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Intro:  As a pastor, I am greatly concerned by those who say they are a Christian, yet I see 

no evidence of this in their life. 

1. The things we do, or don’t do, says a lot about what we believe & what’s important. 

2. One of the ways we tell others that we are in fact a Christian is by using our natural 

abilities and spiritual gifts to glorify our Father in Heaven. 

3. 3 Questions:  

a. What are your natural abilities? 

b. What are your spiritual gifts? 

c. In what ways are you using them for the Lord? 

Read 1 Cor 4:1-21 and Pray    

Context: Paul was writing to a group of spiritually immature, carnal Christians who 

were allowing envy, strife, divisions, and worldly wisdom to hinder their growth in 

the Lord. 

1 Corinthians 4:1  1 Let a man so consider us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God.  

1. These carnal Christians in Corinth were wrongly exalting their favorite pastor to the 

exclusion of the others. 

a. Some in Corinth we saying that they were “of Paul”, to the exclusion of 

Apollos and the others, “I am of Apollos”… 

b. Paul’s saying, “Don’t look at it that way, instead, “This is how one should 

regard us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God.” (ESV) 

2. The mysteries of God are things previously hidden but that are now revealed. 

a. Specifically: Salvation through Jesus Christ 

3. So Paul is telling the Corinthian Christians that they should view Paul and Apollos and 

the other Christian leaders as “servants of Christ” 

a. In 1 Cor 3:5 Paul referred to himself and Apollos as ministers, which is 

diakonos in the original Greek from which word we get our word Deacon 

today – or literally a servant. 
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i. A deacon is a servant (or at least they should be). 

b. Here in 1 Cor 4:1 we see that Paul asks his readers to look at him or regard 

him as a “servant” 

c. BTW: This applies to all Christians, that’s what the “us” in verse 1 indicates. 

d. The word servant here in 1 Cor 4:1 comes from the Greek word meaning 

bond servant or literally an underrower.1  

i. An underrower sat in the bottom of the ship and they rowed their 

ores under the command of their leader. 

e. But the use of this word is specific; it carries with it the understanding that 

the inferior servant willing accepts his or her position as a subordinate. 

f. This type of servant is never associated with a slave servant; no, the type of 

servant that Paul speaks of is characterized as one who is dedicated with 

respect, willingness and zeal to his service on behalf of the other.2 

i. While in the Marine Corps I learned never to volunteer for anything 

unless I knew what I was getting into. 

ii. Without volunteers, the Plt Sgt would pick people… “volun-told” 

g. The type of servant Paul speaks of wasn’t “volun-told” to do it. 

4. Paul also exhorts the people to look at them as stewards of the mysteries of God 

a. In other words, they are stewards of the gospel message. 

b. This word “steward” from the original language is one who has been put in 

charge of separate branches of a household. 

c. Service and duty were implied in the term. 

d. The best example of a faithful steward comes from Jesus Himself. 

e. READ Luke 12:42-48 “Who then is that faithful and wise steward…” 

                                                   
1 Enhanced Strong’s Lexicon; 5257 ὑπηρέτης 

2 Theological dictionary of the New Testament; ὑπηρέτης 
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5. Servants or underrowers taking their commands from their Master/Leader.  

Stewards or ones who are in charge of running part of the household. 

a. Are you getting an idea of what’s expected from both Christians & leaders? 

b. We should have a living and active faith in the Lord. 

1 Cor 4:2 2 Moreover it is required in stewards that one be found faithful.  

1. What Paul is telling the Corinthians, what he’s telling you and me is that this is not 

optional.   

a. It’s required in stewards that they be found faithful or trustworthy in how they handle 

the mysteries of God … the Gospel message. 

2. God has given each one of you a spiritual gift (or gifts) and each of you has received 

some type of natural ability. 

a. Natural abilities are usually easier to identify.  Generally speaking, you know 

the things you are good at and the things you’re not good at. 

b. Those things you are good at are natural abilities. 

i. Examples: Running-athletics, cooking, wood-working, sewing, 

musicianship, repairing things, arts & crafts, etc. 

c. Spiritual gifts come from God and they may or may not be linked with your 

natural abilities.  Often there is a correlation, but not always. 

3. Here are some verse that help us understand what some of God’s spiritual gifts are: 

a. Ephesians 4:11 And He Himself gave some to be apostles, some prophets, 

some evangelists, and some pastors and teachers,   

b. 1 Corinthians 12:8–10 8
 for to one is given the word of wisdom through 

the Spirit, to another the word of knowledge through the same Spirit, 
9
 to 

another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of healings by the same Spirit, 
10

 to another the working of miracles, to another prophecy, to another 

discerning of spirits, to another different kinds of tongues, to another the 

interpretation of tongues.   
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c. 1 Corinthians 12:28 28
 And God has appointed these in the church: first 

apostles, second prophets, third teachers, after that miracles, then gifts of 

healings, helps, administrations, varieties of tongues.   

d. Romans 12:6–8 6
 Having then gifts differing according to the grace that is 

given to us, let us use them: if prophecy, let us prophesy in proportion to our 

faith; 
7
 or ministry, let us use it in our ministering; he who teaches, in 

teaching; 
8
 he who exhorts, in exhortation; he who gives, with liberality; he 

who leads, with diligence; he who shows mercy, with cheerfulness.   

4. At the end of this message, we’ll consider why God has given us both natural abilities 

and spiritual gifts. 

1 Cor 4:3-4 3 But with me it is a very small thing that I should be judged by you or by a human court. In fact, I 

do not even judge myself. 4 For I know of nothing against myself, yet I am not justified by this; but He who judges me is the 

Lord.  

1. When the people were declaring, “I am of Apollos, I am of Cephas…” they were 

judging Paul and his ministry. 

a. Paul responds by essentially saying, “I’m not worried about your judging me, 

in fact, I don’t even put much stock in my own assessment of myself.”  

b. Some people are really bothered by what people say and think. 

c. Others are their own worst critic - constantly down on themselves 

d. These attitudes are the opposite of what the Lord intends and desires.  

2. Because the heart is deceitfully and desperately wicked (Jeremiah 17:9) we have no 

room to rightly judge others or ourselves. 

a. Paul was exceedingly wise to leave judgment to the Lord. 

b. This does not mean that Paul was not hurt by their criticism (criticism does 

hurt), but that he was not moved by it. 

3. Let me clarify: The judgment Paul is speaking of is one that condemns someone else 

or condemns ourselves. 

a. But we all judge, in one way or another, won’t you agree? 
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b. If this guy were in the nursery next Sunday (Show pic of man with facial 

tattoos), how many of you would still drop off your baby? 

i. You don’t know this man. 

c. To protect ourselves and our loved ones we need to make some judgment 

calls concerning those around us. 

d. This is what’s called using wisdom and discernment (W & D). 

e. Using W & D is altogether different from the condemning judgment that Paul 

is correcting in his letter.  

4. I hope you find Paul words refreshing and freeing. 

a. You don’t have to worry about what other people think. 

b. You can stop condemning yourself! 

c. Like Pastor Chuck Smith says, “Do your best and commit the rest” [to the 

Lord]. 

1 Cor 4:5 5 Therefore judge nothing before the time, until the Lord comes, who will both bring to light the hidden 

things of darkness and reveal the counsels of the hearts. Then each one’s praise will come from God.  

1. Judge nothing before it’s time – literally judge not. 

2. Only the Lord Jesus is truly qualified to judge us for He is the only one with perfect 

knowledge to include knowing our most hidden things and the counsels of our heart. 

a. There’s no secret we can keep hidden from the Lord. 

1 Cor 4:6-7 6 Now these things, brethren, I have figuratively transferred to myself and Apollos for your sakes, [what 

Paul is saying is that he has used himself and Apollos as an illustration] that you may learn in us not to think 

beyond what is written, that none of you may be puffed up on behalf of one against the other. 7 For who makes you differ from 

another? And what do you have that you did not receive? Now if you did indeed receive it, why do you boast as if you had 

not received it?  

1. Everything they had received was a gift from God, everything!  And us too! 

a. We can’t brag about anything for we received it all from God. 

2. Paul’s saying, don’t boast as if you somehow obtained by your own wisdom or 

efforts.   
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a. Don’t boast in your abilities & gifts, even if you have worked hard to refine 

them. 

At this point Paul begins to use gentle satire with the Corinthians to get their attention… 

1 Cor 4:8-11 8 You are already full! You are already rich! You have reigned as kings without us—and indeed I could 

wish you did reign, that we also might reign with you! 9 For I think that God has displayed us, the apostles, last, as men 

condemned to death; for we have been made a spectacle to the world, both to angels and to men. 10 We are fools for Christ’s sake, 

but you are wise in Christ! We are weak, but you are strong! You are distinguished, but we are dishonored! 11 To the present hour 

we both hunger and thirst, and we are poorly clothed, and beaten, and homeless. 

1. The Corinthian Christians thought too high of themselves. 

2. Paul in these verses points out what being a real Christian requires; you see, what 

Paul experienced physically, we can apply spiritually: 

a. Being fools for Christ’s sake, 1 Cor 3:18 

b. Being weak in the world’s eyes; that He might show Himself strong on our 

behalf. (2 Cor 12:10) 

c. Being dishonored, by the world. (Matt 5:11 – Blessed are you when they revile 

and persecute you…) 

d. Hungering and thirsting, for what? For righteousness (Matt 5:6) 

e. Being poorly clothed, in this tent (2 Cor 5:1) 

f. Being beaten, We may be beaten physically, but with Christ, we can never be 

beaten, for the victory is already won in Christ. (2 Cor 4:7-18) 

g. Being homeless, in this life yes; we are not of this world, this is not our home, 

our citizenship is in heaven. (Phil 3:20) 

1 Cor 4:12-13   12 And we labor, working with our own hands. Being reviled, we bless; being persecuted, we endure; 

13 being defamed, we entreat. We have been made as the filth of the world, the offscouring of all things until now. 

1. Real Christians… we bless, we endure; I think you understand the meaning of these 

two words. 

2. We entreat – which is to exhort or to comfort. 

a. As Christians, our response should be opposite of the way the world acts. 
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1 Cor 4:14 14 I do not write these things to shame you, but as my beloved children I warn you.  

1. Paul’s not trying to shame them – the purpose of all Godly correction is repentance, 

reconciliation, and restoration. 

2. The Apostle John said in 3 John 4 I have no greater joy than to hear that my 

children walk in truth.   

a. This is the heart of all the Apostles and the heart of a true spiritual leader. 

b. This was Paul’s desire for the Christians in Corinth.  It’s my desire for you. 

1 Cor 4:15 15 For though you might have ten thousand instructors in Christ, yet you do not have many fathers; for 

in Christ Jesus I have begotten you through the gospel.  

1. Ten thousand instructors?  Not really; the point is that none of them had a father’s 

heart for them. 

a. Paul was their only instructor who had a father’s heart – he wanted them to 

do well and to succeed in their Christian walk. 

b. After a game does dad criticize?  That his child might do well. 

1 Cor 4:16-17 16 Therefore I urge you, imitate me. 17 For this reason I have sent Timothy to you, who is my beloved and 

faithful son in the Lord, who will remind you of my ways in Christ, as I teach everywhere in every church.  

1. He says “I urge you, imitate me” 

a. And as a demonstration of his love and commitment for the Christians in 

Corinth, Paul sent them his very best, a faithful young man named Timothy 

who would help teach them these things. 

Paul concludes this chapter… 

1 Cor 4:18-21 18 Now some are puffed up, as though I were not coming to you. 19 But I will come to you shortly, if the 

Lord wills, and I will know, not the word of those who are puffed up, but the power. 20 For the kingdom of God is not in word 

but in power. 21 What do you want? Shall I come to you with a rod, or in love and a spirit of gentleness? 

1. It’s so sad that there are people who feel that they have to build themselves up by 

putting others done. 

a. From Paul’s language this was the case with some in Corinth. 

b. They were puffing themselves up by putting down Paul. 
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2. If the Lord would allow, Paul planned to visit them again. 

a. His final question is one that only the Christians in Corinth could answer 

based on their response to his letter. 

i. A rod of correction would be required (figuratively speaking) if they 

did not get back on track. 

Challenge: 

1. At the heart of this passage, Paul is exhorting the Christian Corinthians to be humble 

servants who are faithful steward with the gifts they had received. 

a. 1 Peter 4:10–11 10
 As each one has received a gift, minister it to one 

another, as good stewards of the manifold grace of God. 
11

 If anyone speaks, 

let him speak as the oracles of God. If anyone ministers, let him do it as with 

the ability which God supplies, that in all things God may be glorified 

through Jesus Christ, to whom belong the glory and the dominion forever and 

ever. Amen.   

b. Our gifts and abilities are given to us that we might use them for God’s glory. 

2. How can you use your natural abilities and spiritual gifts in this way? 

3. A faithful trustworthy steward is one who uses what God has given him for the glory 

of God through Jesus Christ alone. 

a. Every gift, talent, moment and situation. 

 


