how we are to celebrate. Paul says "not with the old leaven, the leaven 
of malice and evil, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth." The fact that 
Christ has set us free is not an abstract truth "out there" somewhere. It's a reality to 
which we are to respond with our whole hearts. It calls us to decision. It stirs us to 
action. It holds before us a new possibility which we are to choose and 
appropriate—that is, real integrity. 

Celebrating the festival means on one side saying a great no. We say no to the 
old leaven, to the spreading growth of malice and evil.  Recognizing that Christ has 
died for us and that we have died in Him, we renounce our old pattern of living. We 
reject the former mastery under which we lived. We say a resounding no to the old 
slave driver, sin. 

It's the death of Jesus that provides the basis for that. That's the tremendous 
reality that has set us free. When we affirm that, we're not simply kidding ourselves, 
psyching ourselves up about something. We're standing on the bedrock reality of what 
God has done. We're acting on the truth. We're claiming the promise. We're agreeing 
totally with God's verdict on the old way. 

That's what we fail to do when we tolerate some known wrong in our lives or 
wink at a glaring evil in our fellowship. We're forgetting that all that belongs to the old 
age to which we died in the death of Jesus and from which we were delivered in His 
resurrection. 

On the positive side, we say yes to "the unleavened bread of sincerity and 
truth." Sincerity speaks about purity of motive. Truth has to do with uprightness in 
action. Both are as vital for a Christian as his or her necessary food. How do we 
celebrate the festival? How do we keep the feast? When we prize integrity—when we 
recognize that we've been raised again from our bondage and death to walk in newness 
of life, when we give ourselves gladly and gratefully to God and present all our 
members as instruments of righteousness to Him. 

Do we realize all that we have in Jesus Christ that can make us whole persons? 
In His death and rising, we have a motivation for integrity—thankful devotion, a grateful 
sense of indebtedness. We  have also the power through His Holy Spirit for new 
attitudes and new actions. The gospel tells us who we are in Christ: really unleavened, 
a new lump, freed from sin's power, alive to God. Then it calls us to believe that, bank 
on it, and go out to be who we are. That's the key to integrity. May it be real for you and 
for me! 
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Study Questions 
1. What, as Paul understands it, is the meaning of excommunication? 
2. In what sense does evil, in a person or a group, work like leaven? 
3. How is our integrity rooted in what God has done for us in Christ? 
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CHAPTER 10  THE GOSPEL AND LITIGATION 
 

I say this to your shame. Can it be that there is no man among you wise 
enough to decide between members of the brotherhood, but brother 
goes to law against brother, and that before unbelievers? To have 
lawsuits at all with one another is defeat for you. Why not rather suffer 
wrong? Why not rather be defrauded? But you yourselves wrong and 
defraud, and that even your own brethren. 

 
[1 Corinthians 6:5-8] 

 
I ask myself: Who in the world would want to read about that, "The Gospel and 
Litigation"? Let me hasten to add, if that is not a familiar term to you, that what I want to 
write about is the matter of lawsuits—people going to court against one another. 
 

A CONTEMPORARY PROBLEM 
In contemporary American life, this is an enormous social problem. Never before have 
there been so many attorneys and so many lawsuits. I have no complaint against the 
legal profession, of course. I recognize the need for lawyers in every society. I 
personally know a number of them who are upright, distinguished public servants. But I 
share the concern of many that our tendency to initiate lawsuits has grown at an 
alarming rate. 

One of the ways in which I have become personally acquainted with this 
situation is through my friendship with a doctor. He is an obstetrician and a 
gynecologist, a man of great ability, highly respected. He lives, as many physicians do 
these days, under the constant threat of malpractice litigation. We can all understand 
the principle behind such lawsuits. Sometimes doctors can be negligent. They can, by 
incompetence or carelessness, endanger the health and even the lives of their patients. 
But in the case of an obstetrician, even the highest level of professional excellence 
cannot protect the doctor from charges of malpractice. If newborn babies suffer any 
kind of difficulty at birth, or have physical problems subsequently, the attending 
physicians are often held responsible. In fact, if a physical abnormality shows up ten, 
fifteen, even twenty years later, a physician may even then be charged with 
malpractice. 

A mentality seems to have developed in this nation whereby any conceivable 
misfortune is thought to warrant a lawsuit. The assumption is, for example, that every 
baby should be born into the world perfect and therefore, if a newborn has problems, 
someone must have erred or failed. The rationale is this: "If my baby is born with an 
abnormality, it's someone's fault. I must be recompensed. Someone must pay." Doctors 
and nurses are often the natural suspects and certain lawyers seem to stand ready in 
such cases to help the aggrieved parents sue for prodigious sums. 

One effect of that has been to make malpractice insurance enormously 
expensive. Another has been to hasten flight from the medical profession. We've not 
yet seen all the sad effects of this litigiousness among our people. 

Most painful for my doctor friend has been the experience at times of being 
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sued by fellow Christians, even by members of the same church. It has seemed very 
sad to him that the first recourse of these people, when they felt themselves wronged, 
was legal action. There was no discussion of the problem, no search for mutual 
understanding, no working together toward a settlement. Instead, the doctor received a 
curt notice from a lawyer that legal proceedings had been begun. Somehow all that 
didn't seem right to my friend. 

With a situation like that in mind, listen to these words from the apostle Paul to 
his Christian friends in Corinth: 
 

When one of you has a grievance against a brother, does he dare go to 
law before the unrighteous instead of the saints? Do you not know that 
the saints will judge the world? And if the world is to be judged by you, 
are you incompetent to try trivial cases? Do you not know that we are to 
judge angels? How much more, matters pertaining to this life! If then 
you have such cases, why do you lay them before those who are least 
esteemed by the church? I say this to your shame. Can it be that there 
is no man among you wise enough to decide between members of the 
brotherhood, but brother goes to law against brother, and that before 
unbelievers? 

[1 Cor. 6:1-6] 
 

Here we're listening to what the apostle Paul says about litigation, especially 
between two parties who both claim the name of Christian. Paul is trying to help the 
Corinthians see how the gospel of Jesus Christ applies to lawsuits. Here he strongly 
opposes Christians going to law against each other before secular courts. 
 

SETTLE IT AMONG YOURSELVES 
His first observation about this is that believers ought to settle their disputes within the 
Christian fellowship. For the apostle, it seems outrageous that Christians should be 
judged in matters of law by those outside the faith. Listen to him: "Do you not know that 
the saints will judge the world?" 

That's a striking idea, isn't it? Believers in Jesus Christ, Paul writes, will one day 
judge the world. What can he mean by that? It had been foretold in the ancient book of 
Daniel that a time would come when judgment would be given to the saints of the Most 
High, and they would receive God's kingdom. This would occur when the Ancient of 
Days Himself would come. The picture is that God would enter into the fullness of His 
reign and then His people would share in it. 

Perhaps that's what the mother of James and John was thinking of when she 
asked of Jesus this favor for her sons: "Command that these two sons of mine may sit, 
one at your right hand and one at your left, in your kingdom" (Matt. 20:21). She 
envisioned a time when Jesus would reign as king and when His followers would sit on 
His right hand and on His left. Had not Jesus said to them, "Truly, I say to you, in the 
new world, when the Son of man shall sit on his glorious throne, you who have followed 
me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel"? (Matt. 19:28). 

Believers can claim no superiority to their fellow human beings. They have no 
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inherent right to rule. They will exercise dominion and pronounce judgment only 
because they represent the King of kings and Lord of lords. But the fact remains: The 
saints will indeed judge the earth. 

If that is true, Paul urges, how ridiculous it is, how incongruous for these very 
believers to appeal to unbelieving judges. The argument is from the greater to the 
lesser. If the world is to be judged by you, are you incompetent to try trivial cases? If 
you are going to adjudicate these weighty matters, exercise this far-reaching authority, 
can't you settle disputes among Christians here in this world? 

Now he makes the case even stronger: "Do you not know that we are to judge 
angels?" Paul writes to the Ephesians that even now God's wisdom is being made 
known to the principalities and powers in heavenly places through the church. The 
church is teaching angelic powers now and will correct them then. The saints of the 
Lord will share in a reign and a judgment that takes in the whole creation, human and 
non-human, visible and invisible. What a future for the people of God! Now if this be 
true, reasons Paul, how much more should these same believers in Jesus Christ 
exercise judgment in matters pertaining to this life? 

Paul concedes that not everyone in the church has the experience, maturity and 
discretion to exercise judgment. But it's unimaginable to him that no one in the church is 
so qualified. How could it possibly be true, he wonders, that heathen judges are 
preferable to the wisest and best Christian leaders? Why would believers forsake the 
highest court for the lowest: "Can it be that there is no man among you wise enough to 
decide between members?" Apparently that must be the case, because the apostle has 
learned that in Corinth, brother has been going to law against brother, and that in the 
courts of unbelievers. 
 

OUR TRAGIC DEFEAT 
Paul goes a step further. He argues that it's wrong for believers to have lawsuits against 
one another—period. That they should let their misunderstandings and disagreements 
get to that point, Paul sees as profoundly unchristian. It's a defeat for them, he says. It's 
a tragic failure on their part. The spectacle of Christians suing, opposing, condemning 
one another, seems monstrous to Paul. It leaves him aghast. It breaks his heart. 

Obviously, in these cases, some of the believers have been doing their fellow 
Christians wrong, defrauding them, cheating them. Imagine doing such a thing to 
brothers and sisters in Christ! These are the people, Paul reminds them, to whom you 
are called to show special kindness. Paul reminds them: You are to "do good to all 
men, and especially to those who are of the household of faith." But instead of doing 
good to them, you cause them harm. Instead of building them up, you tear them down. 
Instead of giving to them, you take away what is rightfully theirs. Paul will say later that 
people who persist in that kind of behavior show themselves false to their Christian 
commitment. They cannot expect to inherit the kingdom of God. 

But now he speaks to the ones who have been cheated and harmed. What he 
says here seems shocking to our ears. Listen: "Why not rather suffer wrong? Why not 
rather be defrauded?" The apostle isn't siding here with oppressors, tyrants, and brutes. 
He isn't saying that people should never express their grievances or seek to have 
wrongs righted. Sometimes legal action may be necessary. Paul is opposing here a 
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litigious spirit. He is insisting that some things are more important than our personal 
rights. 

To the apostle, it is such a shameful thing that Christians should contend 
against one another before unbelieving judges, that they ought to go to almost any 
lengths to avoid it. To him it would be better to let oneself be wronged. It would be 
better, when defrauded, to let the matter rest. Isn't it better to suffer injustice or loss, he 
asks, than to make the gospel a laughingstock before the world and dishonor God's 
name? 

It's when we read things like this that we get a glimpse of how radically 
transforming the gospel of Jesus Christ really is. Think about what Paul has said in this 
passage. First, Christians are a chosen people, so identified with the crucified and risen 
Lord that when He comes at the final judgment, they will be at His side, sharing His 
authority. Next, a level of conduct, a standard of behavior, is expected of Christians far 
above that which is applied to those outside the church. What would be excusable and 
understandable in unbelievers is out of the question for those who name the name of 
Jesus. Finally, Christians are expected at times to let themselves be wronged without 
resisting. They are to endure being defrauded or cheated without taking legal action. 
Paul actually expects them to acknowledge, when faced with a choice, that it's their 
calling at times to bear injustice. 
 

THE KEY TO A BETTER WAY 
How can Paul say such things without being laughed at or scorned? Simply because he 
and the Corinthians share the same faith, because all of them know the great things 
God has done in the gift of His Son. They follow the suffering Savior. Hear how the 
apostle Peter describes Him: "He committed no sin; no guile was found on his lips. 
When he was reviled, he did not revile in return; when he suffered, he did not threaten; 
but he trusted to him who judges justly" (1 Peter 2:22-23). Peter sums up his application 
of that like this: "Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should 
follow in his steps" (v. 21). Paul is pointing to the example of Jesus who gave Himself 
freely for us. 

But when he urges Christians to act in a way that so goes against the grain with 
all of us, he is assuming something else. Paul is not appealing to any inherent 
goodness in these Corinthians. He's not calling them to some height of personal moral 
achievement. He's relying, for himself and for them, upon the risen Christ. The same 
Jesus who suffered unjustly on our behalf and who died for our sins is now alive. He 
has sent His Spirit to the hearts of His people. And with that marvelous gift comes new 
potential, new life. Believers, because of the risen Lord, have a new power to love, to 
forgive, to return good for evil. They may not always express that. They often fumble 
and fail. But because they have been born anew, because Christ lives in them, this 
gracious, God-centered way of living has become a possibility. Paul is saying to them, 
in effect, "You died with Christ your Savior to your old life. You were raised with Him to 
a new life. Don't forget your birthright. As followers of Christ, in the power of the Holy 
Spirit, live out your new life. Be the persons that you really are!" 
 

Study Questions 
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1. What are the hazards of a "litigious" society? 
2. What considerations does Paul urge in favor of Christians setting disputes 

among themselves? 
3. How do the resources of the gospel bear upon this issue? 
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CHAPTER 11  THE GOSPEL AND OUR SEXUALITY 
 

Shun immorality. Every other sin which a man commits is outside the 
body; but the immoral man sins against his own body. Do you not know 
that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have 
from God? You are not your own; you were bought with a price. So 
glorify God in your body. 

 
[1 Corinthians 6:18-20] 

 
The late Bishop Fulton Sheen once observed that sex has become one of the most 
talked-about subjects of modern times. Whereas the Victorians pretended it did not 
exist, moderns pretend that nothing else exists. We can see plenty of evidence around 
us which seems to support that claim. Someone has called contemporary America a 
"sex-saturated culture." The advertisers, the producers of movies and television shows, 
the pornographers, are all said to "glorify sex." The consciousness of our people is 
being exposed to more and more explicit portrayals of sexual behavior. It's almost 
becoming a national obsession. 

Fulton Sheen, in his generation, believed that there was a reason for that. He 
wrote: "The principal reason for sex deification is loss of belief in God. Once men lose 
God they lose the purpose of life; and when the purpose of living is forgotten, the 
universe becomes meaningless. Man then tries to forget his emptiness in the intensity 
of a momentary experience." Turning from God, in other words, we have made an idol 
of sex. And in doing that, many feel we have lost the deeper meaning of our sexuality. 

The believers in the city of Corinth lived in a culture in some respects strikingly 
like ours. The sexual mores of that city were so notorious in the ancient world that the 
term Corinthian came to mean an immoral person. "To Corinthianize" was to engage in 
sexual promiscuity. 
 

AN INSIGNIFICANT MATTER? 
It was difficult for Christians in that environment to keep their moral and spiritual 
balance. Paul has a good deal to say to them, accordingly, about sexual behavior. He's 
contending against a mentality that most of us would readily recognize. There were 
many in Corinth who looked upon sexual intercourse, for example, as a matter of very 
little consequence. It had become so customary in Corinth for men and women to have 
many different sexual partners that the significance of any one sex act seemed to them 
trifling. We learn from Paul's letter in Chapter 6 how people rationalized about that. 
"Food is meant for the stomach and the stomach for food" (v. 13), they maintained, and 
both will obviously perish. Some of them then drew this parallel: the body is for sexual 
intercourse and sexual intercourse for the body. In other words, the sex act was seen 
as having no more significance than a meal or a drink. Each was a purely natural 
function, to be regularly repeated. 

Some of the Corinthians, picking up language they may have learned from 
Paul, said piously, "all things are lawful for me" (v. 12). They apparently meant to 
include in the "all things" promiscuous sexual behavior. Just as it was lawful for a 
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Christian to eat every kind of food, they reasoned, so apparently all kinds of sexual 
activity were sanctioned. According to the prevailing view, it didn't make a great deal of 
difference how you behaved sexually. After all, it was merely your body that was being 
involved in this, and the body was temporal and perishable anyway. There was strong 
resistance in Corinth, apparently, to any limitation of people's sexual expression. 

Does that have a familiar sound to you? Pleas in defense of current sexual 
mores may be more sophisticated, but their message is essentially the same. The sex 
act, according to many moderns, has no great significance in itself. Sex is for 
entertainment. It's to be enjoyed for itself, without emotional entanglements, without 
commitments, certainly without guilt. 

We have even coined the term casual sex. If people like each other, feel 
attracted to each other—why not? They may never see each other again. They may 
have nothing else in common. But if the chemistry is right, so the argument runs, let 
there be sex. 

We begin to wonder, does this outlook really glorify our sexuality or does it 
rather make it trivial? Does it fill the sex act with significance or diminish its meaning? 
Does it ultimately enrich human life or merely cheapen it? 
 

PROFOUNDLY PERSONAL 
Against this background, Paul wants to present a very different view of sexuality, a very 
different understanding of what happens when persons engage in sexual intercourse. 
He begins by rejecting the idea that the body is for sex and sex is for the body. For 
Paul, the body is more than the flesh and blood, the bone and sinew, that make up our 
physical frame. The stomach for food is a physical organ and nothing more, but the 
body represents the mystery of the person. The body is more than a physical organism; 
it's an animated self. And what Paul wants the Corinthians to see is that the sex act 
involves the body in an intensely personal way. 

Paul looks back to a great Old Testament word about marriage. Remember 
this? "Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and cleaves to his wife, and 
they become one flesh" (Gen. 2:24). That's a stunningly different view of sexual 
intercourse, isn't it? From this standpoint, the sex act in some way constitutes a union 
between two persons. It isn't simply like taking a drink of water or eating a meal. It has 
lasting significance. It creates a bond. It alters somehow the persons involved. 

For that reason, Paul can say that sexual immorality differs from other forms of 
sin. Those are outside the body, but in a sense the person who commits immorality sins 
against his or her body. We can think, of course, of other kinds of sin that also affect 
the body adversely, but Paul insists that there's something about this that goes deeper, 
that involves our personhood more profoundly, that injures deeply one's self. 

He also implies that there is something about this kind of evil that especially 
hooks us. To the bold claim, "All things are lawful for me," Paul answers, "Yes, all 
things are lawful for me but I will not be brought under the power of any." The 
immorality that injures the person can also capture the life. Giving way to it, we lose 
something of our selfhood and something of our freedom. 

The apostle is not saying here that the sins of sex are worse than all other sins, 
as though violent, malicious crimes were less heinous than this. But he is saying that 
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sexual misconduct can never be taken lightly, because it strikes at the heart of our 
inmost selfhood, and because it brings us into bondage to an alien master. 

THE DIFFERENCE CHRIST MAKES  
Now having warned about the evils of sexual promiscuity, Paul wants people to view the 
whole issue of our sexual life in the light of the gospel. What does the good news of 
Jesus Christ, crucified and risen for us, say about this important dimension of human 
life? 

His first great affirmation is this: The body is the Lord's and it's, therefore, "for 
Him." Paul is saying to these Christians: You don't belong to yourself. Your body is not 
yours to use as you please. You, remember, were bought with a price. Christ gave 
Himself to die for you, and now you are His. 

In the ancient world, a slave could sometimes manage to save up the price of 
purchasing his freedom. When he had succeeded in doing that, he would bring the 
money to the temple and devote it to a god. Then, though he was free in the eyes of 
other people, he was thought henceforth to belong to this deity.  

In the most profound sense, this has become true for Christians. Their freedom 
has been purchased not by their toils and savings but by the precious blood of Jesus 
Christ, and now they belong entirely to Him. So since the body of a believer belongs to 
Christ, it is not to be used for fornication, for immorality, but for Him, according to His 
design and plan. 

Further, the body of the believer has been marvelously joined to Christ. "Do you 
not know," asks Paul, "that your bodies are members of Christ? . . . He who is united to 
the Lord becomes one spirit with him." You are joined now to the living Lord, he says. 
This makes every kind of immoral practice unthinkable. Paul asks with horror, "Shall I 
therefore take the members of Christ and make them members of a prostitute? Never!" 
The enormity of such a thing becomes immediately apparent when we see the issue in 
the light of the gospel, in the light of the risen Christ, and the union of believers with 
Him. 

Again, the body as Paul describes it has a high destiny. God raised the Lord, he 
says, and will also raise us up by His power. The body of a believer is more than mortal 
flesh. The personhood which Jesus Christ has redeemed will not be destroyed even by 
the power of death. These bodies of ours will be raised with Christ to endless life. Can I 
possibly treat my body then as though it were merely a physical organism? Merely a 
perishing carcass? I am destined for resurrection life. 

Paul has one more question in the light of the gospel: "Do you not know that 
your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God?" The 
word temple which the apostle uses here refers to the inner sanctuary, the sacred 
shrine, the place where God had pledged Himself to dwell among His people. It was 
called by the Hebrews "the Holy of Holies" or the "Most Holy Place." It represented the 
personal presence of God, the Holy One of Israel.  

Since the Christian's body is the temple of God, since the Holy Spirit dwells 
within him or her, nothing is to be allowed to go on in the body that would dishonor 
God's presence, that would grieve His Spirit.  

In the light of this gospel, the apostle Paul has two strong exhortations for his 
friends in Corinth. The first is negative: "Shun immorality." Keep clear of it, in other 
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words. Have nothing to do with it. By immorality, Paul means every kind of sexual 
liaison outside of marriage. He says, "Shun it." In that culture, immorality was so 
pervasive that shunning it was a large order indeed. Mere disapproval was not enough. 
Strong action was required to avoid it. But in the light of these great gospel motivations, 
in the power of the living Christ, that's what Christians were to do. Say no to it. Turn 
away from it. And if they are commanded to do that, then by the power of Jesus Christ, 
it must be possible. Yes, and many servants of God have found it so. Don't believe the 
myth that every man cheats on his wife. Don't believe the lie that no healthy man or 
woman can remain a virgin until marriage. It is possible, in the strength of the Lord, to 
shun immorality. 

The second charge is positive, wonderfully so: "glorify God in your body." The 
gospel way is never a bare prohibition. It's a positive style of life. Seek to conduct 
yourself in every aspect of life and especially in this crucial area of human sexuality with 
the aim of honoring God. Devote yourself entirely to Him. Offer up your body and all 
your members as instruments of righteousness to Him. And then in the practical affairs 
of life, obey Him. 

This delivers us from a religion that is falsely spiritual. It makes living the life of 
faith a practical reality. It's in the concrete circumstances where our physical members 
operate that we either honor God or dishonor Him. The life of obedience is the purest 
expression of our devotion and praise. 

Whatever your past experience may have been, God is offering you today a 
new beginning. His forgiveness can wash away all the stains and wrongs of the past. 
Sexual immorality is no exception to that. Christ died for all our sins. Through faith in 
Him, we are pardoned freely. 

However trapped you may be in destructive patterns of behavior, believe it: The 
Lord can liberate you. By His Spirit, He can empower you to live in a new way. If you 
will turn away from all immorality and yield yourselves entirely to the lordship of Jesus 
Christ, He will give you the strength to glorify God in your body. 
 

Study Questions 
1. What factors have made sexual behavior seem trivial to many in our time? 
2. How does the Christian faith provide a different perspective? 
3. In a culture like ours, how is it possible for believers to obey biblical norms for 

sexual behavior? 
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CHAPTER 12  THE GOSPEL AND MARRIAGE CHOICES 
 

I wish that all were as I myself am. But each has his own special gift 
from God, one of one kind and one of another. To the unmarried and 
the widows I say that it is well for them to remain single as I do. But if 
they cannot exercise self-control, they should marry. For it is better to 
marry than to be aflame with passion. 

 
[1 Corinthians 7:7-9] 

 
Let's think about the choices we all make at one time or another with regard to 
marriage. The thoughts I want to share about that are drawn directly from Paul's first 
letter to the Corinthians, chapter 7. These are marriage concerns, accordingly, that 
apply in a special way to believers in Jesus Christ. They arise from various questions 
which the Christians in Corinth had apparently raised. They feature for us marriage 
choices in the light of the gospel. 

But if you aren't a Christian at this point or aren't sure whether you are, please 
don't feel excluded. I believe there's an important message in this for you, too. After all, 
since the gospel comes from the God who made us and who loves us, we can expect 
that His purposes for His people in matters of marriage will be good for everyone. So 
whatever your present faith and commitment, think with me about marriage choices in 
the light of Jesus Christ. Some of these observations may surprise you. Some may not. 
But I'll warn you about this at the outset: Many of them will be quite different from the 
prevailing outlook of our day. 
 

SHALL I MARRY? 
Let's look first at the choice which almost all of us make at some time in our maturing 
lives: the choice of whether or not to marry. In some cultures, of course, this is hardly a 
choice. Young men and women are expected, at a certain age, to marry. Among some 
groups, marriage is an obligation for a man and a matter of economic necessity for a 
woman. In most modern cultures, however, a certain element of choice still enters in. 

The apostle Paul, in writing to the Corinthians, has a good deal to say about the 
choice to remain single. Apparently, there were some believers in the city of Corinth 
who believed that to remain single, to abstain from any sexual relations, was the 
Christian ideal. The apostle wants to correct that idea, but also to affirm that singleness 
with celibacy is a valued Christian option. 

The apostle notes that Christians who remain single often display an admirable 
intensity in their devotion to the Lord. Unmarried men are "concerned about the affairs 
of the Lord, how to please the Lord" (1 Cor. 7:32). Unmarried women are "concerned 
about the affairs of the Lord, how to be holy in body and in spirit" (v. 34). Their 
singleness somehow plays a part in that undistracted devotion. 

At the same time, Paul in no way insists that all Christians should remain single. 
He recognizes that the ability and inclination to do that, with integrity and purity, is a 
special gift from God. But for those who make that choice, he wants to give his 
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encouragement and support. If they are able to do so, he believes it is a good thing for 
them to remain single. 

On the other hand, Paul also makes it plain that when a young man and a 
young woman are attracted to each other, share a common faith in Christ and want to 
commit themselves to one another in marriage, they also do a good thing. 

In one sense, marriage is seen by the apostle as a preventive. He recognizes 
that sexual desire is strong; and with some individuals, at least, if it does not find 
expression in faithful marriage, may express itself in other liaisons, without commitment. 
Marriage, as all of us know, is no guarantee of fidelity to one partner, but it remains a 
valuable bulwark against promiscuity. Paul writes, "Because of the temptation to 
immorality, each man should have his own wife and each woman her own husband" (v. 
2). But when people marry, it's far more than an expedient to restrain transgression. 
Paul himself notes that when people marry, they "do well." 

There were, apparently, some in Corinth who had the notion that a kind of 
"spiritual" marriage was most desirable: a man and a woman living together, yet without 
sexual relations. Paul gives no countenance to that. He sees the marriage bond as 
inescapably sexual. The husband should give to the wife her conjugal rights and 
likewise the wife to her husband. They should not deprive one another of sexual 
relations except, as Paul indicates, when they do so by mutual consent, for a specified 
time, and with a godly purpose. 

The apostle has a realistic understanding of the power of sexual desire in all of 
us. He is also realistic about the problems and the adjustments which marriage often 
involves. He knows that people who marry have troubles, inconveniences, and 
tensions. He wants those who contemplate marriage to face those concerns honestly. 

At the time when the apostle Paul wrote 1 Corinthians, he saw particular 
circumstances that needed to be taken into account in deciding about marriage. He 
speaks of a "present" or "impending" distress. He reminds us that our milieu in life at 
any given time, political and economic factors, and the approaching end of the age, 
may complicate the issue. Each person, in the light of all these factors, is to discover 
what is his or her own special gift from God, the special calling of each with regard to 
singleness and marriage, and then to pursue that calling, as he writes, "with God." 
 

SHALL I REMAIN MARRIED?  
Next, let's look at the choice of whether or not to remain married, if we are. The 
apostle's general outlook on this is clear. As a true disciple of Jesus, His risen Lord, he 
is opposed to divorce. He is for marriage. Listen: "To the married, I give charge, not I 
but the Lord, that the wife should not separate from her husband . . . and that the 
husband should not divorce his wife" (vv. 10-11). That's the general rule. That's the 
abiding principle. That represents the will of the God who created marriage for the 
welfare and happiness of people and who "hates divorce." 

In this chapter, the apostle deals with a special kind of situation in which one 
partner in a marriage is a believing Christian and the other is not. Perhaps they both 
were unbelievers when their marriage began but one has since been converted. Should 
that believing partner remain in the marriage? There are some factors, of course, over 
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which he or she may not have control. It can happen that the unbelieving spouse now 
desires to dissolve the marriage. He or she doesn't want to continue living with a 
partner who has made a commitment to the lordship of Christ. If that unbelieving 
spouse is determined to leave the marriage, the Christian is not to resist that legally. 
And having been divorced or deserted, the believing spouse is no longer bound to that 
marriage commitment. 

If, on the other hand, the unbelieving partner wants to remain in the marriage, 
the believer, says Paul, should take no initiative to dissolve it. There may be many 
difficulties, obviously. It may not be pleasant at times for a Christian to share his or her 
life with a partner who is an unbeliever. But if that spouse consents to live with the 
Christian partner, he or she should not take steps toward divorce. 

The motivation given for this is most striking: "Wife, how do you know whether 
you will save your husband? Husband, how do you know whether you will save your 
wife?" (v. 16). The word save here is a missionary term. Paul is asking, "How do you 
know whether or not your witness by word and life may lead to your partner's becoming 
a Christian?" Maybe he or she will come to know the saving love of God in Christ 
because of living with you. So "hang in there," he says in effect, "in that marriage for the 
sake of the Lord and for the sake of the spiritual welfare of the person to whom you 
have committed your life." 
 

SHALL I REMARRY? 
Let's look at the choice of whether or not to remarry. In the case of separation or 
divorce, Paul does not envision remarriage. He says if a wife separates from her 
husband, she is to remain single or else be reconciled to her husband. The case is 
presumably the same with husbands. Before any consideration of remarriage, the first 
effort and concern is to restore that original relationship. 

The apostle does not envision here every conceivable circumstance when he 
says that. Where there is repeated unfaithfulness or total desertion, the situation may 
be different. Paul, like his Master, does not view the matter of divorce and remarriage in 
a legalistic way. He simply points out what should be the chief concerns of a Christian. 
And he wants to remind everyone who has ever been married and then separated or 
divorced that the restoration of the original marriage is to be a primary goal. 

When that fails or becomes impossible, or when a partner is taken from us in 
death, then should we remarry? The apostle says: "A wife is bound to her husband as 
long as he lives. If the husband dies, she is free to be married to whom she wishes, 
only in the Lord" (v. 39). This passage makes a number of important observations. One 
is the binding character of marriage as long as both partners are alive. Another is the 
freedom of the Christian person to marry whomever he or she wishes. In other words, 
we're not in the Old Testament system of levirate marriages where the next of kin has 
to be the first person considered. 

But the really vital qualification here is the last one: "only in the Lord." That 
means, evidently, that a Christian person who is considering remarriage should 
consider only persons who share the same faith in Christ. He or she should not be 
unequally yoked with an unbeliever. Since our Christian faith is the most significant and 
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far-reaching commitment in our entire lives, the intimate bond of marriage should be 
shared with someone who has the same faith and has made the same life commitment. 

This "in the Lord" means more than simply marrying someone else who is a 
Christian. It means that the person considering remarriage should face this decision 
and all decisions as one who belongs to Jesus Christ. 
 

THE SUPREME CHOICE 
I know that this brief review of marriage choices doesn't begin to answer all imaginable 
questions, but I hope it gives to all of us a perspective, at least, a kind of overview of 
how these issues appear in the light of the gospel of Jesus Christ. And what I most 
want to say is that all of these choices with regard to marriage hinge upon an even 
more significant choice, upon what we could call the supreme choice in our whole lives. 
Listen to what the apostle Paul says about marriage and other important conditions: 
 

I mean, brethren, the appointed time has grown very short; from now 
on, let those who have wives live as though they had none, and those 
who mourn as though they were not mourning, and those who rejoice as 
though they were not rejoicing, and those who buy as though they had 
no goods, and those who deal with the world as though they had no 
dealings with it. For the form of this world is passing away. 

[vv. 29-31] 
 

The apostle is saying something like this: In the light of what has happened, in 
the death and resurrection of Jesus, in the light of the kingdom's progress in our history 
and in the light of the approaching end, all these concerns of ours have a decidedly 
provisional and temporary character. In the life to come, people will not marry or be 
given in marriage, says Jesus. Our circumstances and possessions here are also but 
for a time. All are to be held, therefore, with a light grasp. None is to claim our total 
concentration and allegiance. 

The apostle doesn't mean here that we shouldn't be devoted to our families, 
that we shouldn't enter into the joys and sorrows of common life, or that possessions 
and business aren't important. But he is saying that every Christian is called to an 
ultimate choice and commitment. What the apostle wants to see in everyone who 
names the name of Christ, whether single, married, separated, divorced, widowed, or 
whatever, is an "undivided devotion to the Lord." Christians have been bought with a 
price, he observes here. In Christ, those who are free have become His bondservants. 
Believers are to live in the calling in which God has placed them, giving to relationships, 
tasks, joys and sorrows, their due place, but not letting anything distract them from 
waiting on God and seeking to please Him above all. 

And here's the wonder of it: All of us will be better wives and husbands, better 
laborers and sufferers, better servants of our generation if we set the Lord always 
before us, if we make it the great aim of our lives to honor Him who loved us and gave 
Himself for us. Oh, may that be true for us! 
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Study Questions 
1. How does Paul view the values of the single life for Christians? What is his 

understanding of the value of marriage? 
2. According to the apostle, what is the general rule for Christians about remaining 

in marriage?  What exceptions does he see to this? 
3. Under what circumstances would remarriage be appropriate for a Christian? 
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CHAPTER 13  THE GOSPEL AND OUR FREEDOM 
 

Only take care lest this liberty of yours somehow become a stumbling 
block to the weak. For if any one sees you, a man of knowledge, at 
table in an idol's temple, might he not be encouraged, if his conscience 
is weak, to eat food offered to idols? And so by your knowledge this 
weak man is destroyed, the brother for whom Christ died. Thus, sinning 
against your brethren and wounding their conscience when it is weak, 
you sin against Christ. Therefore, if food is a cause of my brother's 
falling, I will never eat meat, lest I cause my brother to fall. 

 
[1 Corinthians 8:9-13] 

 
 
"Is life so dear or peace so sweet as to be purchased at the price of chains and 
slavery? Forbid it, Almighty God. I know not what course others may take but as for me, 
give me liberty or give me death." Those words of Patrick Henry strike fire in every 
heart. Liberty, says the American Declaration of Independence, is one of the inalienable 
rights with which all of us have been endowed by our Creator. Everyone yearns for 
genuine freedom. The words of an old song proclaim: "We gotta be free, that old eagle 
and me." 
 

THE FAITH THAT FREES US 
In a way that many have not fully realized, this liberty we all prize is one of the fruits of 
the biblical faith. Listen to Horace Greeley: "It is impossible to enslave mentally or 
socially a Bible-reading people. The principles of the Bible are the groundwork of 
human freedom. Liberty cannot be established without morality, nor morality without 
faith." Alexis De Tocqueville put it this way: "Christianity is the companion of liberty in all 
its conflicts, the cradle of its infancy and the divine source of its claims." 

One of the freedoms which the biblical gospel brought to the ancient world was 
freedom from idolatry, from the fear and superstition of countless false gods. Listen to 
Paul the apostle writing in the eighth chapter of his first letter to the Corinthians: 
 

We know that "an idol has no real existence" and that "there is no God 
but one." For although there may be so-called gods in heaven or on 
earth—as indeed there are many "gods" and many "lords"—yet for us 
there is one God, the Father, from whom are all things and for whom we 
exist, and one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom are all things and 
through whom we exist. 

[vv. 4-6] 
 
What a freedom—to know the one true and living God as revealed in His Son Jesus 
and to be liberated from the darkness and bondage of worshiping idols! 

For those who cherish this faith, no political state, no beguiling ideology, no 
religious institution, no power in earth or hell can tyrannize over the human spirit. 
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Believers know that God alone is Lord of the conscience, that we are to give our utmost 
allegiance to Him and Him only. 

For many Christians in first-century Corinth, that triumphant conviction had 
freed them from all fear about eating food that had been dedicated to idols. In the world 
of that time, much of the meat available for purchase had been previously dedicated in 
some idol temple. For those who knew the one Lord, however, that made no difference. 
They knew that the idols in question were nothing at all. They were the puny creations 
of men's hands and hearts. They had no power to save or to harm. These Christians 
could eat whatever they wished to eat, knowing that all was from the hand of God and 
to be received with thanksgiving to Him. 

Paul notes, however, that there were some in the church who had not fully 
entered into this freedom. They had grown up in a culture saturated with idol worship. 
They still had lingering fears that there might be some reality to all of this. The gospel of 
Christ, though they had received it in faith, had not yet permeated their thinking and 
scattered their darkness. For them to eat food that had been dedicated in an idol 
temple seemed a sacrilege. Their consciences were anything but free in this matter. 
They sincerely believed that to do such a thing would be to participate in the worship of 
a false god. 
 

A WORD TO THE FREE 
In the light of this situation, Paul has something to say to those whose consciences had 
been liberated, to those who gloried in their freedom in Christ. It's a word about 
responsibility toward others, about concern for another's conscience. "Take care," he 
warns, "lest this liberty of yours somehow become a stumbling block to the weak. For if 
any one sees you, a man of knowledge, at table in an idol's temple, might he not be 
encouraged, if his conscience is weak, to eat food offered to idols? And so by your 
knowledge this weak man is destroyed, the brother for whom Christ died. Thus, sinning 
against your brethren and wounding their conscience when it is weak, you sin against 
Christ." 

Here is a word about freedom desperately needed in our time or in any time. 
What is it to be free? Does it mean that I now can do whatever I please without regard 
for anyone else? Does it mean that I am to insist on my personal rights, whatever the 
cost to my brother or sister? Or is true freedom rather the liberty to do what I ought to 
do? It was said by one of the greatest American orators that it is ordained in the eternal 
constitution of things that men of intemperate habits cannot be free. Their passions 
forge their fetters. Simply to indulge ourselves, friends, is the worst slavery imaginable. 
To insist on doing what we want to do without regard for anyone else's interests is a 
terrible travesty of true freedom. 

These Christians of strong faith in the church of Corinth could argue truthfully 
that for them to eat food sold in idol temples was not a problem. Their consciences 
were clear. They could eat as unto the Lord, giving thanks to Him. But that wasn't the 
only thing to be considered. There were also the scruples of these weaker brethren. 
Paul says: Suppose they see you sitting down at table in an idol's temple? They know 
that you are strong believers, fine Christians. They may be influenced to do the same. 
But for them, such partaking would be a disaster. They would feel themselves 
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condemned in heart as though they were turning from Christ to an idol. So though you 
are free in your own spirit to eat this food, your doing it in some circumstances would be 
tragically harmful to your fellow Christians, even destructive to their faith. Is the exercise 
of your personal liberty worth that? 

Think of who these persons are, the apostle urges. They are your brothers and 
sisters in the faith. They may be babes in Christ, imperfectly instructed, but they belong 
to the fellowship. They are numbered among those for whom Christ died and rose 
again. What kind of Christian freedom can it be that could damage such precious lives? 

And that's not all. Paul continues: "Thus, sinning against your brethren and 
wounding their conscience when it is weak, you sin against Christ." The church, 
remember, is the body of Christ. Believers are living members of the new community 
created by the Spirit. They are joined to the risen Lord and to one another in a living 
bond. Jesus, the risen head of the church, is identified with all of His people. Paul had 
learned on the Damascus road, remember, that when we persecute Jesus' followers, 
we persecute Him. And if we sin against our fellow Christians, if we offend their 
consciences, if we cause them to stumble, we bring pain upon the Lord Himself. We 
grieve His heart. We rend His body. 

Paul would agree with these strong believers in Corinth that it is a sad thing for 
people to remain in any kind of spiritual bondage. But he reminds them that it would be 
a far greater sadness if in the exercise of our personal freedom we should deeply injure 
others. 

Next, the apostle moves to personal testimony: "Therefore, if food is a cause for 
my brother's falling, I will never eat meat lest I cause my brother to fall." Paul, 
remember, is one of these strong believers. He has known the truth that sets people 
free. It's no problem to him that someone has mumbled incantations over the meat he 
buys in the market place. He can receive it directly from the hand of the true and living 
God. He knows that he's free to eat anything he desires. But if doing that will cause 
even the most immature, unenlightened believer to stumble, he is determined not to do 
it. He won't eat meat while the world stands. He won't partake of the particular kind of 
food in question—forever. For him no such exercise of liberty is ever worth causing a 
brother to fall. 
 

LIBERTY AND LIMITATION 
Now think about that. The gospel of Jesus Christ both bestows upon us a marvelous 
freedom and also guides us in how to set limits upon it. 

All of us are glad for the first part. We're delighted to know that Christ has 
delivered us from the shadow of guilt by bearing our sins and putting them away. We 
are thankful He has taken us down to death with Him and freed us from the compulsive 
power of sin. We rejoice that having conquered death, He has freed us from the dread 
of that last great enemy and enabled us to say, "O death, where is your victory?" We're 
glad that in the knowledge of Himself, the Lord has delivered our spirits from all human 
tyranny so that whatever may be the political system under which we live, we are yet in 
heart the Lord's free people. We celebrate, all of us, that freedom from the powers and 
fears that have long held us. 

But perhaps we don't celebrate enough the limits which the Christian gospel 
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places upon us in the way we exercise our freedom. Listen again to Patrick Henry, the 
man so willing to die for liberty: "Bad men cannot make good citizens. It is impossible 
that a nation of infidels or idolators should be a nation of free men. It is when a people 
forget God that tyrants forge their chain. A vitiated state of morals, a corrupted public 
conscience is incompatible with freedom." 

Christ never freed us for that lifestyle, did He? Listen to Paul, writing to the 
Galatians: "For you were called to freedom, brethren; only do not use your freedom as 
an opportunity for the flesh, but through love be servants of one another" (Gal. 5:13). 
That's the heart of it right there. Every Christian has been called to a glorious freedom. 
But we grossly misunderstand that if we look on it as a freedom to be selfish, to indulge 
our own whims, to pursue our personal goals without regard for Christ and His people. 
We are set free not to do what we please but what we ought, not to live the life of a 
libertine but to learn what it truly is to love and serve our fellow human beings. 
Someone has said, "The principle of liberty and equality if coupled with mere 
selfishness will make men only devils, each trying to be independent, that he may fight 
for his own interest." 

May God teach us that in America and in every other country in the world. Yes, 
let's long for freedom, pray for freedom, labor for it, suffer for it, if need be. But let's 
remember that the only freedom worthy of the name is that which finds us living in 
obedience to the will of God and serving our fellow human beings in genuine love. The 
greatest freedom of all is to be liberated from our sin and selfishness. Martin Luther 
long ago expressed this conviction: "A Christian man is a perfectly free man, subject to 
none." On the other side, he argued that "A Christian man is a perfectly dutiful servant, 
subject to all." 

I hope you will celebrate the freedoms you have today. Whatever political 
privileges you may enjoy, whatever religious liberty may be granted to you, I hope that 
you will so trust in Jesus Christ that you may find in Him freedom from guilt and 
bondage and despair. And I hope especially that you and I and all of us together will 
know that we are free from evil powers in order to be free for something wonderful. We 
are liberated to be the bond slaves of Jesus Christ and to seek first His kingdom. We 
are set free to care more about the deep needs of our fellow human beings than about 
our personal freedoms. And along that road, we discover, all of us, what it is to be "free 
indeed." 
 

Study Questions 
1. What are various kinds of freedom into which we enter by faith in Christ? 
2. Why is Paul willing to forego his liberty with regard to diet? 
3. From the standpoint of Christian faith, what limitations are there upon the 

exercise of our freedom? 
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CHAPTER 14  THE GOSPEL AND THOSE WHO PREACH IT  
 

Am I not free? Am I not an apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord? 
Are not you my workmanship in the Lord? If to others I am not an 
apostle, at least I am to you; for you are the seal of my apostleship in 
the Lord. This is my defense to those who would examine me. Do we 
not have the right to our food and drink? Do we not have the right to be 
accompanied by a wife, as the other apostles and the brothers of the 
Lord and Cephas? Or is it only Barnabas and I who have no right to 
refrain from working for a living? Who serves as a soldier at his own 
expense? Who plants a vineyard without eating any of its fruit? Who 
tends a flock without getting some of the milk? 

 
1 Corinthians 9:1-7      

 
 
We've been thinking about the gospel. The gospel means the good message, the glad 
tidings, the joyful news. The gospel is the thrilling report of what God has done for us in 
the gift of His Son, Jesus Christ. Its vital center, as Paul notes here in his first letter to 
the Corinthians, lies in two tremendous events: Christ died for our sins, according to the 
Scriptures, and He was raised on the third day, according to the same Scriptures. That 
is, according to God's age-old purpose, Jesus has been crucified to save us from our 
sins and has been raised from the dead to give us eternal life. Isn't that great to hear? 

But the gospel, as we learn of it in the New Testament, is more than a 
message, more than a doctrine. It is also a transforming dynamic. The apostle can call 
it "the power of God for salvation to every one who has faith" (Rom. 1:16). The gospel 
works with life-changing effect. 

As we've studied 1 Corinthians, we've been looking at every doctrinal issue and 
every ethical problem in the light of this gospel because that's what the apostle Paul is 
always trying to help us do. He wants us to see all of life in the light of the crucified and 
risen Jesus.  

Looking at chapter 9 of 1 Corinthians, think about the power of the gospel in the 
lives of those who preach it: maybe they are evangelists, maybe they are pastors or 
priests, maybe they are teachers of the faith. All Christians, of course, are to be 
communicators of the gospel. But think especially now of those who devote their whole 
lives to such ministry. 
 

THE MAKING OF A MINISTER 
Notice first how it's the power of the gospel that makes someone an authentic minister. 
Paul is defending in this chapter his identity as an apostle. Listen to him: "Am I not an 
apostle? Have I not seen Jesus our Lord? Are not you my workmanship in the Lord? If 
to others I am not an apostle, at least I am to you; for you are the seal of my 
apostleship in the Lord" (1 Cor. 9:1). 

One of the marks of the original band of apostles was that they had seen the 
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risen Jesus and had been authoritatively commissioned by Him. Paul had not been with 
the original eleven, of course, when they saw the risen Lord on that first Easter, but he 
had met Him also on the road to Damascus. His eyes had been blinded then and his 
heart subdued by the glory of the resurrected Christ. He too had received a commission 
from the exalted One. He too had been given the gospel to proclaim. That's what had 
made him an apostle.  

But that claim no one else could verify—that Paul had seen the Lord and heard 
His voice. Something else demonstrated visibly his apostleship: the very existence of 
the church in Corinth. If he was not an apostle to anyone else, Paul notes, he surely 
was to these people. It was through his preaching, his witness, that they had become 
believers, that they had received new life. He could call them, accordingly, "the seal of 
my apostleship." They were the sign of it, the validation of it, the living evidence of his 
apostolic calling. As Paul had proclaimed the word in Corinth, the living Lord had called 
people to Himself, forgiving them, renewing them, making them the children of God. 

Authentic ministers today are not apostles in the original sense. They have not 
seen with their eyes the risen Jesus. But they too have heard His call through His word, 
by His Spirit. They too have the deep conviction that God has entrusted the gospel to 
them, and that's what makes them ministers. But for them, also, there needs to be 
some corroboration of that call. Others in the church need to affirm their gifts.  

Ultimately, there must be evidence also of the Lord working through them. By 
their fruits they are to be known. As Jesus calls them through the gospel, sends the 
gospel through them, and opens the hearts of people by the gospel, they are shown to 
be His ambassadors. Every genuine ministry has a central subject: the gospel of Jesus 
Christ crucified and risen for us. And every genuine ministry has a definite seal: lives 
gripped by the love of Christ, transformed through the gospel. 
 

THE PRIVILEGES OF THOSE WHO PREACH 
The power of the gospel also brings with it certain rights and privileges to those who 
proclaim it. Listen to Paul again: "Do we not have the right to our food and drink? Do we 
not have the right to be accompanied by a wife, as the other apostles and the brothers 
of the Lord and Cephas? Or is it only Barnabas and I who have no right to refrain from 
working for a living?" (vv. 4-6). 

Every messenger of the Lord has rights, first of all, that he or she shares with 
every believer; the right, for example, to marry, to have a spouse as a fellow-laborer in 
the service of the Lord. It's striking to notice how Paul describes the other apostles, the 
brothers of the Lord, and Cephas as married men who took their wives around with 
them in their apostolic labors. Paul was not married, apparently, but he surely had the 
right to be, if he so chose. 

The right on which the apostle especially focuses in this passage is the right 
which Christian ministers have to refrain from other kinds of gainful employment. They 
have a right to be supported by their fellow Christians. Paul makes the point that those 
who proclaim the gospel are to get their living by the gospel. He puts it simply to the 
Corinthians: "If we have sown spiritual good among you, is it too much if we reap your 
material benefits" (v. 11)? In other words, "If we have sowed the good seed among you, 
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planted the gospel in your lives, should there not be some harvest of provision for us?" 
In arguing for this, Paul appeals first to several analogies from common life. 

"Who serves," he asks, "as a soldier at his own expense?" Why, the man is serving his 
country. He doesn't have to support himself. He is sponsored in the enterprise by the 
grateful populace he defends. Again, Paul asks, "Who plants a vineyard without eating 
any of its fruit?" It's obvious that those who do the work of plowing, planting, and 
cultivating, should enjoy the benefits at harvest time. Or again, "Who tends a flock 
without getting some of the milk?" The same principle applies again. A strategically 
important service deserves a recompense. 

Now the apostle appeals to the Old Testament: "For it is written in the law of 
Moses," he writes, "You shall not muzzle an ox when it is treading out the grain" (v. 9). 
In other words, animals are to partake of that on which they expend their labor. The 
apostle sees that word as having special relevance for human beings. Those who plow 
should plow in hope, and that those who thresh should thresh in hope. Yes, the hope of 
sharing in the crop. 

Next he recalls the practice of God's servants in the Old Testament: "Do you not 
know that those who are employed in the temple service get their food from the temple, 
and those who serve at the altar share in the sacrificial offerings?" (v. 13). It had always 
been so in Israel. Those of the tribe set apart for priestly service received their food, 
their sustenance, from the offerings which the people brought for worship. 

Now Paul is ready to bring forth the highest authority of all: "In the same way," 
he writes, "the Lord commanded that those who proclaim the gospel should get their 
living by the gospel" (v. 14). This was the word of Jesus Himself. Remember how He 
told His followers when He sent them forth that they were not to take along provisions, 
"for," he says, "the laborer deserves his wages" (Luke 10:7). It was the Lord's plan, His 
ordinance, that those who proclaimed His word should be supported by those who 
received blessing from it. No Christian minister, accordingly, need apologize or feel 
hesitant about taking support from his flock. It is rightfully His, by the Lord's clear 
command. 
 

RIGHTS RELINQUISHED 
This, we notice, is not Paul's main point. He himself has not been supported by the 
Corinthian Christians, nor does he want to be, apparently. He defends this God-given 
right for others and for himself, but then has something far more significant to say. The 
power of the gospel sometimes constrains ministers to relinquish their rights. 

Paul had the right, in the freedom of a Christian man, to eat anything he wanted 
to eat. Yet he told the Corinthians that he would eat no meat while the world stands if 
meat caused his brother to stumble. He had the right to marry, but in his special 
circumstances he had decided not to. And he had a right to be recompensed for his 
service in the gospel, but he had chosen to forego that. Listen to what he says: 
"Nevertheless, we have not made use of this right" (v. 12). Again, "I have made no use 
of any of these rights, nor am I writing this to secure any such provision" (v. 15). 

Paul can even say, "I would rather die than have anyone deprive me of my 
ground for boasting" (v. 15). What does he mean by that? He goes on, "For if I preach 
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the gospel, that gives me no ground for boasting. For necessity is laid upon me. Woe to 
me if I do not preach the gospel!" (v. 16). In other words, those who have been 
entrusted with the word of the Lord have nothing to say about whether or not they will 
preach it. They have been conscripted, commandeered. A sense of constraint, of 
necessity, has been laid upon them. They have a stewardship to be responsible for, a 
trust to fulfill. They cannot say in any sense that they have volunteered. They deserve 
no credit. They simply do what they must. At best, they are unprofitable servants who 
do only what they are commanded to do. 
 

RICH REWARD 
But there is something Paul can do that brings with it, he says, a reward. He can do 
something of his own free will that may bring with it wonderful benefits. 

Notice what Paul is not saying here. He's not implying that if he labors without 
being supported by other Christians, that God will award him a special crown. No, that 
kind of reward is the farthest thing from Paul's mind here. This is what he means by 
reward: "What then is my reward?" he writes, "Just this: that in my preaching I may 
make the gospel free of charge" (v. 18). In other words, he has good hope that this will 
open the way for the word, speed the gospel on its way. Hear how he puts it again: "We 
have not made use of this right, but we endure anything rather than put an obstacle in 
the way of the gospel of Christ" (v. 12). His reward is the joy of removing any possible 
hindrance to the gospel. 

Do you get the picture here? Paul can envision circumstances in which his 
being supported by other Christians might be a stumbling block to some. Maybe it 
would be an obstacle to their coming to Christ. Maybe they would be hindered by it from 
seeing the freeness of God's grace in the gospel. If there was any chance of this, Paul 
wanted by all means to avoid it. 

He had a trade. He knew how to make tents. He didn't mind the additional labor. 
What gave him joy in the midst of it all was that by so laboring he could remove from 
the minds and hearts of other people a potential stumbling block. He could help them 
see that God's invitation in the gospel is free—without money, without price. 

There's something marvelous about that, I think, something refreshing, 
something that points to the incomparable power of the Christian gospel. Sometimes 
the Christian ministry in our time has been identified in the minds of people with lesser 
motivations. Some ministers have become notably wealthy in the pursuit of their calling. 
Others give the distinct impression that the financial rewards of their work are of 
paramount importance to them. 
  But that, I am persuaded, is not true for most of those who proclaim the 
Christian gospel. There are thousands upon thousands of devoted servants of God who 
have the same outlook that Paul had. Most of them, of course, receive salaries. But 
they are so gripped by the power of the gospel, so constrained by the love of Christ, 
that they hold these things loosely. Naturally, they want to have enough for their own 
needs and the needs of their families, but they have no interest in accumulating wealth. 
That isn't why they do what they do. Like Paul, many of them would rather die than 
make an issue of how much they get paid. They'd rather go unrewarded for extra 
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services than have anyone think that the gospel is a commodity to be purchased. 
And that, I suppose, is the final authentication of the Lord's true ministers. They 

are so moved by the gospel they proclaim that they would do anything to further it. They 
would gladly let anything go that holds it back. They have rights which they cherish, like 
all of us, but for Christ's sake, for love of those for whom He died, they are ready to 
forego them all. They are Christ-mastered, gospel-molded people. Something else now 
means more to them than their personal rights. Hallelujah! May their tribe increase! May 
the Lord keep on transforming people through the gospel, starting with those who 
preach it! 
 

Study Questions 
1. What does Paul mean when he calls the Corinthian Christians "the seal of my 

apostleship"? 
2. By what logic does Paul show that ministers of the gospel should be supported 

by those they serve? 
3. Why does Paul feel it is important for him at times to relinquish such a right? 
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CHAPTER 15  THE GOSPEL AND THE PASSION TO SHARE IT  
 

For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all, 
that I might win the more. To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to 
win Jews; to those under the law I became as one under the 
law—though not being myself under the law—that I might win those 
under the law. To those outside the law I became as one outside the 
law—not being without law toward God but under the law of Christ—that 
I might win those outside the law. To the weak I became weak, that I 
might win the weak. I have become all things to all men, that I might by 
all means save some. I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may 
share in its blessings. 

 
1 Corinthians 9:19-23 

 
". . . though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all, that I might win 
the more." Here, one of the most remarkable human beings who ever lived opens a 
window into his inmost soul. He lets us see the secret of his life-changing ministry. He 
gives us a clue to the understanding of his career. 
 

FREE FROM ALL 
It was the apostle Paul. He knew himself to be free from all men. He was no one's 
slave. He often celebrated his liberty as a Roman citizen. Further, he had incurred no 
financial obligations. No one could bring pressure on the apostle because of some 
outstanding debt. None could hold him hostage because of princely favors they had 
bestowed upon him. He had steadfastly refused to receive financial support from the 
churches, even though he was entitled to it as a minister of the gospel. Deliberately, the 
man had kept himself clear of entanglements.  

Further, he was not subject to anyone's scruples.  As one who had been 
brought by grace into the freedom of the gospel, he acknowledged Christ alone as the 
Lord of his conscience. No human opinion, even the most widely and strongly held, kept 
him enthralled. He was the Lord's free man, subject to none. If any such being ever 
lived on the earth, Paul was a "liberated" man, a soul set free. He rejoiced in that and 
was determined that no one should rob him of his Christian liberty. 
 

A SLAVE TO ALL 
"But," he said, "I have made myself a slave to all."  Paul announces now that he, the 
Lord's free man, who is subject to none, is also a slave to all. He has not one master 
but many. He is engaged to serve and please everyone—and this by his own 
considered choice. No one has subjected him to this bondage. He has placed himself 
under it. He has made himself everyone else's bond slave. 

What do you mean, Paul? He proceeds to illustrate. "To the Jews I became as 
a Jew." That sounds mysterious, doesn't it? In one sense Paul was a Jew, and in 
another sense he was not. He was Jewish by race, by birth, by upbringing. All that was 
undeniable. 
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Because of Jesus Christ, Paul's Jewishness was no longer the center of his 
being. He was convinced that in Jesus Christ, Judaism had been fulfilled and the law 
brought to its intended goal. He was no longer a Jew in the sense that his unbelieving 
countrymen were. He had a new identity within the body of Jesus Christ. When he was 
among Jews, he chose to be one of them. He could abide by their dietary laws. He 
could undergo their purification rites. He could accommodate to their ways of worship. 
He could have his young son in the faith, Timothy, circumcised according to age-old 
Jewish custom. 

Paul was no chameleon, however, when it came to the doctrine of the gospel or 
the imperatives of the moral life. If the Jews around him had insisted that their 
Jewishness was essential for salvation, he would have resisted to the last drop of his 
blood. But when it came to non-essential matters, to culture and custom, Paul was 
amazingly accommodating. Insofar as obedience to Christ would allow him to do that, 
he subjected himself totally to the expectations of his Jewish countrymen. 

Again, to those under the law, he became "as under the law." He hastens to 
add that he was not himself under the law. The law could never again be an external 
obligation for Paul. Christ was for him the fulfillment of the law. Paul was no longer 
related to God in legal terms. He was related to God supremely through Jesus Christ, 
so that no room is left for law. Yet Paul can act at times as if he were under the law. 
One example of this is in his consent that Timothy, his son in the faith, should be 
circumcised. Paul did not believe that such an ordinance was required of Timothy by 
God, but he consented to it, subjected himself and Timothy to it, as if under the law.  

Next comes something even more surprising: "To those outside the law I 
became as one outside the law." He's speaking of Gentiles now who have never known 
the Jewish law nor acknowledged its claim upon them. When Paul is among such 
people, he can adopt their outlook and their lifestyle. He hastens to guard against 
misunderstanding at this point. He emphatically does not mean that he is lawless, 
without moral standards, that is, without obligation to God. He was "in the law," he says, 
or "under the law to Christ." Christ had brought about for Paul an entirely new situation. 
Everything was still of God's mercy. God's claim to obedience was as absolute as ever. 
But Jesus had achieved that toward which the law could only point. He was "the end of 
the law" in that He fulfilled it. Representatively, on behalf of all mankind, Jesus had 
offered to God a perfect obedience. And, risen from the dead, He has sent His Spirit to 
the hearts of His people to renew them after God's image. 

Paul could be like the Gentiles in the sense that he did not owe absolute 
obedience to a code. His allegiance was entirely to a living person. Where Gentile ways 
of thinking and behaving did not conflict with the lordship of Christ, Paul could freely 
identify himself with them. 

Further, he says, "to the weak I became weak." The apostle is speaking now of 
some of the members within the Christian church who had strong scruples about what 
was allowable for them. The apostle is not subject himself to these scruples. He knows 
that in the gospel he is gloriously free. "All things are lawful" for him. Yet when he is 
with those who are held by such inhibitions, he can put himself in their place. He can 
allow himself to be governed by the restraints they feel. If they fear that eating meat, for 
example, is spiritually damaging for them, Paul will cheerfully forego his right to eat 
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meat as long as he lives. 
There seem to be no limits to this self-subjection of the apostle. There is no 

group, no culture, no outlook to which he's unwilling to accommodate. "I have become," 
he says, "as all things to all men." 

How do we understand this—total freedom and total subjection? Strong 
conviction about truth and morals along with a total identification with others? Paul 
seems able to accommodate himself to any one of a number of groups and cultures 
without a loss of his essential identity. 
 

THE APOSTLE'S MODEL 
Paul's model in all this is not far to seek. It is Jesus Christ, the incarnate Lord. The 
Word becoming flesh in Jesus of Nazareth was the most spectacular instance of 
cultural identification in the history of the world. The Son of the Almighty, remaining truly 
God, yet became one of us. He identified Himself with us here in our world and placed 
Himself in our situation. He did not stay in the safe immunity of heaven. He entered our 
history, took our nature, lived our life, endured our temptations, experienced our 
sorrows, carried our sins, and died our death. He could not have identified Himself with 
us more closely, more completely, than He did. 

Paul is an authentic follower of this Master. He wants to enter the worlds of 
others. One is the world of their philosophy or ideology. He wants to understand how 
these people think and believe, to grasp how the world and life look to them. He wants 
also to enter the world of their alienation and pain, their struggle and searching. But 
he's determined in the midst of that never to forget who he is and whom he serves.  

Anyone who does this is almost certain to be misunderstood. Remember how it 
was with Jesus? What happened when He stepped across the barriers and identified 
Himself with groups on the outside? How did people feel when He chose to go through 
Samaria, land of the hated half-breeds? How did they react when He ate in the homes 
of tax collectors and sinners, when He treated women with dignity, when He reached 
out to touch lepers, when He brought good news to the poor? Someone always got 
angry. Someone always called Him by an unpleasant name. They didn't understand. 

Many of His contemporaries couldn't understand the apostle Paul, either. They 
thought he was a turncoat, a vacillator, a man who spoke out of both sides of his 
mouth. He was stoned by Jews and Gentiles alike. They wanted Him in prison, both in 
Jerusalem and in Rome. They described Him as someone who was turning everything 
upside down. They judged him unfit to live. 

Why do you do it, Paul? Listen to the refrain:  ". . . that I might win the more . . . 
in order to win Jews . . . that I might win those under the law . . . that I might win those 
outside the law . . . that I might win the weak . . . that I might by all means save some." 
What was behind all this accommodation, this self-subjection to the cultures and 
consciences of others? Nothing but this: a great, yearning love. Paul wanted to win 
people, to convert them, to save them. He longed to bring them to Christ, to see them 
repent and believe, to have them find forgiveness and new life. He wanted them to 
belong, in body and soul, in life and in death, not to themselves but to their faithful 
Savior, Jesus Christ. 

Paul's behavior must have looked to his enemies like time-serving or duplicity. 
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But his whole manner of life, amid its kaleidoscopic changes, was governed by a 
simple, practical aim: "for the gospel's sake"—to catch men, as it were, to win human 
beings. What accounted for the bewildering variety of means was the intensity with 
which the end was sought. Strange, wasn't it? The most determined of all men, when in 
a complex human situation, becomes of all men the most adaptable, the most versatile, 
the most ingenious in identifying himself with others. 

This had been God's way in the sending of His Son. This was the aim of the 
Incarnation. Listen to Jesus: "The Son of man came to seek and to save the lost. . . . I 
have come to call . . . sinners to repentance. . . . I came that they may have life, and 
have it abundantly. . . . God so loved the world that he gave his only Son" (Luke 19:10; 
5:32; John 10:10; 3:16). 

What we see in the apostle Paul is the vast love of the Lord inflaming a human 
spirit, Jesus' passion to save gripping the heart of His servant, the Lord's own caring 
embodied anew. The passion to share the gospel is ever the burden of the Lord. 
 

TO SHARE IN THE GOSPEL 
Paul has one more thing to say here: "I do it all for the sake of the gospel, that I may 
share in its blessings." He affirms once more that he does everything he has just 
described in order to further the gospel, to see it spread and prosper. He loses himself 
for Christ and the gospel, but in doing that, he expects to find himself. "I do it all," he 
writes, "for the sake of the gospel `that I may share in its blessings.'" He seems to be 
saying that to partake of the gospel we need to share it with others, that seeking the 
salvation of others is the sign that we ourselves are among the redeemed, that we only 
discover the fullness of what it is to be saved when we give of ourselves to win others. 

Samuel Rutherford once said to the beloved congregation among whom he 
labored, to whom he preached, for whom he prayed and wept: "Your heaven will be two 
heavens to me." That's the spirit; that's the authentic burden to share the gospel. The 
apostle Paul declared that his hope and joy and crown of rejoicing was that others too 
would be in the presence of the Lord at His coming.  

Let me ask you: Have you received the gospel? Have you put your trust in 
Jesus, the crucified and risen Lord? Through His word of invitation, He seeks for us, 
calls us to Himself. If you've never done so, welcome Him now as your Savior and Lord. 
Say to Him, from your own heart: "Jesus, come now into my life. I confess my sins 
before You. I commit myself entirely to You. Thank You for hearing me." 

And if you do know the gospel, will you make it your steady purpose in life to 
win other people, to gain them for Christ? The good news of God's love in His Son will 
be truly yours only as you seek lovingly to share it. 
 

Study Questions 
1. In what sense was Paul completely free? 
2. In what sense had he made himself a slave to all? 
3. How did Paul follow the pattern of the Incarnation? 
4. How does our sharing the gospel with others make it more fully ours? 
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CHAPTER 16  THE GOSPEL AND SELF-DISCIPLINE 
 

Do you not know that in a race all the runners compete, but only one 
receives the prize? So run that you may obtain it. Every athlete 
exercises self-control in all things. They do it to receive a perishable 
wreath, but we an imperishable. Well, I do not run aimlessly, I do not 
box as one beating the air; but I pommel my body and subdue it, lest 
after preaching to others I myself should be disqualified. 

 
[1 Corinthians 9:24-27] 

 
Think with me about winning. That's a prospect that delights us all. We aspire to be 
victors, to come out on top, to be Number One. A coach of fabled memory once put it 
this way: "Winning isn't the main thing. It's the only thing." Everyone wants to be a 
winner. 

The problem with this outlook in the world of sports, of course, is that everyone 
can't win. Among all the football teams that play on a given weekend, only half can 
possibly emerge victorious. In a race with 500 entrants, only one can come in first. 

The apostle Paul, in writing to his friends in Corinth, in the 9th chapter of his first 
letter, seems to make precisely this point: "Do you not know that in a race all the 
runners compete, but only one receives the prize? So run that you may obtain it." Paul, 
of course, is talking about another kind of race here, a bigger game. He's writing about 
the course we run in living our lives, about fulfilling our ministry, about accomplishing 
God's purpose for us. He doesn't say that only one person can gain the prize. No one in 
this race is disqualified by the success or superiority of someone else. Each has his or 
her particular course to finish. The question here is not how many will win, but rather, 
what it takes for any of us to be a genuine winner. These things have their application in 
any kind of sport or contest, but supremely in this biggest game of all. How does a 
person win in the great race, the most important struggle of our life? 
 

GUARDING AGAINST COMPLACENCY 
First, it's how we finish that counts. The race, you see, is for a lifetime. You don't cross 
the finish line until you meet the Lord. Paul is reminding us that starting the race and 
taking part in it are not the same as winning. Some runners come out of the starting 
blocks very impressively but never finish the race. Every baseball team during spring 
practice thinks it has a good chance to "win it all" this year. They start the season even 
with everyone else. But that doesn't mean that they will necessarily reach the goal of a 
world series championship. 

That's true in the Christian race as well. The apostle Paul makes it very 
personal. He applies it to his own situation. He envisions the possibility that after 
preaching to others, he himself could be disqualified. Imagine that! This is Paul, the 
great apostle, writing now. He had met the risen Lord on the way to Damascus and 
received a commission directly from Him. He was a genuinely converted man, evidently 
devoted to Jesus Christ His Lord. He had labored tirelessly in the gospel and suffered 
greatly for the sake of the Name above every name. But in Paul's mind, all of this was 
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no guarantee that he would be a winner. He could still fall by the wayside and fail to 
finish. He could still step out of bounds and be disqualified. His good start and heroic 
efforts might conceivably come to nothing. Nobody wins just by starting or by getting 
half way through the race or even by nearing the end. It's crossing the line, reaching the 
goal, that makes us winners. Nothing short of that will do it. So for all of us, it's the 
remaining part of the race that's always crucial. 

Again, Paul is not saying that only one can win. There can be many winners. 
His point is that none of them can afford to be complacent. None dares imagine that he 
can coast. None of them can be so confident of victory in mid-course that he lets down 
and thinks the race is won. 

How many basketball teams have stopped playing all out and tried to protect a 
lead only to see their advantage vanish and the game lost! How many runners have felt 
sure of victory and looked confidently back, only to be passed by someone lunging for 
the tape? Yogi Berra once pronounced the baldest of cliches, but it is so telling that 
everyone remembers it: "It isn't over 'til it's over."  
 

HEADING FOR THE GOAL 
Here's another necessity for winning: keeping a clear sense of purpose. Paul says, "So 
run that you may obtain the prize." In other words, make it your steady intention to win 
the race, to get to the finish line. 

Did you know that people sometimes run in major track events without that 
intention? I once watched a meet in which at least two runners competed with no 
intention of winning the race. They were functioning as what someone has called 
"rabbits." They took an early lead and kept up a blistering pace. They knew they 
couldn't sustain it. They were really out there to help the best runners, to stretch them. 
When the job of setting the pace for a while had been finished, they dropped out of the 
race. They never completed it. 

People sometimes run just for the exercise, don't they? They may even run for 
show. But then they will not be winners because winners keep their eyes on the goal 
and bend every effort toward reaching it. 

Sometimes people seem tentative in the race of life. The commitments they 
make are with reservations. They say on their wedding day, "Til death do us part," but 
what they really mean is: "I'll try this for a while and see how it works out." They begin to 
follow Jesus but they hold on to their other options. If Jesus' way should become too 
difficult or too unpopular, they may consider something else. They haven't burned their 
bridges behind them, as it were. They aren't in it for the long haul. They're not 
completely sure where they'll end up. They aren't running like those determined to go 
the distance.  

Paul, on the other hand, is perfectly clear about his intentions. Listen to him: "I 
do not run aimlessly, I do not box as one beating the air." No one would ever be in 
doubt about the apostle's direction in life. He's not wandering here or there or pausing 
to look over the countryside. He's headed straight for the goal. He wants to get there 
with no wasted effort. 

And when he fights, Paul isn't merely going through the motions. He isn't 
showing off his footwork while he shadowboxes. Every bit of effort for him is purposeful. 
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People may not approve of the way he contends but no one can doubt that he is in 
dead earnest. Winners are like that. They know where they're headed. They set a goal 
for themselves. Or better, they have a goal set for them. And they have eyes for nothing 
else. They may get distracted at times or even knocked off course, but they keep 
pressing on. They say, as Paul did in another of his letters: "This one thing I do." 
 

EXERCISING SELF-MASTERY 
Here's another necessity for winning, and this is the one that Paul is emphasizing most: 
self-discipline, self-control, self-mastery.  

Everyone in Corinth was familiar with the Isthmian games. They were held in 
the vicinity of the city on the isthmus of Corinth. The contests were in chariot, horse, 
and foot racing, boxing, wrestling, and hurling the spear. Every participant was required 
for ten months before the games to undergo a strenuous training program. They all had 
to follow a prescribed diet and a daily regimen of exercise. Many young athletes today 
who aspire to be Olympians undergo rigorous training for several years. They eat only 
certain foods, in certain quantities. They get a prescribed amount of rest. They have to 
say no to the common indulgences that most of us allow ourselves, not just once or 
twice, but as a steady pattern of life.  

For all athletes today, success in competition demands superb conditioning. In 
sports where hundreds of athletes are blessed with great natural abilities, it is often the 
degree of self-discipline and mental concentration that makes the difference. Winners 
pay a price in self-restraint. They know that keeping themselves to a routine of practice 
is what enables them to perform at their best when everything is on the line. 

What about Paul, runner of the Christian race? Does he see self-discipline as 
vital? Listen: "I pommel my body and subdue it, lest after preaching to others I myself 
should be disqualified." He recognizes that his biggest battle is with himself. The 
greatest struggles of his life are with his own inclinations. If he can control himself, he's 
on the way to victory. So he leads his body and all its members into subjection. 

The apostle isn't demeaning the body here. He's not contending that our 
physical makeup is somehow evil. He is rather saying that the body with all its members 
can serve more than one master. When our physical desires are given free rein, they 
become cruel and rash masters. The body, though sometimes unwilling, must be made 
to serve. Paul wants to discipline every aspect of his life, all of his members. He wants 
to exercise thoroughgoing self-control. 

It would be easy to misunderstand the apostle here. We could picture him as a 
man preoccupied with his own inner struggles, focused on himself, trying in some 
legalistic way to keep himself in check, but that would be a caricature. This is Paul, the 
apostle, speaking—Paul, the man in Christ. He knows that self-control is not a heroic 
human achievement but, as he writes to the Galatians, "the fruit of the Spirit." He knows 
that we only learn self mastery when we are ruled by our rightful Lord, that we only keep 
the body in check in a wholesome way, when our lives are governed by the Holy Spirit. 
Paul wants to lead his body in subjection, not to an iron self-will but to the service of his 
Savior. Here is Paul's secret, and ours: "The love of Christ controls us. He died for all, 
that we who live should live no longer for ourselves but for him who died for us and rose 
again" (see 2 Cor. 5:14-15). It's discipline, all right, total self-discipline. But it springs 
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from devotion to Christ and reliance on the Spirit's power. Has that become real in your 
life? 
 

VALUING THE PRIZE 
That leads us to the last essential for winning life's race: rightly valuing the prize. The 
athletes at the Isthmian games and the aspirants for Olympic glory today endure 
training, exercise self-discipline, submit to rigors that most of us know little of, all in 
hope of the prize. Do you know what it was in the ancient games? A garland of pine 
leaves. That was the most coveted treasure in the ancient world! Imagine it! And our 
athletes today do it for Olympic gold, or silver, or bronze. Those seem somewhat more 
substantial, more enduring, but who would ever pawn one of those medals or melt it 
down for its value? It's the symbol of victory that is precious. It's what the medal stands 
for that counts. 

Paul calls such prizes "corruptible." The pine leaves would shortly wither. 
Winners today sometimes lose their medals or have them stolen. They can even be 
taken back when contestants are disqualified. And who even remembers the winners 
who contended twenty years ago? 

We Christians, on the other hand, run, says Paul, for an incorruptible crown, an 
enduring treasure, a glory that doesn't fade. Those who win in the great race, the 
"Divine Invitational," have something that lasts. What is the crown that doesn't rust or 
wither? What is the glory that never fades? You've heard Paul talk about it: "that I might 
by all means save some." There it is—the joy and privilege of being instrumental in the 
salvation of others. It's being agents of a love that does others deathless good. Yes, 
and the crown is also to partake of that same gospel ourselves, to share in its benefits 
because we partake of its spirit. Our prize is to be with the Lord, to behold His glory, to 
worship and celebrate Him forever. Best of all, the crown is to finish the course He has 
set for us, to be a joy to His heart, to hear from His lips: "Well done!" 

How did Paul feel about that promised crown? He wasn't willing to trade it for 
anything, even his safety or his life. When well-meaning friends tried to dissuade him 
from completing his race, this is what he said: "None of these things move me. Neither 
do I count my life dear unto myself, that I might finish my course with joy and the 
ministry that I have received of the Lord Jesus to testify the gospel of the grace of God" 
(see Acts 20:24). Then when his hour had come at last, he confessed: "I have fought 
the good fight, I have finished the race. I have kept the faith" (2. Tim. 4:7). 

A great host of us can be winners, a multitude that no man can number. All who 
believe in Christ can be winners. Let's remember then that it's how we finish that 
counts. Let's keep a steady eye on the goal. Let's bring all of life into subjection to the 
lordship of Jesus, and let's do it all for love's sake, for Jesus' sake. That's what it takes 
to be, at the end of the race, a winner! 
 

Study Questions 
1. Why can Christians never afford to be complacent? 
2. Why is concentration and purpose so important in the Christian life? 
3. How would you distinguish between fanatical self-abuse and Christian 

self-control? 
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4. What, as you understand it, is "the prize" which faithful Christians seek to win? 
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CHAPTER 17  THE GOSPEL AND TEMPTATION 
 

Therefore let any one who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall. 
No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to man. God is 
faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your strength, but 
with the temptation will also provide the way of escape, that you may be 
able to endure it. 

 
[1 Corinthians 10:12-13] 

 
 
Here is a word from God about something you and I will face every day we live: 
temptation. The message comes from Paul's first Corinthian letter, chapter 10, verses 
11 to 13: "Now these things happened to them as a warning, but they were written 
down for our instruction, upon whom the end of the ages has come. Therefore let any 
one who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall. No temptation has overtaken you 
that is not common to man. God is faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond 
your strength, but with the temptation will also provide the way of escape, that you may 
be able to endure it." 

Along with the apostle Paul, we've been looking at everything in the light of the 
gospel. We're trying to see every doctrinal issue and every ethical problem from the 
perspective of what God is doing through the crucified and risen Jesus. Let's think next 
about the gospel and temptation, the gospel and testing. 
 

A HELPFUL REMINDER 
Let's begin with a helpful reminder Paul gives us: Testing and temptation are common 
to man. They're part of our ordinary lot as human beings. They come, as we say, "with 
the territory." True, the world is a vastly different place than it was in Paul's day. 
Civilization in some respects has taken enormous strides. But the basic things about 
our human situation have remained constant. People have always passed through 
trying experiences, and they have always known the beckoning lure of evil. And we still 
do, don't we? I do every day, and probably you do too. That's part of what it is to live as 
a human being in a world like ours. 

As far as temptation is concerned, there's a master strategist of evil who keeps 
it coming. He is forever trying to entice or intimidate us. The apostle Peter, who knew 
whereof he spoke, wrote that the devil "prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking some 
one to devour" (1 Peter 5:8). The devil is cunning also. In all of his malicious rage 
against God's people, Satan "disguises himself as an angel of light" (2 Cor. 11:14). 
Even while he points us down a road that leads us to misery and ruin, he advertises it 
as a highway to happiness. We're tempted because we're up against the wiles of an 
adversary who specializes in calling good "evil" and evil "good." 

God never tempts people in this way. He doesn't want you to fall. He'll never 
deceive you or incite you to any evil. But He will put you through testing. He will give 
you abundant opportunity to show what's really in your heart toward Him. He will let you 
pass at times through the refining fire. He'll send His word to you in the crises of life to 
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see how you will respond. We're all tested by a God who loves us—loves us too much 
to leave us as we are. 

We ought not to be shocked then when temptations assail us and testings 
come our way. Listen to Peter again: "Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal 
which comes upon you to prove you, as though something strange were happening to 
you" (1 Peter 4:12). He's reminding us also that trial and temptation are common to 
human beings. Any one who lives in this world—even Jesus, the Son of the Most 
High—has to face these things. 
 

A NEEDED WARNING 
Next comes a word of warning. Paul writes: "Let any one who thinks that he stands take 
heed lest he fall." If you imagine that you are secure in the midst of temptation and trial, 
then you are in real trouble. 

The apostle has been reminding his Corinthian friends about Israel's experience 
of wandering in the wilderness. Remember that? It was not a shining success. 
Rebellious, complaining, ungrateful, the Israelites had roamed for forty years in a desert 
wasteland. Though the good land of Canaan had been promised to them, most of them 
never crossed the Jordan to set foot on it. They let their days of priceless opportunity 
slip by. They never entered God's rest. 

These, remember, were His chosen ones. How merciful God had been to them! 
What mighty works He had done on their behalf! Paul describes it: "I want you to know, 
brethren, that our fathers were all under the cloud, and all passed through the sea" (1 
Cor. 10:1). That is, they had all witnessed a mighty deliverance from the Egyptians 
when the Red Sea waters surged back over their foes. They had all been led with a 
pillar of cloud by day and of fire by night. Paul goes on: They "all ate the same 
supernatural food and all drank the same supernatural drink" (remember the manna 
from heaven and the water in the desert from a smitten rock?) "Nevertheless," Paul 
goes on, "with most of them God was not well pleased; for they were overthrown in the 
wilderness" (vv. 3-4). 

Imagine it! All that light, privilege and provision, but still the people had failed 
the test. Though God had revealed Himself to them in marvelous ways, they had kept 
on chasing idols. They disobeyed His word; they disbelieved His promise; they even 
grumbled about His providential care. After a bright beginning, and an unforgettable 
religious experience, they yet gave in to temptation and failed the test. 

"These things," says Paul, "happened to them as a warning, but they were 
written down for our instruction" (v. 11). In other words, he's making an application for 
the Christians of his day. They have passed through the waters too, the waters of 
Christian baptism. As believers in Christ, they too have partaken of supernatural food 
and drink, the body and blood of Jesus at the Lord's Table. They've heard God speak 
more gracious words than were ever heard at Sinai. They've experienced a greater 
salvation than anyone in Israel ever knew. But all that was no guarantee that they would 
fight a good fight, finish the course, and keep the faith. If they trusted in their own 
resources, if they imagined themselves self-sufficient, they too would be in danger of 
dismal collapse. "Let any one who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall." 

In some ways, self-confidence is a good thing. As people created in God's 
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image, we ought to feel that we have worth and dignity. It's right to see ourselves as 
having ability and potential, something worthwhile to contribute. It's a grand thing to 
believe that we can succeed in tasks given us or endure whatever trials we may have to 
face. But genuine self-confidence always rests on trust in God. Without that, it becomes 
pathetic self-delusion. We are not sufficient in ourselves. When we become proud or 
complacent, we set ourselves up for a grievous fall. 

Think again about Simon Peter. In many ways he was the foremost disciple of 
Jesus, the acknowledged leader among the twelve. He had seen Jesus' mighty works 
and heard His words. He had made a moving confession of personal faith and had 
served the Lord with evident zeal. We would expect Simon Peter to be able to resist 
any temptation, wouldn't we, or pass any test with flying colors? 

But notice that Jesus did not expect that. Rather, He warned Peter about his 
weakness and vulnerability. He told him with the rest of the disciples: "You will all fall 
away because of me this night" (Matt. 26:31). Peter, with the wrong kind of 
self-confidence, objected: "Though they all fall away because of you, I will never fall 
away" (v. 33). He must have been shaken by Jesus' response to that: "Truly, I say to 
you, this very night, before the cock crows, you will deny me three times" (v. 34). 
Amazingly, even after that, Peter still seemed sure of himself. "Even if I must die with 
you," he maintained, "I will not deny you" (v. 35). 

We can't doubt his sincerity here. Peter meant what he said. He intended to 
remain faithful, whatever might come. He thought he was up to it. But when the crisis 
came, when the pressure was applied, Peter gave way. The man called "The Rock" 
simply crumbled. "Let anyone who thinks that he stands take heed lest he fall." 
 

A GRAND ENCOURAGEMENT 
I most want to share with you this word of encouragement: "God is faithful," writes Paul, 
"and he will not let you be tempted beyond your strength, but with the temptation will 
also provide the way of escape, that you may be able to endure it." Take heart, you 
don't need to depend on your own resources; you don't have to dip into your tiny pool of 
ego strength. You can put your confidence somewhere else. God is faithful. He is your 
refuge and strength, your very present help in trouble. He can sustain and uphold you in 
the worst of your temptations, and when you are sorely tried, He makes this promise: 
"When you pass through the waters I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall 
not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame 
shall not consume you" (Isa. 43:2). He will be there. He will see you through. 

But how, you wonder, does God help us in such trying hours? For one thing, He 
doesn't put upon us more than we can bear. He is the Lord. Nothing happens without 
His awareness and permission. Even the barking hounds of hell are restrained on His 
leash. He won't let you be tempted beyond your strength. The poet says that He 
"tempers the wind to the shorn lamb." I don't know about that, but I know that He is 
aware of our limits. He has compassion on our infirmities. When the thorn in our flesh 
seems unbearable, when we don't think we can possibly hold out, we hear Him say, 
"My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness" (2 Cor. 12:9). 

But He does more than that. Along with the temptation, along with the trial, He 
also provides, says Paul, "a way of escape." The Greek word translated here "way of 
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escape" can mean a mountain defile. Imagine an army trapped in the heights, yet 
escaping from a seemingly impossible situation through a narrow mountain pass. When 
temptation assails you and you seem to be blocked everywhere, you aren't doomed to 
capitulate. The situation isn't hopeless. God provides, just when you need it most, a 
way out. 

Think of the Lord's temptations in the wilderness. "If you are the Son of God, 
command these stones to become loaves of bread . . . throw yourself down [from the 
pinnacle of the temple] . . . fall down and worship me" (Matt. 4:3,6,9). What was the 
way of escape God provided here for His incarnate Son? It was the way of Holy 
Scripture, committed to memory, hidden in the heart. Remember how Jesus responded 
to every assault with the words, "It is written"? In Him the ancient confession of the 
psalmist was completely fulfilled: "I have laid up thy word in my heart, that I might not 
sin against thee" (Ps. 119:11). 

Sometimes our way out may be the warning and encouragement of a friend. 
The writer to the Hebrews urges all Christians to "exhort one another every day, as long 
as it is called `today,' that none of you may be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin" 
(Heb. 3:13). Some of us would often fall were it not for a brother or sister. How many 
have been kept from going down through some timely word of encouragement, by an 
outstretched hand of help, by the bracing comfort of caring hearts? 

Jesus offered another way out to His disciples when they were about to face 
their sternest test: "Watch and pray," He said, "that you may not enter into temptation" 
(Matt. 26:41). He wanted them to know that an ordeal was ahead and that they needed 
to be prepared for it. The way was watchfulness and continued prayer. Paul the apostle 
picks up the same theme when he describes the whole armor of God. The master 
weapon, the means by which we put all the other armor in place, is "all prayer." 

Maybe the way out for you will be quite practical and visible, a door to walk 
through out of harm's way. Safety may lie simply in steering clear of places and 
associations that give you trouble. It may be in picking up the phone to call a friend 
when you need help. But remember this: You'll never be hopelessly cornered. 
Somewhere in the most complicated maze, even when you seem to be hemmed in on 
every side, there is—because God is faithful—a way of escape. 

The question for all of us is: Will we take it? Will we avail ourselves of the 
support we can get from our fellow Christians? Will we listen to and internalize the 
Word? Will we take the time day by day to really pray?  

Those are so many ways of asking this: Will you trust in this faithful God who is 
able to keep you? Will you depend upon the Savior, Jesus Christ, who died and rose 
again to deliver you and now lives to empower you by His Spirit? If you will, you can 
face any temptation, any test, and by God's grace, come through. 
 

Study Questions 
1. How is God's "testing" different from the evil's "tempting"? 
2. How can we realize our vulnerability, yet still have a healthy self-confidence? 
3. In your experience, how has God provided a "way of escape" in times of 

temptation? 
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CHAPTER 18  THE GOSPEL AND OUR DIET 
 

So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of 
God.  Give no offense to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of God, 
just as I try to please all men in everything I do, not seeking my own 
advantage, but that of many, that they may be saved. Be imitators of 
me, as I am of Christ. 

 
[1 Corinthians 10:31-11:1] 

 
Listen to these arresting words about eating and drinking. They're from Paul's first letter 
to the Corinthians, chapter 10, verse 31: "So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you 
do, do all to the glory of God." I want to think with you about what this means: the 
gospel and our diet. My question: What does the heart of the Christian faith have to say 
about our eating and drinking? What does the gospel have to do with gastronomy, the 
science of good cuisine? 

I'm not going to hold forth on the relative merits of various foods or present a 
formula for losing weight. This is not about calories and carbohydrates, nor is it a 
warning against the perils of high cholesterol. And it surely isn't a lecture on Ben 
Franklin's old adage that we should "eat to live" and not "live to eat." 

I'm not making light of those subjects or saying that they're unimportant. They're 
simply not the issues that the apostle Paul is addressing in these words to the 
Corinthians. He uses the matter of eating and drinking to share profound insights about 
how we are meant to live. 
 

ALL THINGS ARE LAWFUL 
The first word of the Christian faith about our diet is this: "All things are lawful" (1 Cor. 
10:23). That for the apostle was a genuinely revolutionary claim. He was by birth and 
upbringing a Jew, a Hebrew of the Hebrews, a member of the party called the 
"Pharisees." Judaism had a well-known system of dietary restrictions. Some foods were 
clean or "kosher"; others were unclean and forbidden. How animals had been killed or 
how foods had been cooked could also make them unfit for table use. If you didn't wash 
your hands or utensils properly before eating, you could become defiled in your eating. 
There were a myriad ways in which food had become a religious issue for devout Jews. 

With one stroke, the gospel sweeps all of that aside. Dietary restrictions are no 
more. Distinctions between clean and unclean meats are done away. No one is 
religiously defiled, says Jesus, because of what he or she may eat or drink. 

Now obviously this does not mean that all foods are equal in nutritional value. It 
doesn't deny that we might be better off partaking of some and avoiding others. Further, 
it doesn't say anything about how much or how little we should eat. The gospel simply 
contends that food per se does not commend us to God. We aren't more holy, more 
acceptable to Him either because we eat certain foods or because we abstain from 
certain others. 

The gospel tells us these Old Testament ceremonial laws were temporary and 
provisional. In Christ they have been fulfilled and no longer have independent 
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significance. People become right with God, acceptable in His sight, completely on the 
basis of what Christ has done in His death and resurrection, received by faith alone. 
The kinds of foods we eat or don't eat have nothing whatever to do with that. 

Remember when Simon Peter went up on the rooftop to pray while he was 
staying with Simon the Tanner? Luke tells us in the book of Acts that Peter fell into a 
trance and saw the heaven open and something like a great sheet descending by four 
corners upon the earth. In it were all kinds of animals and reptiles and birds of the air, 
and there came a voice to him saying, "Rise, Peter; kill and eat." But Peter said, "No, 
Lord, for I've never eaten anything that is common or unclean." And the voice came to 
him again the second time, "What God has cleansed, you must not call common" (Acts 
10:13-15). In the saving work of God in Christ, dietary distinctions have been overcome. 
All foods are clean in God's sight. You may choose to be a vegetarian or a carnivore. 
You may take solid food or liquids. You may dine frequently or seldom. And you may 
have good reasons for all your choices. But none of those options makes you superior 
to others or closer to God. In the matter of eating, all things are lawful. 

That doesn't mean, of course, that sound nutrition or careful hygiene are 
insignificant. It doesn't mean that the findings of modern science about the effect of 
different foods upon the body should be disregarded. It simply sets people free to eat 
any sort of food with a clear conscience. For thankful, believing people, the blessing of 
God is upon everything edible. 
 

NOT ALL THINGS ARE HELPFUL 
But Paul has more to say. "All things are lawful," he says, "but not all things build up . . . 
All things are lawful but not all things are helpful." In other words, a Christian's freedom 
has limitations. He or she may eat any kind of food without scruples of personal 
conscience, but no Christian is free to eat with disregard of others. It may be all right for 
me to eat or drink what I wish, but in some circumstances my consumption may have 
an adverse affect upon someone else. 

The apostle gives an example of that from the way the Corinthians had 
sometimes observed the Lord's Supper. When they came together for a common meal, 
some of the more affluent members of the congregation brought along plenty of food 
while the poor had little or none. Worse still, the well-endowed members would often 
gorge themselves before anyone else had begun to eat. Here, the way in which they 
ate was inconsiderate, uncharitable, blatantly selfish. 

But Paul has a different issue in view here in 1 Corinthians 10. Listen to his 
advice: "Eat whatever is sold in the meat market without raising any question on the 
ground of conscience. For `the earth is the Lord's, and everything in it'" (vv. 25-26). In 
other words, God made all varieties of food. Enjoy them freely. Again, "If one of the 
unbelievers invites you to dinner and you are disposed to go, eat whatever is set before 
you without raising any question on the ground of conscience" (v. 27). 

The meat in this case may have been purchased in a heathen temple. It may 
have been involved in pagan religious rites. But if you don't know that and your host 
doesn't say so, there's no need to worry about it. But, Paul continues, "if some one says 
to you, `This has been offered in sacrifice,' then out of consideration for the man who 
informed you, and for conscience' sake . . . do not eat it" (vv. 28-29). 
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Do you see the point here? We need to be concerned, not only about our own 
consciences, but also about those of others. At this point, we are our brother's keeper. 
If our partaking causes an onlooker to stumble, if it makes someone think we condone 
idol worship and thus makes it more difficult for him or her to believe in the true God, 
then out of consideration for others we should abstain. In private, around our own family 
tables, we have total freedom. But when we dine with those who have strong scruples 
about various foods, the situation is changed. For example, for Paul to flaunt his 
freedom to eat pork while at table with Jewish countrymen, to whom that was an 
abomination, would have been in poor taste, to say the least. Our freedom in eating and 
drinking is never a liberty needlessly to offend. All things may be lawful for me, but not 
all things show consideration and build relationships. 
 

ALL FOR GOD'S GLORY 
Here's the great principle Paul proposes: "Whether you eat or drink, or whatever you 
do, do all to the glory of God" (v. 31). In matters of diet, as well as in every other part of 
life, the glory of God is to be our chief aim. That means evidently that we should 
recognize God's goodness in all that He provides for us. It means surely the familiar 
practice of giving thanks at meals. But eating to the glory of God also involves inevitably 
the way in which we treat other people. Paul goes on: "Give no offense to Jews or to 
Greeks or to the church of God" (v. 32). In other words, don't let your eating and 
drinking be an occasion of stumbling for Jews or Gentiles or any of your fellow 
Christians. Always be considerate of your table companions. 

In Paul's mind, we cannot separate living for the glory of God from living for the 
good of other people. We cannot isolate the first great commandment to love God with 
all our hearts from the second which is like it: to love our neighbors as ourselves. Paul 
wants the Corinthians to adopt as their aim the goal that motivates him in all he does: 
"Give no offense to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of God, just as I try to please all 
men in everything I do, not seeking my own advantage, but that of many, that they may 
be saved" (vv. 32-33). 

In some ways the apostle scorned the idea of pleasing all men. When it came 
to the heart of the Christian message, Paul was absolutely unyielding. He would not 
alter it in the slightest for anyone. He knew that he had received the gospel as a sacred 
trust. Nor would he ever compromise his conscience to make himself popular. He 
abhorred all underhandedness, all double dealing. But in matters where freedom was 
given him, in areas where faith and principle were not at stake, he was the most eager 
of men-pleasers. He wanted to accommodate to their tastes and feelings, their methods 
and practices, in every way he possibly could. He wasn't seeking any personal gain by 
that, but the good of others, that they might be saved. 
 

IMITATING CHRIST 
Note Paul's last word on the subject: "Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ." Paul wants 
his friends in Corinth to follow the pattern set forth in his life, but only insofar as the 
model conforms to Christ. He doesn't want to present himself as a paragon of virtue or 
pretend that he personally is worthy of imitation. He wants to point people beyond 
himself to his Savior. But he realizes at the same time that his example may be more 
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available and observable for them than that of Jesus. So he says to them, "Try to follow 
me, even as I am trying to follow Christ." 

Here's a beautiful example of the way in which the apostle Paul relates every 
point of doctrine and each ethical summons to the person of Jesus. Think of how the 
Lord Himself acted in matters of food and drink. He was not subject to the traditional 
laws of diet. When He was challenged about this, He told His hearers that no one is 
ever defiled by what he or she may ingest. Defilement for Him is not a matter of the 
menu but of the heart. He didn't fast at the customary times, nor did His disciples. He 
said that the time would come when they would fast but that His present life among 
them was a time for celebration. He gladly sat down at table with those who were the 
most despised and held in contempt. He ate with many kinds of people in a myriad of 
situations because He loved them all. 

When Jesus dined with friends, His thoughts were with them. When His 
disciples were too proud at the Last Supper to wash one another's feet, He took upon 
Himself that humble duty. He told them, as He served them the bread and the cup, 
tokens of His body to be broken and His blood to be shed: "This is for you." In 
everything His life was "for them" even to the bitter death of the cross. The salvation of 
His people was so much the burning concern of Jesus' heart that for this He came into 
the world. For this He ate and drank. For this He taught, fed and healed. For this He 
toiled and suffered. For this He gave Himself up freely to die—all that we might be 
saved. 

In this way Jesus lived to the glory of God. In this way He honored His heavenly 
Father. In this way He served the eternal purpose of the Lord—by doing and suffering 
everything for our good. More than any had ever done before, He brought together the 
love of God and the love of people, God's glory and our good. With Him everything was 
for the sake of God's name and everything for our salvation. And He, incarnate and 
crucified, risen and reigning, is the pattern for our lives, the One to whom Paul's 
example and that of every other faithful Christian, points. 

That's God's word about eating and drinking. That's how the gospel has to do 
with your diet and mine. Eating and drinking are key functions in life, necessary—yes, 
pleasurable—yes, but also an arena in which God can be glorified and other people 
served. Your times at table are marvelous occasions to show love, to affirm persons, to 
build relationships. Prize them, those meal times with family and friends. Make the most 
of them. Do it by gratefully seeking the good of those around your table. Eat and drink 
today to God's glory. The living and dying of Jesus is your pattern for that. His life-giving 
Spirit is your power. 
 

Study Questions 
1. In what sense have Old Testament dietary restrictions been set aside for 

Christians? How do you account for this? 
2. How may our habits in eating and drinking affect others? 
3. What does it mean to eat and drink "to the glory of God"? 
4. How is Jesus our pattern in these things? 
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CHAPTER 19  THE GOSPEL AND THE TABLE 

 
For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to you, that the Lord 
Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took bread, and when he had 
given thanks, he broke it, and said, "This is my body which is for you. 
Do this in remembrance of me." In the same way also the cup, after 
supper, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as 
often as you drink it, in remembrance of me." For as often as you eat 
this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he 
comes. 

 
[1 Corinthians 11:23-26] 

 
 
What do these phrases have in common: the Lord's Supper, Holy Communion, the 
Eucharist, the Table of the Lord? Actually, they all describe the same thing. They all 
point to what happens when believers in Jesus Christ partake together of the bread and 
the cup. Some call this a sacrament, some an ordinance, some a holy meal. But all look 
back to something Jesus urged upon His disciples the night before He died. 

Christians agree that this meal was instituted by Jesus, that it was meant for all 
His followers, and that it involves some kind of bread along with the fruit of the vine. But 
that, sad to say, is usually where the agreement ends. 

Scholars have debated endlessly over what Jesus meant when He said of the 
bread, "This is my body," and of the cup, "This is my blood." Did He mean "this 
represents my blood" or "this symbolizes my body"? Or did He mean "this actually is My 
physical flesh and blood"? Do the elements remain bread and wine or are they 
miraculously transformed into the body and blood of Jesus? 

And how is Christ present in the celebration of this meal—present in the 
thoughts of His followers, present by the power of His Spirit, or actually present in or 
with the bread and the cup? 

Who should partake of this supper—only the members of the church where it is 
served, all who have professed Christ as Savior, or all of these together with their 
children? 

Should everyone receive both the bread and the cup? Or should some receive 
only one of the elements? Should wine be used or grape juice? How often should this 
observance be held—daily, weekly, quarterly, occasionally? 

With regard to these questions, the church of Jesus Christ has at times been 
bitterly divided. Such concerns have led to major schisms in Christendom, as well to 
controversies within denominations and congregations. They are among the greatest 
obstacles to deepening fellowship between churches and communions today. Isn't that 
strange, ironic and sad? 

Even where people agree about the meaning of the supper, abuses often arise 
in the practice of it. The apostle Paul notes some of these in the church of Corinth: 
"When you meet together, it is not the Lord's supper that you eat. For in eating, each 
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one goes ahead with his own meal, and one is hungry and another is drunk. What! Do 
you not have houses to eat and drink in? Or do you despise the church of God and 
humiliate those who have nothing?" (1 Cor. 11:20-22a). 

Imagine that! People were gathering in this Christian congregation to observe 
the Lord's Supper, but there was anything but togetherness among them. Some had an 
abundance of food and drink while others had nothing. Some started to partake right 
away before the rest were ready. Some, before long, were shamelessly drunk. Could 
this be the Lord's Supper? Was this what Jesus had in mind? 

Now the apostle Paul goes on to explain what this meal instituted by Jesus 
really means: 
 

For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to you, that the Lord 
Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took bread, and when he had 
given thanks, he broke it, and said, "This is my body which is for you. Do 
this in remembrance of me." In the same way also the cup, after supper, 
saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as 
you drink it, in remembrance of me." For as often as you eat this bread 
and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes. 

 
Earlier, in chapter 10, Paul had said this about the cup and the bread: 

 
The cup of blessing which we bless, is it not a participation in the blood of 
Christ? The bread which we break, is it not a participation in the body of 
Christ? Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for 
we all partake of the one bread. 

[vv. 16-17] 
 
Paul here is seeing the Lord's Supper, in both of these passages, in the light of the 
gospel, the heart of the Christian message. Let's try to look at it with him. Let's try to 
see in it what he saw. 
 

SHARED MEMORY 
The Lord's Supper is a feast of shared memory. Did you notice how Jesus said, both 
about the bread and the cup, "Do this in remembrance of me"? Now recall the moment 
at which these words were first spoken. Paul notes that "it was on the night when he 
was betrayed." In other words, it was just before Jesus' crucifixion. That gave a special 
poignancy to the occasion, and a special focus to the memory.  

The meal that Jesus had with His disciples that night was a kind of "Passover 
feast." This was for all Israel a festival of cherished memory. It was a time when they 
celebrated their deliverance by God's hand. In the liturgy of the Passover, they savored 
these words: "He brought us out from slavery to liberty, from sorrow to joy, from 
mourning to holiday, from darkness to great light, from servitude to redemption." God 
had been their strong Redeemer. On this night, at this meal, they remembered His 
mighty work on their behalf. 

The apostle Paul sees what we call "the Lord's Supper" as a kind of Christian 
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passover. Believers in Jesus have passed from bondage to freedom, from sorrow to 
joy, from darkness to light. But for them this has come about not by a physical 
deliverance at the Red Sea but by a spiritual redemption through the Cross. It is Jesus 
whom Christians remember. They remember His life of obedience, His words of truth, 
His works of mercy and power. But especially, they remember His suffering, His 
self-giving, His dying love. They celebrate this memory because all that Jesus suffered 
and accomplished was for them. "This is my body," He said, "which is for you." They 
remember Him with deathless gratitude and devotion, singing, "He loved me and gave 
Himself for me." This is a "new covenant," Jesus told them, sealed not with the blood of 
slain animals but with His own blood. It means forgiveness, a new heart, the gift of the 
Spirit, the knowledge of God—all through His broken body and poured-out life. 
Christians sing, "O Lamb of God, my sacrifice, I will remember Thee." 
 

SHARED HOPE 
The Lord's Supper is also a feast of shared hope. Listen: "As often as you eat this 
bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes." 

From the earliest times, apparently, the celebration of the Lord's Supper was 
accompanied by Christian preaching. Our four New Testament gospels—Matthew, 
Mark, Luke and John—all consist of material that was proclaimed before it was written 
down. And, in each of these gospels, the central focus is unquestionably the passion 
and resurrection of Jesus. The last week of His public ministry receives more attention 
in them than decades of His earlier life. The heart of Christian proclamation has been 
from the beginning the cross and the empty tomb. The passion narratives as we now 
have them were doubtless shared orally many, many times before they were written. 
What keeps the Lord's Supper from becoming an empty, isolated celebration is this 
living connection with the gospel message. 

But the passage we have just read is saying something more than that. Not only 
is the Lord's Supper to be accompanied by the preaching of the Christian message. It is 
actually a form of that message. When Christians eat the bread and drink the cup, they 
are proclaiming, Paul says, the Lord's death. That's what the elements themselves, the 
words of institution, and the act of partaking, are all designed to convey. The Lord's 
Supper is the word made visible, tangible, even edible. It presents to all our senses this 
glorious message: Jesus Christ has died for us, to set us free. It demonstrates how 
"God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should 
not perish but have eternal life" (John 3:16). 

Christians around the table of the Lord keep on proclaiming His atoning death 
until the Lord comes. That's another vital part of the gospel. The Lord who came once 
will come again. First to be rejected, then to reign. Once to die in weakness and shame, 
finally in power and unimaginable glory. 

Do you see how the Lord's Supper keeps us close to the gospel? Thank God 
for this great gift! Even in ages when the church has forgotten the heart of the Christian 
message, this has continued to be a reminder and a testimony, holding up Christ 
crucified as our Savior, assuring us that He will return in triumph. 
 

SHARED LIFE 
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This marvelous provision of the Lord is more than a memory and a hope, more than a 
backward and a forward look. It is also a feast of shared life. Remember how the 
apostle called it, "a participation in the body of Christ, a participation in the blood of 
Christ"? The Lord's Supper is a sharing in the life of Jesus Christ. 

The message of Christ dying for our sins is gloriously good news because death 
could not hold Him, because God has raised Him from the dead. The gospel proclaims 
a living Lord, a Redeemer who has conquered the grave. In the Lord's Supper, we 
celebrate that reality, along with the confidence that we who believe are now united with 
Him. There's a vital connection between Christians and their Lord. They can be called 
in the New Testament, "members of his body," partakers of His risen life. 

In the Lord's Supper, that is visibly, powerfully expressed. Just as the food and 
drink we take into our bodies becomes our living tissue, a part of us, so those who 
receive Christ by faith become one with Him and are nourished by Him. The Lord's 
Supper expresses that, embodies that. Even more, every partaking of it means 
experiencing that reality afresh. By faith we really do partake of Jesus Christ. As our 
bodies are fed at His table, so our souls are nourished by His risen life. The Lord's 
Supper is a feast of communion with Him. 

And this communion we share with all of God's people. As Paul puts it, "We 
who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread." Since we are united 
to the one Lord, we are made one also with each other. Joined forever to Him, we 
belong also to one other. 

That's why the behavior of these Corinthians, when they had gathered for a 
common meal, was so scandalous. This was a feast of shared life. Imagine some 
gorging themselves while others had nothing at all to eat! Imagine one digging right in 
without waiting for a brother or sister! This is the celebration in which we are to show 
ourselves one in Christ, members of His body, each caring deeply for the other.  

Again, that's why divisions in the church over the supper are so tragic. The feast 
intended to draw us together, sets us apart. Instead of celebrating it in love, we fight 
with each other over the details of what it means. Instead of rejoicing in our oneness, 
we sometimes seem to glory in our differences. 

The apostle wants us all to examine ourselves about these things. When we 
think of coming to the Lord's Table, when we prepare to partake, are we thinking of one 
another, caring about our fellow Christians, rejoicing that we share together in Christ's 
own life?  

And as we come, are we embracing the heart of the gospel? Do we remember 
with thankful trust the One who bore our sins and gave Himself to die for us? Are we 
confident that He is Lord and that one day He will come again in triumph? And do we 
come with a vital awareness that Jesus Christ is risen from the dead and present in our 
hearts? Oh, may it be so! Then this will truly be for us, the Lord's Table, the Lord's 
Supper. 
 

Study Questions 
 
1. What major differences among Christians have you observed in the 

understanding and celebration of the Lord's Supper? 
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2. How is the Lord's Supper related to the Jewish Passover? 
3. How has the Lord's Supper helped to keep the church centered on the gospel? 
4. In what sense is the Lord's Supper a "communion" with the Lord and with His 

people? 
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CHAPTER 20  THE GOSPEL AND THE SPIRIT'S POWER 
 

Now concerning spiritual gifts, brethren, I do not want you to be 
uninformed. You know that when you were heathen, you were led 
astray to dumb idols, however you may have been moved. Therefore I 
want you to understand that no one speaking by the Spirit of God ever 
says "Jesus be cursed!" and no one can say "Jesus is Lord" except by 
the Holy Spirit. 

 
[1 Corinthians 12:1-3] 

 
When the gospel of Jesus Christ burst upon the world in the first century, it didn't enter 
a spiritual vacuum. There were apparently many religious movements in Greco-Roman 
culture. The apostle Paul describes them as "gods many" and "lords many." There were 
various groups who professed to reveal hidden truth, to initiate adherents into sacred 
mysteries, and to put them in touch with supernatural powers. 

In that respect, at least, the first-century Mediterranean world was very much 
like ours. There is a marked interest currently in religious experience and supernatural 
phenomena. Multitudes claim to be in touch with a reality beyond themselves and to 
offer a wisdom reserved for the initiated. They seem to be moved upon by powers more 
than human. 
 

TESTING THE SPIRITS 
The writers of the New Testament frankly acknowledge that there is spiritual power in 
such movements, but much of it they attribute to spirits other than the Holy Spirit. They 
recognize a power at work here that is not the power of the Most High. They stress the 
need for God's people to be discerning. Listen to the apostle John: "Beloved, do not 
believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are of God; for many false 
prophets have gone out into the world" (1 John 4:1). Apparently, there are unholy spirits 
that promote false teaching as well as the Holy Spirit who leads people into the truth. 
Believers, accordingly, are to test the spirits, to discern what is of God and what is not. 

The leaders of the New Testament church recognized that many new believers 
had come out of backgrounds in which they had been in contact with powerful spiritual 
forces. They had been familiar with ecstatic utterances of various kinds and with strong 
impulses to worship. They had been carried away, Paul writes, led astray, "to dumb 
idols." The idols themselves had been helpless, without vision, hearing or breath. They 
were false deities that could not speak or act. But the power that drove worshipers 
toward these idols was very real. A "spirit" of some kind was undeniably behind these 
non-Christian forms of religion. 

In a similar way, it would be foolish for us to dismiss the experiences of those in 
other religious groups as imaginary or ludicrous. People in various kinds of psychic 
ecstasy may indeed be carried away by powers they cannot understand or control. The 
burning question is this: How can we distinguish the Holy Spirit from these other spirits? 
How can we distinguish Christian religious experience from that which is otherwise 
inspired? 
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The apostle Paul speaks directly to that question: 
 

You know that when you were heathen, you were led astray to 
dumb idols, however you may have been moved. Therefore I want 
you to understand that no one speaking by the Spirit of God ever 
says "Jesus be cursed!" and no one can say "Jesus is Lord" 
except by the Holy Spirit. 

[vv. 2-3] 
 

THE NEGATIVE TEST 
There are two tests proposed here, one negative and one positive. The first indicates 
what cannot proceed from the Spirit of God. The second identifies what always does. 
Let's look first at the negative. Paul writes, "I want you to understand that no one 
speaking by the Spirit of God ever says `Jesus be cursed.'" The apostle is making it 
clear that ecstatic utterances are to be judged by their content. It's not how loud or 
impressive or bizarre an utterance is. It's rather by what it communicates that we may 
know its source. For Paul, Jesus of Nazareth is the touchstone. What people say about 
Him has crucial significance. The apostle makes the absolute claim that no one who is 
inspired or guided by the Holy Spirit of God will ever say of Jesus, "Let Him be 
accursed." 

There have been people, many of them, who said something just like that of 
Jesus. Remember the religious authorities at Jesus' trial? After the high priest had 
heard Jesus' confession, he "tore his robes, and said, `He has uttered blasphemy.' Why 
do we still need witnesses? You have now heard his blasphemy. What is your 
judgment?" The answer came back, "He deserves death" (Matt. 26:65-66). In other 
words, these people condemned Jesus. They declared Him unworthy to live. When the 
crowd later screamed, "Crucify him, Let him be crucified," they were consigning Him to 
the accursed death of the cross. They were saying, "Let Jesus be anathema." 

Sometimes when the first Christians preached the gospel, their hearers 
declared Jesus to be anathema. Remember the martyr Stephen's last message? When 
he had proclaimed the risen Jesus, a violent reaction followed. "Now when they heard 
these things they were enraged, and they ground their teeth against him. . . They cried 
out with a loud voice and stopped their ears and rushed together upon him" (Acts 
7:54,57). They could not bear to hear of Jesus. They rejected His message and stoned 
His messenger to death. 

Later, when Paul preached to his countrymen in Jerusalem, they had a similar 
reaction. They lifted up their voices and said, "Away with such a fellow from the earth! 
For he ought not to live!" (Acts 22:22). To them Jesus must be condemned, and so 
must His witnesses. In their frenzy, these hearers were evidently moved upon by some 
kind of power. But Paul insists that that power cannot be of God. No one speaking by 
the Spirit of God can ever say "Jesus be cursed!" 

Later, in the days of the Roman persecutions, Christians were required upon 
pain of death to renounce Christ. The Latin term was maledicere, "to speak evil of." 
This was the sign that citizens were true to the worship of the emperor, that they should 
confess in that way, "Let Jesus be anathema!"  But never would the Spirit of God so 
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lead them. 
"Jesus be cursed!" summarizes for the apostle Paul everything that might be 

said against Jesus: every objection to His claims, every resistance to His lordship, every 
hostility against His person. Why would the Spirit never lead people to speak and act 
so? Because Jesus and the Father are one. The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of God. What 
people say of the Son they say also of the Father. Their attitude toward Jesus is their 
attitude toward God. 

The Gospel According to John develops this theme consistently and powerfully. 
To see Jesus is to see the Father. To hear Him is to hear the Father. To receive Him is 
to receive the Father. To honor Him is to honor the Father. On the other hand, to reject 
Him is to reject the Father. To hate Him is to hate the Father. To refuse to welcome the 
Son is to turn one's back upon the living God. 

God loves to hear people speak well of His Son. He loves the Son and has 
given all things into His hand. He has exalted Him to the throne of the universe. His 
Spirit, the Spirit of God, would never lead anyone to speak ill of Jesus, the Son. 

Further, because Jesus is the Messiah, the Christ, the anointed One, He is 
especially endued by God with the Holy Spirit. He is filled, guided, empowered by the 
Spirit. He casts out demons by the Spirit. He rejoices in the Spirit. God has given the 
Spirit without measure to Jesus. Whatever then is said against Jesus is blasphemy 
against the Holy Spirit. The Spirit would surely never lead anyone to speak against the 
One on whom He uniquely rests and through whom He accomplishes His mighty works. 
We may take it then as an abiding principle: Whatever the speech, whatever the power, 
whatever the experience, if it leads people to oppose Jesus, to speak or act against 
Him, to hate and reject Him, the spirit at work in it cannot be the Spirit of God. No one 
speaking by the Spirit of God ever says "Jesus be cursed!" 
 

THE POSITIVE TEST 
That's the negative test. Next comes the positive. Paul writes, "No one can say `Jesus 
is Lord' except by the Holy Spirit." The key here is our most fundamental Christian 
creed, the heart of the confession which all believers make: "Jesus is Lord!" When 
Christians declare that, they are saying a number of momentous things. For one, they 
are identifying Jesus with the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. "LORD" is the great 
Old Testament word for God. The God of Israel claims to be the one and only God. He 
says, "Turn to me and be saved, all the ends of the earth! For I am God, and there is no 
other" (Isa. 45:22). He declares that to Him every knee will bow and before Him every 
tongue will confess. Centuries later, Paul, in his New Testament letter to the 
Philippians, takes precisely that language and applies it to Jesus. At the name of Jesus, 
he says, every knee will bow and every tongue will confess "Jesus is Lord!" (see Phil. 
2:10). All the worship, honor, reverence and obedience we owe to Almighty God, we 
owe in the same way to Jesus. That's what we mean when we call Him "Lord." 

By that name, we hail Him also as Victor over the powers of evil. By His cross 
and resurrection, He has broken the thralldom of sin over His people. He has delivered 
them from the dominion of death. He has spoiled principalities and powers. He has led 
captivity captive. Out of the seeming defeat of Golgotha has come the glorious triumph 
of Easter morning. Christ is Lord over all the hostile powers. He is the conqueror. 
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"Thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ!" (1 Cor. 
15:57). 

The confession "Jesus is Lord!" is also an intensely personal one. It expresses 
a believer's true relationship to Jesus. The one who says "Jesus is Lord" is accepting 
His authority, acknowledging Him as Master, Sovereign. By confessing Jesus as Lord, 
Christians proclaim themselves to be His servants. They declare themselves to belong 
to Him, to be not their own but His, bought with the price of His poured-out life. 

Paul contends that the Holy Spirit leads people thus to ascribe lordship to 
Christ. He does not drive them, or compel them, as other powers do, toward lifeless 
idols. He graciously draws them, prompts them, so that they freely and gladly make this 
confession. To say "Jesus is Lord!" is never a merely human discovery. Remember 
Simon Peter when he made his great confession in Caesarea Philippi? In answer to 
Jesus' question, "Who do you say that I am?" Peter replied, "You are the Christ, the 
Son of the living God." Jesus' response to that was, "Blessed are you, Simon Barjona! 
For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven" (Matt. 
16:15-17). Only God can open peoples' eyes to see who Jesus is. Only God's Spirit can 
prompt and incline them to assign dominion to Jesus, to say "Jesus is Lord." It's a 
heaven-born confession, a Spirit-inspired acknowledgement of who Jesus is. 

"Jesus is Lord!" summarizes all that is true and worthy to be said of Him. It's the 
confession of those who believe in Him, who take Him at His word. It's the witness of 
those who submit themselves to His rule. It's the creed of people who hope in His 
appearing. Those who confess "Jesus is Lord!" acknowledge that in Him God has acted 
once and for all for our salvation. They say that He is the way and the truth and the life. 

This witness becomes the criterion by which all religious teachings and 
experiences are to be measured. Does this point people to the person of Jesus? Does 
it lead them to rely upon His saving work and to rejoice in His resurrection? Does it 
encourage them to be His followers, His loyal servants, to their life's end? If so, that 
impulse is surely from heaven. That spirit is the Holy Spirit of God. 

Here is the deepest meaning of Pentecost, with all its signs and wonders. What 
happened at that glorious Christian festival was the work of the risen Jesus. The Spirit 
is the Spirit of the ascended Jesus. He comes to empower the faithful to be witnesses 
to Jesus, to proclaim the good news that He is Lord. You can know that the glorious 
reality of Pentecost has become true for you, you can be sure that you are being filled 
and empowered by the Holy Spirit, when the center of your witness, the theme of your 
song, the aim of your life, is expressed in these words: "Jesus Christ is Lord!"  
 

Study Questions 
1. What does it mean to "test the spirits"? 
2. Why would no one speaking by the Holy Spirit's power ever say "Jesus be 

cursed"? 
3. In what sense must a person be inspired by the Holy Spirit in order to say 

"Jesus is Lord"? 
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CHAPTER 21  THE GOSPEL AND OUR VARIED GIFTS 
 

That there may be no discord in the body, but that the members may 
have the same care for one another. If one member suffers, all suffer 
together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together. Now you are 
the body of Christ and individually members of it. 

 
[1 Corinthians 12:25-27] 

 
 
The apostle Paul wants his friends in Corinth to know how gifted they are, where their 
gifts have come from and what they are for. Through his words, God wants all of us to 
see our giftedness in the light of the gospel. 
 

VARIED GIFTS, ONE GIVER 
As Paul deals with this question, he teaches that there are varied gifts but only one 
Giver: "Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of 
service, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of working, but it is the same God 
who inspires them all in every one" (1 Cor. 12:4-6). 

Think first about this remarkable variety. There are several lists of spiritual gifts 
in the New Testament. Let me give you an idea of the kinds of things they include. 
Some are gifts we usually associate with ministers and missionaries: gifts of 
apostleship, of teaching, pastoral oversight, evangelism. Others, like those described 
here in 1 Corinthians 12, sound strange and unfamiliar to many: things like prophecy, 
the word of wisdom, gifts of healing, working of miracles, distinguishing between spirits, 
various kinds of tongues, interpretation of tongues. Still others, on the other hand, 
sound more ordinary, closer to everyone's experience: things like service to human 
need, encouraging and comforting others, contributing to the Lord's work, giving help in 
various ways, acts of mercy. 

What are these gifts? In some cases they are obviously capacities or abilities 
that we had before we became Christians, now directed toward a new purpose, 
enriched, enhanced. Or, they may be new capacities, abilities we never had before. But 
here's what's vital to remember: No one is without some gift. Each person has a 
contribution to make. There's a marvelous diversity among us in our endowments and 
capacities, in what we can contribute, in the ways in which we can serve. But never 
forget it: Each of us represents a unique package of gifts and potential. 

But, says the apostle, all of these proceed from the one Giver. It's the Spirit who 
distributes the gifts, the Lord who equips for service, God Himself who calls them forth 
in every one of His people. And when we talk about God and the Lord and the Holy 
Spirit, we're speaking of the one Creator and Ruler of the heavens and the earth, the 
triune God. Whatever our talent as believers in Christ, whatever our abilities, all of them 
have been given us by God. It is by His express purpose that we have the particular 
gifting we enjoy. Paul says that the Spirit "apportions to each one individually as he 
wills" (v. 11). And all the gifts, in all the persons who receive them, are meant to serve 
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His purpose. There you have it—many gifts, one Giver, one goal. 
 

MANY MEMBERS, ONE BODY 
Now the apostle uses a different image. Each individual believer in Christ is a member 
of His body. A great multitude of believers with a rich diversity of gifts all are joined to 
the one risen Lord: "For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the 
members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For by one Spirit 
we were all baptized into one body" (vv. 12-13). 

Here we see what it means to be baptized by or in the Holy Spirit. The baptism 
of the Spirit is that mighty work of God whereby we are joined in a living bond to Christ 
Himself. We are born again. We receive new life. We become new creatures in Christ. 
The Holy Spirit comes to dwell within our lives. Being baptized in the Spirit and 
receiving Christ by faith are two ways of expressing the same wonderful reality. Christ 
lives in us and we live in Him by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

Think of it like this: Christ is like a dynamo of electric power. We are the 
powerless ones, living in our darkness. The Holy Spirit is the One who makes the 
connection between us, who so joins us to the living Lord that His power flows into us 
and lights up our lives. 

Or think of Jesus as a reservoir of living water. We are the dry and barren land, 
the thirsty ones craving refreshment. The Holy Spirit is the aqueduct. He so links us to 
the Lord that waters flow into our parched and barren lives, making the desert bloom 
like a garden. 

Or again, Christ is the mighty lifegiver. While we are dead in our trespasses and 
sins, the Holy Spirit so unites us to Jesus that we are raised from this death to walk in 
newness of life. Thank God for the miracle of the Holy Spirit grafting us into Christ, in 
whom we find all our salvation! 

Let me ask you: Has that become true for you? Friends, Jesus Christ, God's 
Son, died for your sins and rose again that you might have life. If you will acknowledge 
your wrongs and turn from them to Him, trusting in Jesus Christ as your Savior, you will 
receive the gift of the Spirit. You will not only be forgiven and accepted by God—you will 
be marvelously united to Jesus Christ in a life that will never end. You will be baptized in 
the Holy Spirit. 

Since Christians are given varied gifts, they function like the members of a 
body. Each has a part to play, and the contribution of each is vitally significant. It was at 
this point that the believers in Corinth had gotten the wrong impression about spiritual 
gifts. They had the idea that some were more outstanding and desirable than others. 
Further, they seemed to feel that the possession of a particular kind of gift would give 
them special eminence and prestige in the church. They yearned for the most 
noticeable gifts, even the most spectacular. 

In this kind of atmosphere, those who did not possess and exercise the more 
prominent gifts tended to feel insignificant and deprived. They wondered if they could 
really belong to the body. Hear how the apostle Paul speaks to that situation: 
 

If the foot should say, "Because I am not a hand, I do not belong to the 
body," that would not make it any less a part of the body. And if the ear 
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should say, "Because I am not an eye, I do not belong to the body," that 
would not make it any less a part of the body. If the whole body were an 
eye, where would be the hearing? If the whole body were an ear, where 
would be the sense of smell? But as it is, God arranged the organs in 
the body, each one of them, as he chose." 
 

(vv. 15-18) 
In other words, it's God who puts the body together, assigning a specific function to 
each of the members. Let each be assured that his or her contribution is significant. 
Everyone belongs. 

Next, Paul speaks to those who tend to pride themselves on their outstanding 
gifts. "The eye cannot say to the hand, `I have no need of you,' nor again the head to 
the feet, `I have no need of you'" (v. 21). There are no solo performers in the fellowship 
of Jesus Christ, no superstars, no prima donnas. The work of each depends upon the 
contribution of all the others. It's the height of foolishness for any Christian to believe 
that he or she can get along well without the family of God, without brothers and sisters 
in the Lord. 

The image of the body drives home the truth that the more prominent and 
visible members are not always the most vital. Unseen and unnoticed organs are often 
essential. We can manage without a hand or a foot, but no one can live without a heart. 
Even with altered hearing or impaired vision, we can function, but if something should 
happen to our hidden brain, all life would cease. Sometimes, Paul says, the parts of the 
body which seem to be weaker, are indispensable. We are many members and yet we 
make up one united body which shares a common life. 
 

THE PURPOSE FOR THE GIFTS 
How then are we to look at our gifts? For what purpose has God entrusted them to us? 
The apostle is very clear about this. "To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for 
the common good" (v. 7). It's for the welfare of the whole, for the blessing of the body. 
The apostle's test, accordingly, for the relative value of the varied gifts, is this: What 
most builds up the church? What most effectively ministers to our fellow Christians? 

He compares, for example, the gift of prophecy with that of speaking in tongues. 
For many in Corinth, speaking in tongues seemed the eminently desirable gift. Paul 
agrees that it is a grand endowment of the Spirit, but he points out that unless someone 
interprets the tongues speaking, the church is not built up. No one is helped. One who 
prophesies, on the other hand, Paul says, edifies the church. He speaks to others for 
their upbuilding and encouragement and consolation. So whereas Paul would be happy 
for his fellow Christians to speak in tongues, he desires even more that they might 
prophesy, so that others might benefit from their gift. 

In the light of the gospel, we understand that our respective gifts are not given 
us for personal distinction but for loving ministry. They enable us to care for and serve 
one another. Christians are not rivals, competitors for honor and eminence. We are 
brothers and sisters, members of the same body. God has put us together in the way 
that He has, the apostle says, so that there may be no schism or discord in the body 
but that the members may have the same care for one another. "If one member 
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suffers," he writes, "all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together" 
(v. 26). 

In the case of a physical body, that is simply the way it is. If your tooth aches, 
the rest of the body cannot ignore that, can it? When your tooth is hurting, you hurt. On 
the other side, something like the pleasure of a back rub makes you "feel good all 
over." The members of the human body cherish and protect each other. The eyelid 
flashes down to protect the endangered eye. The arms fly up to shield the face. The 
shoulder turns to defend the torso with its vital organs.  

That's the way it's meant to be in the church. The joy and fruitfulness of our 
fellow Christians is really our gladness too. Their pain grieves us as well. The closer we 
are to Christ, the Head, the more we will respond to what is happening in the lives of 
our brothers and sisters in Christ. 
 

YOU ARE THE CHURCH 
Paul says to Christians in Corinth and to all who believe in Christ: "You are the body of 
Christ and individually members of it" (v. 27). Have you ever pondered what that 
means? You are the church. It's not a building or a bureaucracy. The church is people, 
joined to Christ. You are the church. That means that wherever you go, the church 
goes. For good or ill, you take the presence of the Lord, the name of the church with 
you. You involve Him and His people in all your activities, either for credit or for shame. 

Yes, and as we've just been seeing, whatever befalls the church befalls you. 
You can rejoice in the fruitful witness of your fellow believers, even on the other side of 
the world, because you're involved in that. You can blush and weep at the shameful fall 
of other Christians because you are similarly vulnerable. You're no detached observer. 
You're a part of the living tissue of the body. Whatever befalls Christians anywhere has 
its effect on you. You are the church. 

This is also true: The church's job is your job. Is it the calling of the church to be 
a servant people? That's your calling then, not to be served but to serve. Is it the task of 
the church to be salt in the earth and light in the world, so to live that people will see our 
good works and glorify our Father in heaven? Then that's your task, because you are 
the church. Is it the church's mission to take the gospel to every person on earth, to see 
that everyone has an opportunity to learn of Christ, to repent and believe? Then that is 
surely your mission, because you are the church. 

To sum up, here's what the gospel says to us about our varied gifts: The one 
Lord has drawn us into the one body for union with Himself and with each other, all so 
that He may accomplish in and through us His gracious will. He wants to reveal His 
glory in us, to express His love through us and by us to send His gospel to the whole 
world. Let's make our gifts, whatever they are, fully available to Him! 
 

Study Questions 
1. Why do you suppose God has bestowed such a variety of gifts upon His 

people? 
2. In what sense are Christians "members of Christ's body"? 
3. What is the purpose of God in gifting His people? 
4. Spell out the implications of the phrase, "You are the church"? 
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CHAPTER 22  THE GOSPEL AND GENUINE LOVE 

 
Love is patient and kind; love is not jealous or boastful; it is not arrogant 
or rude. Love does not insist on its own way; it is not irritable or 
resentful; it does not rejoice at wrong, but rejoices in the right. Love 
bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 

 
[1 Corinthians 13:4-7] 

 
How can I express what I feel about the truth I'm about to share? I'm going to write 
about two of the most wonderful realities in the world: the gospel and genuine love. I'm 
going to be grappling with how these relate to each other, and the tremendous 
difference they can make in human life. I wish I could have the attention of everyone in 
the world. I pray that you as you read will listen carefully and take it in. 

It's not that I have something brilliantly original to present—I don't. It's not that 
I'm a noted authority on the subject—I'm not. But I'm going to consider with you now 
what many people believe are the most marvelous words ever written. They come from 
the apostle Paul, in the thirteenth chapter of his first Corinthian letter. They're about 
love. I want to think with you first about what it really means to love, next about why it is 
so important, and finally, about how we can do it. 

Do you see why I'm so excited? Think of what it would mean if this message 
"worked." What if you could understand, if I could, in a new way, at a deeper level, what 
love is? What if you could feel in your bones how vitally important it is to be a loving 
person? And what if by some miracle you could actually live that out in a way you've 
never done before? What might all that mean for your life, for the people around you, 
for the world of our time, for the kingdom of God? That is thrilling to imagine. 
 

WHAT IT MEANS 
First, what does it mean to love? Paul writes, "Love is patient and kind; love is not 
jealous or boastful; it is not arrogant or rude. Love does not insist on its own way; it is 
not irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice at wrong, but rejoices in the right. Love bears 
all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things." Notice, love as 
described here is not an abstraction. It's not a theory or an ideal. It's not even an 
emotion. Love, as Paul describes it here, is a way of acting. As someone has said, 
"There's no such thing as love; there's only a lover." For the apostle, the easiest way to 
understand love is to think about what you do and don't do when you really love 
someone. 

Let's go through these briefly. Love is patient, Paul says. That is, a person who 
shows love, who acts lovingly, does not lose his temper or turn away, no matter what he 
has to put up with from others. Love is kind. A loving woman seeks to do good even to 
those who may do her harm. 

On the negative side, love is "not envious." People who love don't feel distress 
at the successes and honors of others. Love is not boastful. Loving people don't bore 
and burden others by talking themselves up. Love is not arrogant. Lovers don't act 
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pompously. They don't inflate themselves with conceit. Love is not rude. Those who 
love don't treat others unfairly or inconsiderately. Caring folks don't put others down. 
Listen to this one: Love does not insist on its own way. Loving people aren't always 
looking out for Number One. They aren't absorbed with their own concerns and they 
don't always have to have the last word. Love is not irritable. When we truly love, we 
aren't touchy, easily offended, supersensitive to slights. Love is not resentful. It doesn't 
nurse a grudge. Loving ones don't keep careful count of the wrongs done to them. They 
don't concentrate on getting even. Love does not rejoice at wrong. We're prone to do 
that, aren't we? We sometimes take pleasure in searching out and holding up to scorn 
the failings of others. Maybe we gain a sense of superiority from that. But love doesn't 
act that way. 

Now for a series of rich positives. Love rejoices in the right. Loving people are 
on the lookout for the good in others. They delight to find something to affirm and 
appreciate. It makes them glad when others are walking in the light. "Love bears all 
things." Loving lives are what support other people. They keep the whole world from 
falling to pieces. "Love believes all things." Loving people don't lose faith in God and 
what He is able to do in human lives. "Love hopes all things." Those who love don't give 
up on others or on themselves. They keep waiting eagerly for God to work. "Love 
endures all things." No hardship or rebuff, no coldness or insult ever makes loving 
people stop loving. They just keep at it. 

There it is: Love in action, fifteen little vignettes, sketches from life. They may 
not tell us everything that love is, but they show us a great deal. If we think about them 
and try to picture each one as it applies to our daily experience, we'll have a pretty good 
idea about what it is to live with genuine love. 
 

WHY IT'S IMPORTANT 
Now think for a bit about why living this way is so urgently important. Listen to the 
apostle again: 
 

If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy 
gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all 
mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, 
but have not love, I am nothing. If I give away all I have, and if I deliver my body 
to be burned, but have not love, I gain nothing. 

[vv. 1-3] 
 

Paul is saying here that nothing else counts for much in your life or mine if we 
don't show love. Like those Corinthian Christians, we may be able to speak in tongues 
(a remarkable spiritual endowment), but if we don't live lovingly, that inspired utterance 
sounds to God like so much jarring noise. Think of that! 

Prophecy is a remarkable gift, the ability to proclaim and apply God's Word. 
That is surely a ministry to be coveted. And think of how wonderful it would be if we 
could understand all the mysteries of the Word and could attain to full knowledge. And 
imagine what it would be if we had the mountain-moving faith of which Jesus spoke. But 
even if all those things were true of us, it wouldn't amount to much if we lacked genuine 



Chapter 22  The Gospel And Genuine Love Life In The Light Of The Gospel 
 

99 

love. Those spiritual endowments might impress other people, but in God's sight we 
would be nothing at all. 

Paul makes the case even more compelling. Suppose you surrendered all your 
possessions. Suppose for a good cause you made the supreme sacrifice and gave your 
body to the flames. Wouldn't that qualify you for a martyr's crown? Not, says the 
apostle, if you lacked love. Without love, nothing, nothing would be gained. How could 
he say more powerfully that love is the key to everything else? It's the one 
indispensable element in a person's life. It alone gives worth to everything else we do 
and say and suffer. That's how important it is. 

Here's another reason: 
 

Love never ends; as for prophecies, they will pass away; as for tongues, 
they will cease; as for knowledge, it will pass away. For our knowledge is 
imperfect and our prophecy is imperfect; but when the perfect comes, the 
imperfect will pass away . . . . So faith, hope, love abide, these three; but 
the greatest of these is love. 

[vv. 8-10, 13] 
 

People in Corinth were excited about spiritual gifts. They all wanted to 
prophesy, to speak in tongues, to be given some word of wisdom and knowledge. And 
that was all fine. Paul didn't discourage them from seeking any spiritual endowment. 
But he wanted them to know that love is what lasts. Love is the stuff that eternal life is 
made of. These other gifts are provisional, for a time. They're preparing us for 
something else. But love is the power of the coming age, already operating in this one. 
It's the everlasting prize which we can begin to experience and enjoy here and now. 
Love is forever. Whatever we do in genuine love will never go out of style, never be 
replaced by something else. You might say that love is heaven already. 

There's one more thing to say about love's importance. Paul has been talking 
about spiritual gifts and how the best ones are those that best build up the church, the 
body of Christ. Then, as he's about to begin this chapter, he promises, "I will show you 
a still more excellent way." That's love, the "more excellent way," because more than 
any other gift or activity or ministry in the church, love builds people up. Love makes the 
church strong and healthy. It's mightily important to love. 
 

HOW IT CAN BE DONE 
Now for the crowning question, the supremely practical one: How can we do it? How 
can people like us, who most of the time are anything but loving, become those who 
genuinely love? I have three clues for you about that. The first is: Remember where 
Paul got this description. He didn't read this portrait of love from a recently published 
book. He didn't find it in the writings of the rabbis or the Greek philosophers. He got this 
where he got all the rest of his theology—from Jesus Christ, the living Lord. The model 
for this portrait of love in action is Jesus of Nazareth. Try putting His name into it and 
you'll see what I mean: "Jesus is patient and kind. Jesus is not jealous or boastful. 
Jesus is not arrogant or rude. He does not insist on His own way. He is not irritable or 
resentful. Jesus does not rejoice at wrong, but rejoices in the right. He bears all things, 
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believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things." 
Paul is not talking about an ethical theory but about a living person. And it's not 

a make-believe, idealized figure. It's a life once lived in first-century Galilee and Judea. 
The first step toward living in love is realizing that it can really happen, that somebody 
actually lived this way, and then getting our attention fixed on that person, Jesus Christ. 
Think of love as a way of summing up how He lived. 

That's a start, but if it's all we have, it becomes a counsel of despair. Love then 
becomes a high and holy standard, but so far beyond us that we may lose heart. Here's 
the second clue: The love we see in Jesus Christ can become real in us by the power of 
the Holy Spirit. This is how it happens and how the gospel fits in: When I hear the 
marvelous good news of the Christian gospel, how God so loved the world that He gave 
His only Son, how Jesus died for our sins and rose again so that I could be forgiven and 
have eternal life, and when I, confessing my sins, repenting, believing in Christ, turn 
over my life to Him, I receive the gift of the Holy Spirit. He pours out in my heart the 
awareness of God's great love. I realize in a personal way, with the most overwhelming 
sense of gratitude, that He loved me and gave Himself for me. And because I have 
been so loved, I begin to find within me a new power to love. Having been forgiven, I 
discover the resources to forgive. 

You see, love is not an idea but a power. Love is a presence. Love is a person, 
Jesus Christ living in me by the power of His Spirit and expressing His love through my 
life. The more I trust in Him, the more I open myself to Him, the better I get to know 
Him, the more fully and consistently I am able to love. Jesus Christ, incarnate, crucified, 
risen, is not only the pattern for love but also the secret of its power. 

I want to leave you with one more clue. When Paul gets to the end of this 
matchless chapter, he says to the believers in Corinth and to us: "Make love your aim." 
Literally, he's urging: Pursue love, go after it, make it the object of a fervent, life-long 
search. 

To say that the Holy Spirit gives us the power to love is not to imply that it's 
something automatic. He energizes us, but we do it. He provides the power, but we act 
it out. Remember how Paul describes Christian living? "Striving according to his working 
that works in me mightily" (see Col. 1:29). That's it. It's His power working in us mightily 
but it's also our striving. Without faith in Christ, without reliance upon the Spirit, the 
striving would all be in vain. But through faith, by grace, our pursuit of love won't be in 
vain. Someone has put it this way: "How can I love?" The answer is: "Believe." Then's 
there's the companion question: "How can I believe?" to which the answer is: "Love." 
That is, practice it. 

When we look at this unforgettable picture, seen in our passage and in Christ, 
we realize in faith that He lives in us by His Spirit to make love possible. Then we pour 
all our energies and ingenuity into learning to live that way. Let's do it! Let's make love 
our aim. 
 

Study Questions 
1. What especially speaks to you in this biblical description of love? 
2. Why is love supremely important in a believer's life? 
3. How does this kind of love become a possibility in our lives? 
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CHAPTER 23  THE GOSPEL AND THE RISEN LORD 

 
If Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith 
is in vain. We are even found to be misrepresenting God, because we 
testified of God that he raised Christ, whom he did not raise if it is true 
that the dead are not raised. For if the dead are not raised, then Christ 
has not been raised. If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and 
you are still in your sins. Then those also who have fallen asleep in 
Christ have perished. If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are 
of all men most to be pitied. 

 
[1 Corinthians 15:14-19] 

 
 

DID HE RISE? 
From the very first Easter until the present time, there have always been some who 
doubted the resurrection of Jesus. Remember how Thomas, one of the original Twelve, 
refused to credit his fellow disciples when they told him about it? When they exclaimed, 
"We have seen the Lord!" he countered: "Unless I see in his hands the print of the nails, 
and place my finger in the mark of the nails, and place my hand in his side, I will not 
believe" (John 20:25). 

Think of these words at the close of Matthew's gospel, as he describes an 
appearance of the risen Jesus to a large group of His followers in Galilee: "And when 
they saw him they worshiped him; but some doubted" (Matt. 28:17). 

Among the believers in Corinth a generation later, there were other doubters. 
They said, flat out, "There is no resurrection of the dead." Obviously, they meant that no 
one, including Jesus, had ever been raised from death. They doubted that anyone ever 
would be. 

Perhaps you have met people like that in our time. I have—considerable 
numbers of them. Some reject the Resurrection simply because it is outside their 
experience. They've never met anyone who came back from the grave. They can't 
imagine it happening. Like Thomas, they insist on seeing, if they are to believe. 

Others argue against Jesus' resurrection because they view such an event as 
scientifically impossible. They claim that after the heart stops pumping, after the lungs 
collapse and brain activity ceases for a period of days (or even hours), no human body 
could ever be restored to life. It would take a miracle, and they don't believe in miracles. 

How do such people account for the faith of the first disciples, and of millions 
since? Some say that Jesus' original followers simply imagined that they saw Him alive. 
They experienced hallucinations, mass hysteria. They wanted so intensely to believe 
that they somehow succeeded in convincing themselves that Jesus had been raised. 

Others contend that it was all a hoax, a carefully orchestrated deception. The 
disciples stole the dead body of Jesus, buried it somewhere else, and then told the 
world they had seen Him alive. They were trying to sell, in the name of Jesus, their own 
contrived religion. 
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Still others explain it as a mix-up over the exact location of Jesus' tomb. The 
disciples, we are told, went to the wrong sepulchre, found it empty, and leaped to the 
conclusion that a miracle had happened. They were a bumbling, credulous lot. 

Some have even conjectured that Jesus was taken down from the cross while 
still alive, and later recovered from His wounds sufficiently to make a few brief 
appearances two days later. On this view, He later died, but the time of His death and 
the whereabouts of His burial have been kept secret ever since. 

To some, I suppose, the whole issue doesn't matter a great deal. Even if Jesus 
wasn't raised to life, they say, His "spirit" can live on in His followers. Even if the tomb 
wasn't really empty on Easter, the memory of Jesus remains, and His contributions to 
our religious and ethical life are intact. 
 

WHAT IF NOT? 
What would you say about all that? How important is the resurrection of Jesus? Does it 
make much difference whether or not it actually happened? 

Paul the apostle, in writing on this subject to his friends in Corinth, wrote this: 
 

If Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith 
is in vain. We are even found to be misrepresenting God, because we 
testified of God that he raised Christ, whom he did not raise if it is true 
that the dead are not raised. For if the dead are not raised, then Christ 
has not been raised. If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and 
you are still in your sins. Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ 
have perished. If for this life only we have hoped in Christ, we are of all 
men most to be pitied. 

[1 Corinthians 15:14-19] 
Paul obviously sees the resurrection of Jesus as the heart of Christianity. If this 

didn't happen, he notes, the message is empty. It's nothing, a hollow shell. The whole 
content has dropped out. 

What follows necessarily is the collapse of faith. Faith looks to the risen Jesus. 
Believers trust Him, worship Him, call on Him. If He is not alive, Christian faith has no 
object. We can't give ourselves to a dead man, and we surely can't hope to receive 
anything from one. Having "faith" for Christians has then become like the child on the 
nursery floor, grasping at sunbeams. His eager little hand closes again and again 
on—nothing. 

If this be the case, Paul continues, the proclamation of the Christian church 
from the beginning has been a prodigious lie. Falsehoods are always potentially 
dangerous, but most so when we tell them about God, or about the ultimate issues of 
life and death. If Christ has not been raised, then everyone who testifies that He is alive 
has perjured himself before the Almighty. We preachers have been consistently leading 
the world astray. 

Now the picture becomes darker still. "If Christ has not been raised," writes 
Paul, "your faith is futile and you are still in your sins." This faith without content can 
obviously have no effect. It is powerless, for example, to secure forgiveness. If we have 
a vain faith in an absent Christ, we are fooling ourselves about being forgiven. We are 
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as guilty, defiled and enslaved by sin as we ever were. A dead Jesus can save no one. 
The litany of despair goes on. "Then those who have fallen asleep in Christ 

have perished." Even when Paul wrote 1 Corinthians, perhaps 25 years after the 
Crucifixion, a number of believers had already died. What had become of them? They, 
says Paul, have perished. Without a living Christ they are gone, lost, as dead as the 
one in whom they placed their trust. 

Finally, Paul says, if Christ has not been raised, Christians who labor and suffer 
for Him are of all people most to be pitied. Their multiplied toils, troubles and tears have 
been a colossal waste. They've gone through it all for nothing. It would have been 
better for them to "live it up" than to bear reproach in a meaningless cause and finally 
die for a delusion. Pity them— these pathetic dreamers. 

Let's dwell on all that for a moment. Let's tick off the sad results that would 
follow if Jesus had never really conquered death. Here we have a message without 
meaning, faith in nothing at all, and preachers who lie. Here's the mockery of 
redemption and the death of hope. Here's a religion that asks everything of people and 
then dismally lets them down. That's what Christianity is if somewhere in a Palestinian 
tomb, just like any other dead body, the corpse of Jesus long ago decomposed. 

Oh, how I thank God that I don't have to stop there, that Paul didn't stop there! 
Hear him again, "But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of 
those who have fallen asleep" (1 Cor. 15:20). The apostle has stopped peering over 
into the abyss of what might have been; now he affirms what is. Christ has been raised, 
and will yet raise all His people with Him. 
 

WHAT IF? 
What's the difference? If Christ is risen, this is the most momentous message ever 
heard. Now there's a risen Lord in whom to believe. Now the gospel witnesses have 
been telling everywhere God's own truth. All who believe in Jesus Christ are forgiven, 
cleansed, set free. Everyone who has died believing in Him now rejoices in His 
presence. And whatever His followers suffer here will seem as nothing when He comes 
in His glory and when all the tears are wiped away. Christians sing with triumph, "It will 
be worth it all, when we see Jesus." 

But wait a minute. Can we be sure? The Christian faith seems acutely 
vulnerable, doesn't it? If anyone should ever dig out of a near eastern burial site what 
could be authenticated as the skeleton of Jesus, it would be all over for the gospel and 
the church. It's that simple. Everything, everything, depends on His actually rising from 
death on Easter morning. The tomb had to be empty, but even that wouldn't have been 
enough by itself, would it? He had to be alive. 

Were the apostles deluded? One or two, maybe. But all of the eleven? The 
group of over 500 that saw Him in Galilee? Hardly. That's really difficult to believe. 

Would they preach Him everywhere if they knew He were really dead some-
where? Would they be jubilant, even through torture, even to death, for what they knew 
to be a lie? Come on! 

What convinced these disciples, and millions of others since, is something 
unassailably simple. They met the risen Lord. 

Those first followers saw Him alive, heard His voice, touched Him, fell down at 
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His feet. Then He breathed into them His Spirit. He shared with them His risen life. And 
through their witness still today, the marvelous thing happens again and again: He 
meets us. He comes to us, calls us, and makes Himself indescribably real. He breathes 
into us too His Holy Spirit. He shares with us His risen life. We sing in that wonderful 
hymn of joy, "You ask me how I know He lives? He lives within my heart!" 

This Jesus I present to you—crucified for our sins and risen from the dead, 
forever alive. He, friends, is the world's only Savior. He is King of Kings and Lord of 
Lords. In Him the Father's mighty love invites you home, draws you. If you have been a 
doubter like Thomas, why not, like him, cry out from your heart to the risen Jesus, "My 
Lord and my God!" Then you can hear Him say, with a promise stronger than death, 
"Because I live, you shall live also." 

Easter has always been a day of joy, a day for the trumpets to blow, a day for 
people all over the world to say, "The Lord is risen!" and to hear the response, "He is 
risen indeed!" Are you a sharer in that joy? Has the gospel, the overwhelmingly good 
news of Jesus Christ alive, reached your heart? That is the gospel, that God so loved 
the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that this Jesus, once crucified for you, for 
your sins, has conquered death and risen, reigning, offers forgiveness and new life to 
all who will believe. Wouldn't it be wonderful if on this day you could pray a prayer of 
faith? You, hearing the gospel, confronted by this living Christ, would say, "Yes, Lord, I 
do believe." All of God's people and the Lord Himself through His people, invite you to 
make that commitment and to pray that prayer. You can repeat a prayer like this: "Lord 
Jesus Christ, I believe that You died for me and that You rose from the dead. I trust in 
You as my Savior. I surrender my life to You as my Lord. I believe Your promise of 
forgiveness and everlasting life and I praise You. Amen." 
 

Study Questions 
1. How do those who deny the resurrection of Jesus usually account for the 

testimony of His witnesses? 
2. What gloomy conclusions follow if the skeptics are right? 
3. What, in your view, are the most telling reasons for believing the Easter gospel? 
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CHAPTER 24  THE GOSPEL AND AUTHENTIC HOPE 

 
Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always 
abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is 
not in vain. 

 
[1 Corinthians 15:58] 

 
This verse, 1 Corinthians 15:58, forms a kind of climax to Paul's soaring chapter on the 
Resurrection: "Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always 
abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain." 
 

THE VICTORY 
Notice how the sentence begins with a "therefore." In other words, it's looking back to 
what has just been affirmed about our Lord's Easter triumph. "Thanks be to God, who 
gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ" (1 Cor. 15:57). Think with me about 
that: the glorious victory that God has given to us through Jesus Christ. 

The note of victory calls to mind a contest, a struggle, even a warfare. The 
apostle has been reminding us of the enemies that threaten God's people. Listen to his 
words: "O death, where is thy victory? O death, where is thy sting?" The sting of death 
is sin, and the power of sin is the law" (vv. 55-56). 

The first enemy is the law. The law of God is intended for blessing. It is the 
revelation of His holy will. It directs us in a good way. But because we are sinful people, 
because by our transgressions we have broken it, the law becomes for us a menace. It 
threatens to condemn us. It exposes our wrongs and holds us responsible. 

Sin is our worst enemy, a dreadful foe with whom we have to contend. Sin is 
more than an omission or a mistake. When we break God's law, when we rebel against 
Him, sin becomes a power in our lives. The more we yield to it, the more it masters us. 
Sin threatens to make us its slaves. 

The final enemy is death. Death means separation from God, banishment from 
Him who is our source of life. The law, once broken, condemns us to death. Sin, once it 
has gained the mastery in our lives, pays death as its wage. Death as the final enemy 
threatens to destroy us utterly. 

But, says the apostle, "thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our 
Lord Jesus Christ!" We have in ourselves no power to overcome in this struggle. We 
can't cancel out the effects of a broken law. We can't break free by our own resources 
from the grip of evil. And we surely are no match for the grim reaper called death. God 
must give us the victory. It comes purely from His love. He bestows it freely as His gift. 
And He does it through Christ. 

Christ Himself has won the victory, and it becomes ours through faith in Him. 
Though we are all law breakers, Jesus has fulfilled for us perfectly the law of God. 
Though all of us are sinners, He has taken upon Himself the full weight of our guilt, 
dying for all our sins. And though we deserve only death, He has died in our place and 
has been raised to endless life. Now He has conquered sin, death and hell and given to 
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His people a wonderful victory. Christ crucified and risen gives to those who believe in 
Him authentic, wonderful hope. 

THE STEADINESS 
That's why we can be "steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the 
Lord." God's great work in Christ in giving Him for us and raising Him from the dead is 
the rock on which we build. The word translated here steadfast means "stable in 
purpose, not easily disturbed or turned aside." To be steadfast is to be established on a 
firm foundation. Without genuine hope for the future, people build their lives on the 
sand. They scurry here and there seeking security. They search frantically for present 
satisfaction. They drift from one dried-up gully to another, craving refreshment. 

The believers in Corinth had been exposed to teaching that undermined their 
faith in Jesus' resurrection. Hence they were tossed on a sea of doubt and confusion. 
Many of their ethical problems and moral lapses were related to that. Cut loose from 
their moorings in the hope of the gospel, they were helplessly adrift. That's why Paul 
proclaims to them again the certainty of Christ's resurrection and our resurrection in 
Him. With a firm grip on this essential truth, they will find stability. They won't be turned 
aside by every wind of doctrine. They will be firmly anchored by their faith in Jesus 
Christ.  
 

THE WORK THAT LASTS 
But the gospel is meant to produce in us more than certainty, more than assurance, 
more even than comfort in a great hope. Christians who know the gospel, who are 
rooted and grounded in Christ, are to be "abounding always in the work of the Lord." 

What is this "work of the Lord"? Jesus said once that "this is the work of God, 
that you believe in him whom he hath sent" (John 6:29). That's where it starts: trusting 
in Christ. The "work" means also doing what He calls us to do, obeying His commands, 
serving others in love, and bearing witness to His salvation. When Paul uses the term, it 
almost always means the work of the gospel. Here's how the apostle describes that 
work in his letter to the Colossians: "Him [that is, Christ] we proclaim, warning every 
man and teaching every man in all wisdom, that we may present every man mature in 
Christ." "For this I toil," he goes on, "striving with all the energy which he mightily 
inspires in me" (Col. 1:28-29). That's it: so sharing the gospel, so backing it up with our 
prayers and toils and caring that people are not only brought to faith in Christ but also 
led to maturity in Him. 

According to Paul, it is faith in the crucified and risen Jesus that provides the 
dynamism for that work. It's because we believe, because we have the victory through 
Jesus Christ that we can not only labor but labor abundantly, untiringly. Hopefulness is 
the key, the condition for all action. As Samuel Johnson once put it, "Where there is no 
hope, there can be no endeavor." Those who are gripped with the truth of the 
Resurrection, whose hearts flame with an authentic hope, have what someone has 
called a "boundless and endless power for work." They strive according to God's 
working, which works in them, as Paul says, "mightily." With them it's not a matter 
merely of talent and human energy. They are quickened by the Spirit of God, alive with 
His life, full of His power. For them youth's dreams and visions do not die with the 
passing of the years. Their energy is again and again renewed and they keep 
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abounding in service to their risen Lord. They go from strength to strength. They still 
bring forth fruit in old age. 
 

THE QUICKENING HOPE 
These people know something wonderful. They have been given to see a great and 
luminous truth. This tremendous conviction keeps them going in the work of the Lord. 
Listen to Paul's last word: "knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain." 

He's been saying a good deal in this chapter about how vain everything would 
be if Christ had not been raised from the dead. Listen: "If Christ has not been raised, 
then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain" (1 Cor. 15:14). You can see why 
that would be true. The heart of Christian preaching is Jesus Christ, crucified for our 
sins and risen from the dead. That's the central theme of every authentic Christian 
preacher. From the very beginning of the faith of the gospel, preachers have been 
saying of God that He raised Jesus from the dead. If Christ has not been raised, then 
that enormous mass of testimony is nothing more than a lie. We all would be found 
false witnesses, saying that God did something He never did. If Christ were not raised, 
we who preach Him would be proclaiming not a living Savior but a dead pretender. Our 
preaching would be in vain. 

Our faith would be vain too. The important thing about faith is the one in whom 
we believe. What matters is not our subjective feelings but the object of our faith. If 
Christ has not been raised from the dead, we Christians have nothing to believe in. Our 
faith, without a risen Savior, is an empty, pathetic wish. It's a hand reaching out into the 
void, closing again and again upon nothing. 

Further, if Christ has not been raised, Paul says the sufferings he has endured 
and the work he has done are all vain. Listen: "What do I gain if, humanly speaking, I 
fought with beasts at Ephesus? If the dead are not raised, "Let us eat and drink, for 
tomorrow we die" (1 Cor. 15:32). 
 
Paul is enduring afflictions and laboring tirelessly because he has a great hope. Without 
that hope his work has no profit. He might just as well follow the world's pattern, 
pursuing his own pleasure. Paul doesn't say that all who deny the Resurrection must 
come to this conclusion. He simply says it would be reasonable to do so. Maybe some 
people in Corinth did. Maybe some of us do. Maybe our endless pursuit of personal 
pleasure and our apathy toward the work of God root in the fact that our lives have 
never been gripped by an authentic hope. We've never realized in the depths of our 
being that Christ is alive and that it is our future to be raised in Him to endless life. 
When we do know that, it makes an enormous difference. 

What would it mean for our work to be in vain? Paul seems to picture a piece of 
work being rejected, perhaps for its alleged bad finish. Our project is handed back to 
us. It's not accepted, not paid for.  

Some of us know what it is to send away to a publisher a book over which we've 
labored long and hard. We've invested much of ourselves in that manuscript. It 
represents more than our time and effort; it's almost like our heart's blood. It's at the 
mercy of the publisher now. Maybe no one will even take the trouble to read it there. 
Maybe it will be glanced at and then tossed aside and forgotten. Maybe we'll get a brief 
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note in the mail that says "thanks, but no thanks." Maybe they'll mail that precious 
manuscript back to us unwanted, rejected. 

Paul wants us all to know it will never be that way in the work of the Lord. For 
one thing, the work of the Lord has more in it than our toil and talent. It has God's living 
breath in it, the energy of the Almighty. Whatever is done by faith in Christ, in reliance 
upon the power of His Spirit, has eternity about it. It cannot ultimately fail. It cannot die. 
It will last when everything else in the world has crumbled into dust. 

But more than that, when we labor in the Lord, we never toil for a thoughtless, 
uncaring Master. He does not forget our work of faith and our labor of love. He will not 
only breathe life into it and make it effectual. He will also acknowledge it as His, accept 
it from our hands with approval and reward it at the last. 

Sometimes we sing in mission conferences the last stanza of "O Zion Haste." 
Some of you will remember that it goes like this: 
 

Give of thy sons to bear the message glorious, 
Give of thy wealth to speed them on their way; 
Pour out thy soul for them in prayer victorious, 
And all thou spendest Jesus will repay. 

 
That's it. No toil wasted here, no effort ignored, no prayers and tears discarded. 

Nothing done in Christ, with Christ, for Christ will ever fail of fruition. Nothing will be sent 
back unappreciated. In all of His servants He will find something to praise. For all who 
toil in the service of this gracious Master, there is waiting a word of acceptance that will 
make everything worthwhile. "Well done, good and faithful servant! Enter into the joy of 
your Lord." 
 

Study Questions 
1. What are the foes over whom we triumph in the risen Christ? 
2. What does Paul mean by "the work of the Lord"? 
3. How does the resurrection hope affect the work we do, and its results? 
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CHAPTER 25  THE GOSPEL AND GENEROUS GIVING 

 
 

Now concerning the contribution for the saints: as I directed the 
churches of Galatia, so you also are to do. On the first day of every 
week, each of you is to put something aside and store it up, as he may 
prosper, so that contributions need not be made when I come. 

 
[1 Corinthians 16:1-2] 

 
 
This is a word about money. Not how to make it or win it or keep it or use it, but how to 
give it away. I call it, "The Gospel and Generous Giving." Do you sense, along with me, 
that the very mention of money sometimes awakens suspicion in religious circles? 
We've seen enough scandal and greed and fraud among the professedly religious to 
discourage and disgust us all. We've had enough of impassioned pleas for money by 
people who use what we send to indulge themselves. We've had our fill of false 
appeals for questionable causes by people who have made fakery into an art form. 

What we are considering is vastly different from all that. Right after his 
triumphant chapter on the resurrection hope, Paul writes: "Now concerning the contribu-
tion for the saints: as I directed the churches of Galatia, so you also are to do. On the 
first day of the week, each of you is to put something aside and store it up, as he may 
prosper, so that contributions need not be made when I come." 

If you think that all preachers and evangelists are money hungry, out to enrich 
themselves at others' expense, consider this man from Tarsus, Paul the apostle. He 
had a right to be supported by the churches to whom he lovingly ministered, but he 
often refused to take anything for his services. He worked at his tent-making trade 
along with his gospel labors so that he wouldn't burden anyone with his support. 
Whenever he could, he loved to make the gospel appear as what it really is, a free gift. 
He would have gone to any lengths to guard against the impression that the servants of 
Christ are for hire. 

In this passage of Scripture, the apostle is making an appeal for money, but it's 
not what we would ordinarily expect. It seems that there had been a famine in the area 
around Jerusalem. The Jewish Christians there were in urgent need. Paul's heart went 
out to them. They were his kindred. More, they were his fellow believers in Jesus Christ. 
He longed to see their need met. He was ready to do anything he could to help them 
and wanted to enlist others in this mission of mercy. 

Especially, he wanted his Gentile Christian friends to share in the project. He 
longed to strengthen the ties between Jews and Gentiles within the body of Christ, to 
overcome the division and prejudices of the past. Above all, he wanted their mutual 
concern to be a testimony to the reconciling love of Jesus Christ. 

Paul knew that appeals for money by religious leaders are vulnerable to 
suspicion and abuse. He wanted to bend over backwards to avoid any appearance of 
evil. So that no one in Corinth would have any unanswered questions, Paul asked for 
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representatives of that church to go along with the gift to Jerusalem. Further, these 
emissaries would be appointed by the Corinthians themselves. It wasn't even certain 
that Paul himself would go at all. He left that to the discretion of his brothers and sisters. 
The apostle coveted a conscience void of offense before God and before men. He 
wanted these gifts for others and for God's glory, and he wanted the whole enterprise to 
be above suspicion. 

Evangelist Billy Graham has taken similar precautions. He decided early in his 
ministry to do away with love offerings at his services and to observe strict 
accountability in money matters. Dr. Graham has a board that pays him a salary. He 
receives no income from the meetings he holds around the world. Many observers 
believe that this financial carefulness has helped immensely to keep his ministry above 
reproach. 
 

REGULAR 
I especially want to notice three things about the kind of giving that the apostle Paul 
recommends. For one thing, it is to be regular. The apostle writes, "On the first day of 
every week, each of you is to put something aside and store it up" (v. 2). From the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ onward, the first day of the week became a day of special 
celebration for Christians. It became their day for worship, when they remembered the 
Savior's victory over sin and death. Many of these first Christians were of Jewish 
background. Theirs had been the age-old practice of rest and worship on the seventh 
day. How amazing were the effects of Jesus' resurrection! The early Christians were 
determined to rejoice in this, not just one day a year but every week. Every Lord's day, 
every first day of the week was a little Easter day, a fresh resurrection morning. 

With that same regularity, believers were to set aside each week money to be 
given away. Paul knew the value of regularity in the religious life. The New Testament 
notes that it was Jesus' custom to go to the synagogue every Sabbath. Like all pious 
Jews of His day, He probably observed every day three appointed times for prayer. 
Think of the prophet Daniel, praying three times a day on schedule, even when it meant 
risking his life. 

Consider this principle in the matter of your daily worship, and your devotional 
life. There's value in setting aside a specific time for it, a regular place, every day. You 
say, "Doesn't that become mechanical?" It surely can. "Doesn't repetition rob devotions 
of spontaneity?" That's possible. But when each day we set aside time to listen to God 
speaking in the Word and to call upon Him in prayer, we provide opportunity for the 
fresh miracle of communion with God to happen anew. We put up our sails, as it were, 
to catch the wind of God's Spirit. 

In the matter of giving, few would question the value of regularity. Often people 
of considerable means make occasional gifts to the church. Sometimes these gifts are 
fairly large, and we get the impression that the donors see themselves as uncommonly 
generous. But people of much more modest resources, who give with regularity, often 
end up giving even more. The apostle is speaking here of a giving not by whim or 
impulse, not because of a current emotional appeal, but with plan and purpose, with 
care and thought. In all our religious exercises, that approach builds character and 
develops depth. 
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When Paul says, "Let everyone store something up," he used the Greek word 
from which we get our word treasure. The believers are to treasure something up in 
order to give it. That's a different approach, isn't it? We usually think of treasuring as a 
kind of hoarding. We'll stash something away for a rainy day. We'll save up for 
something our hearts desire. But Paul wants us to lovingly, carefully "treasure up," so 
that for the Lord's sake and for human need we can lavishly give. 
 

PROPORTIONAL 
The second thing about Christian giving as Paul envisions it is that it should be 
proportional. Each is to put something aside, says the apostle, "as he may prosper." 
Proportionate giving goes back to the earliest Old Testament tradition. We read about 
old Abraham giving a tithe. And that became an established practice in Israel. 
Sometimes it was giving to support the worship of the temple, sometimes a portion of 
each farmer's crop into a common storehouse. Sometimes it was a tenth, sometimes 
twice a tenth. Often it was the first fruits or the first born. 

There are two principles in view here. The first is priority. Because everything 
we have comes from God and belongs to Him, we are to honor Him with the first fruits. 
Perhaps Paul has this in mind when he talks about setting something aside every week 
on the first day. This means that our first priority is what we will give in the service of 
God and of people. Now that's a principle we often forget and violate, isn't it? We're 
inclined to think that we'll take care of necessities first. We'll provide next for things we 
really want. Then, if there's anything left over, we'll give that away. But people who 
operate consistently on that basis seem to find that there's never much left over! For the 
people of God, it was the first fruits and the first born that were especially to be 
dedicated to God. If He is to be Lord of our lives, if pleasing Him is to be our primary 
responsibility, then surely what we are to give to His work ought to be set aside first. 

Proportionate giving was meant to insure that as people prospered, they would 
feel a growing sense of responsibility to give. But again, it's not natural for us to operate 
in that way. As we prosper, the proportion of wealth that we give away seldom 
increases accordingly. We are often impressed with this when we read the financial 
disclosures of those who are serving in high government office. We read of incomes 
approaching a half million dollars, and charitable giving of a few thousand. For the 
average person, to give away a few thousand would be quite generous, but when we're 
making half a million, that may not even be a tenth of a tenth. As our income grows, it's 
easy to let our standard of living rise and our wants multiply even as our contributions 
remain at beginning levels. 

By every biblical standard, it ought to go the other way. A tithe is a considerable 
sacrifice for the poor but a pittance for the rich. Think of how much the extremely 
wealthy have left even after they have given a tithe! For giving to have even a hint of 
sacrifice about it for the affluent, the percentage given would need to increase with 
growing prosperity. 
 

GRACIOUS 
That leads to the last thought about Christian giving, that it ought to be gracious. To say 
that we should give regularly and give proportionately is all good but can remain pretty 



Chapter 25  The Gospel And Generous Giving Life In The Light Of The Gospel 
 

112 

much in the realm of law, obligation, morality. The apostle writes and speaks here 
about a giving touched by the gospel. 

Throughout the Bible, the most distinctive thing about the giving of God's people 
is its character as a freewill offering. Remember when the tabernacle was to be built? 
This is what the Lord said to Moses: "Speak to the people of Israel, that they take for 
me an offering; from every man whose heart makes him willing you shall receive the 
offering for me" (Exod. 25:2). When Moses approached the people, he put it this way, 
"Take from among you an offering to the LORD; whoever is of a generous heart, let him 
bring the LORD's offering" (Exod. 35:5). And get this: Finally the people had to be 
restrained from bringing because they brought so much! (Exod. 36:6). 

That's the kind of giving Paul celebrates among believers. In his second letter to 
the Corinthians, he notes what the Macedonian Christians have done, how "in a severe 
test of affliction, their abundance of joy and their extreme poverty have overflowed in a 
wealth of liberality on their part" (2 Cor. 8:2). "For they gave according to their means, 
as I can testify, and beyond their means, of their own free will" (v. 3). The apostle wants 
that of the Corinthians also, that what they give for the support of the people in Judea 
shall not be an exaction, but a willing gift. Listen: "Each one must do as he has made 
up his mind, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver" (2 Cor. 
9:7). 

I know a young couple in Washington D.C. who have recently married. They 
both work in shelters for the homeless. They hope some day to labor among the poor in 
a third-world country. They wanted any gifts given to them on the occasion of their 
wedding to be directed toward relief of the needy. And they made that decision, believe 
me, happily! 

In the churches of Ghana, West Africa, the most striking thing about the 
worship of Christians is the joyous character of their offerings. That is the time of 
supreme celebration in the service. People come forward singing, dancing, rejoicing to 
bring their gifts. That's the Christian way. It reflects the biblical gospel, "God so loved 
the world that He gave His only Son." Though He was rich, yet for our sakes Jesus 
became poor that we through His poverty might be rich. And for Him, it was joy. 

Money—it can have a sickening sound or it can have the music of heaven about 
it. It can shrivel our souls in selfishness or enlarge them in love. It can be invested in 
trifles here or in treasures beyond. Inescapably, it's a large part of life, a measure of our 
values, an expression of our most deeply held faith. 

It seems to be a big step down from the glories of the Resurrection for Paul to 
talk about the weekly collection, but the two can't be separated, can they? The gospel 
that fills our hearts with radiant hope must empty them again in self-giving love. May it 
be so for us! 
 

Study Questions 
1. How did Paul take pains to avoid giving offense in money matters? 
2. What are the Bible's teachings about regularity in giving? 
3. How should the proportion of our giving be revised as we prosper? Why? 
4. In what ways does the gospel of Christ shape our giving? 
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CHAPTER 26  THE GOSPEL AND DEVOTION TO CHRIST 

 
I, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand. If any one has no love for 
the Lord, let him be accursed.  Our Lord, come! The grace of the Lord 
Jesus be with you. My love be with you all in Christ Jesus. Amen. 

 
[1 Corinthians 16:21-24] 

 
"If any one has no love for the Lord, let him be accursed." That's a jolting word, isn't it? 
Right at the end of Paul's first letter to the Corinthians, before a prayer for the Lord's 
return and before pronouncing the benediction, Paul drops this bomb shell: "If any one 
has no love for the Lord, let him be anathema." 

Those words are easily misunderstood, easily caricatured. Some have been 
outraged by them. Some accuse the apostle of intolerance, of bigotry. What is this, they 
object, but the most narrow-minded fanaticism? This man insists that everyone must 
adopt his religious outlook or be damned. He shows a deep hostility, they say, toward 
those of other faiths. But before we condemn Paul out of hand and dismiss him as a 
crank, let's think carefully about what he writes here. 

Let's grant him this, at least, that the apostle deeply wants other people to have 
love for the Lord. He longs to see others devoted to Jesus of Nazareth, Jesus the 
Christ, the crucified and risen one. What would that devotion look like? What does it 
mean to love Jesus Christ? 
 

WHAT IS DEVOTION TO CHRIST? 
The first dimension is surely one of gratitude. The Bible always speaks of our love to 
the Lord in terms of response. We love because He first loved us. To love Jesus Christ 
is to feel toward Him a sense of unlimited indebtedness, the most profound personal 
gratitude. Paul felt that. For him the heart of it lay in these words: "He loved me and 
gave himself for me." Throughout his whole life, the apostle knew a sense of wondering 
thankfulness toward the Lord. Jesus had called him when he was a red-handed 
persecutor of Christians. Jesus had forgiven him, accepted him and entrusted him with 
a great mission. His life henceforth would be a song of gratitude, remembering the 
great mercy which had been shown him. 

There is more. In the Bible, love toward the Lord always involves obedience. 
Jesus put it just that way: "If you love me, you will keep my commandments. . . . He 
who has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me" (John 14:15, 21). 
Again, "If a man loves me, he will keep my word" (v. 23). The same note sounds in the 
first letter of John: "This is the love of God, that we keep his commandments" (1 John 
5:3). And again in 2 John: "And this is love, that we follow his commandments" (v. 6). 

All professions of love to Jesus Christ are merely sentiment apart from a 
sincere desire and effort to obey Him. When we love others, we seek to please them. A 
life without regard for another's wishes can in no sense be called a life of devotion to 
him or her. 

Love for Christ means also loyalty to Him and to all that concerns Him. The 
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Scriptures speak of loving God's name, loving the habitation of His house, loving His 
salvation and the place where His honor dwells, loving His commandments, His law, His 
testimonies. To love a person is to be concerned about what concerns him or her, to 
desire that he or she should be honored, his or her plans fulfilled, his or her name lifted 
up. When we love people, we delight in everything that reflects credit upon them. We 
are grieved at anything that might dishonor them. 

The New Testament also teaches that to love Christ is to long for His appearing. 
Right after these words that we're looking at now, Paul prays the prayer Maranatha: 
"Our Lord, come." He writes to Timothy that a crown of righteousness awaits all those 
who love Jesus' appearing. If we are devoted to Him, we cannot help yearning for His 
final vindication—His coming in glory to reign forever. We who love Him are eager to 
see His face, to be in His unveiled presence. 

Another special quality of this love for Christ which Paul lifts up elsewhere is its 
indestructible character. He writes at the end of his letter to the Ephesians, "Grace be 
with all who love our Lord Jesus Christ with love undying" (6:23). He has in mind not a 
temporary, emotional attraction but a life-long devotion that can weather every storm. 

This is the kind of devotion that Paul knew toward Jesus Christ. It's what he 
wanted to see in every other person he met. "O that these too might love my Master!" 
was the cry of his heart. 
 

WHY IS IT ESSENTIAL? 
Why, for the apostle, was love for Christ so absolutely essential? Apparently, for Jesus 
Himself the great question to be addressed to any would-be disciple had to do with 
love. Remember when He came to Peter after His resurrection? Peter had three times 
denied his Master on the night of Jesus' arrest. With an exquisite compassion, the risen 
Lord now gives to Peter a three-fold opportunity to express his loyalty. And the question 
each time, the central question, the all-important one, is: "Simon, son of John, do you 
love me?" Henri Nouwen, in his book, In The Name of Jesus, writes: "The question for 
all of us is not: How many people take you seriously? Or, how much are you going to 
accomplish? Or, can you show some results? But, do you love Jesus Christ?" 

It was characteristic of Jesus to simplify such matters. When people heard His 
words, they either did what He said or they refused. They believed His claim or rejected 
it. They chose the light and came to it or chose the darkness and huddled there. They 
trusted and loved Him or they turned away hating Him. Somehow, in His presence there 
was no middle ground. There was no room for neutrality. To the question, "What will 
you do with Jesus who is called Christ?" people found only two possibilities, it seems. It 
was either crown Him or crucify Him. 

The claim implied here, both by Jesus and by the apostle who wrote of Him, 
was that Jesus is Lord of all. He is the Son of the blessed One. He could say: "I and my 
Father are one . . . He who has seen me has seen the Father" (John 10:30; 14:9). 
Jesus was conscious that all authority had been committed into His hand, that He was 
the only begotten Son, that all people were to honor Him even as they honored the 
Father. 

If we view Jesus in that way, then refusal to trust and love Him becomes a 
violation of our supreme duty in life. The first and great commandment, remember, is 
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that we should love the Lord our God with all our heart and soul and strength and mind. 
If Jesus is God in human life, if He is indeed the everlasting Word made flesh, the 
brightness of the Father's glory, the express image of His person, then how we react to 
Him is the clearest, surest index of our heart attitude toward God. If we do not love 
Christ, we do not love the One who has sent Him. If we do not welcome the Son, we 
reject the Father as well. But if we receive the Son, we have the Father also. 

The apostle Paul is not condemning here people who have never heard of 
Jesus, who have never been told the message of His saving love. No one can be 
expected to love Jesus Christ who has not even heard His name. Paul's heart breaks 
rather over those who have seen the light but have closed their eyes to it, who have 
heard the gospel but refuse to be humbled by it, who have been offered the crucified 
and risen Jesus, but have said no. 

Remember that other anathema Paul pronounced? It was against those who 
were trying to present to the new believers in Galatia "another gospel." By that Paul 
meant not a different religion altogether but a perversion, a distortion of the gospel of 
Christ. His white-hot indignation was against people who took what they knew of the 
gospel message and twisted it, who took Christ out of it, as it were, and offered people 
salvation in some other way. About such a practice, Paul could thunder, "If anyone is 
preaching to you a gospel contrary to that which you received, let him be accursed!" 
(Gal. 1:8). 

The most sobering words of Scripture are always addressed to people who 
know better. The most withering indictments by Jesus are for those who insist on calling 
evil good and good evil, who have God's truth offered to them and keep on calling it a 
lie. It's light rejected that leaves us in darkness. It's truth resisted that hardens the heart. 
What the apostle cannot bear is that anyone should know of Jesus, hear the gospel of 
His self-giving love, behold Him crucified for us and risen from the dead and then close 
the heart against Him. To do that is to bring condemnation upon oneself. It's to clutch to 
ourselves the curse Christ willingly bore for all His people. 

As Tennyson once put it, "We must needs love the highest when we see it." To 
reject the Jesus offered to us in the gospel is to spurn the best, to refuse to love the 
highest when we see it. What hope can there be for us then? 
 

THE ONE THING NEEDFUL 
What is God saying to us through this word of Paul to the Corinthians? Look at it this 
way: The apostle's devotion to Jesus was for him all-important. It was the bond of 
communion for the people of God. These Corinthians had all kinds of doctrinal errors 
which Paul had addressed in the letter. They had been guilty of grievous moral lapses, 
but he loves them still and will stay with them. He says at the close: "My love be with 
you all in Christ Jesus." Anything and everything can be forgiven to the fumbling people 
of God if they hold fast to the Head. But if they have no heart for Christ, they opt out. 
That is the one thing that can exclude them from the fellowship. 

Perhaps if we don't like Paul's way of expressing himself here, we can try to 
look at his heart. The man was intensely devoted to Jesus Christ. Even that understates 
the case. Part of loving someone, of course, is the desire that others should appreciate 
that person too. The more deeply felt our devotion, the stronger our feelings about this. 
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Here it was a matter of caring for Someone supremely worthy, who deserves the love 
and loyalty of every human being on earth. 

There's a common feeling in our time that easy-going toleration of every idea 
and every practice is the supreme virtue. Let's be open-minded, we are told. Let each 
believe as he or she desires—it's all the same. Let every person do as he or she will. 
After all, the argument runs, there are no absolutes. To such an outlook, the only error, 
the only evil, is to be deeply convinced about something. If anyone dares to believe that 
a certain way of acting is forever right or wrong, a certain way of believing either true or 
false, that is viewed as insufferable intolerance. 

Paul was not of that mind. Blundering along on his Christ-rejecting way, headed 
for Damascus to persecute the followers of Jesus, he had been arrested, 
commandeered by the risen Lord. He found the One he had been persecuting to be the 
Lord of all and full of grace. In Jesus, Paul discovered the way and the truth and the life. 
He responded with every atom of his being. He became a Christ-mastered man, an 
ardent follower of Jesus. He was either terribly wrong in doing that or wonderfully right. 
The gospel he believed and preached was either a monstrous falsehood or the saving 
truth of God. And our view of his faith and his choice will largely determine how we feel 
about these burning, controversial words of his. 

I'm one of those who embraces the same faith and loves the same Christ. I'm 
ashamed that my faith is as feeble as it is and my love is faint, but I know beyond all 
doubting that this Jesus, this living Lord, is worthy to be trusted and loved entirely. And I 
would urge you not to spurn the light you have. If there are some beginnings in you of 
faith in Jesus, encourage them. Be open to further light. If there is a spark in you of 
grateful love to Jesus, fan it into flame. And remember, love for Him begins and grows 
as you focus on His great love toward you. In Jesus Christ crucified for our sins, risen 
from the dead, offering us forgiveness and new life, God lets us see the infinite caring 
of His heart. Trust Him, love Him, live for Him and be at peace. 
 

Study Questions 
1. How would you describe what it means to be devoted to our Lord Jesus Christ? 
2. Why is this such a vital issue for Paul—that we should love Christ? 
3. How does love for the Lord grow and deepen in our lives? 


