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1 Corinthians #3 

Chapter 3 - Leadership 

October 4, 2020 

 Take a few minutes to consider the church leaders you have encountered in 

your lives.  What were the qualities you respected?  What were the qualities you 

found difficult?  How did leaders differ?  How has the church model of leadership 

changed in your lifetime? 

 1 Corinthians 3 is all about leadership in the church.  It’s a chapter that holds 

anyone in church leadership church.  It holds folks who follow that leadership 

accountable.  In short, it makes us all sit up and take account of ourselves and how 

we conduct ourselves when it comes to leadership. 

 I believe everyone is in leadership.  Some leadership is a lifetime journey.  

Being a parent for example, does not end when a son or daughter reaches the age of 

18.  Being an elder continues until God calls us home.  Getting older brings a 

responsibility to care and love folks in deeper and deeper ways.   

 A second type of leadership is tied to job descriptions.  This type of leadership 

has a time limit.  At some point a job ends and someone else takes that job.   

 When we call each other sisters and brothers in Christ, we are blending the 

two kinds of leadership.  The New Testament uses family language to show the 

relationships between us in the church are not tied to job descriptions. They are 

loving relationships in the context of family.  At the same time, a Leadership Board 
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member is there for only so many terms.  New pastors are hired from time-to-time. 

Brother and sister in Christ does not change, but finite leadership roles do.  

 In chapters 1 + 2 of 1st Corinthians we heard the need for God’s wisdom and 

how that wisdom comes to us through the Spirit.  We have talked about inviting the 

Spirit into our lives, making room and time for the Spirit to work, and increasing in 

love, which is the ultimate sign the Spirit is in fact working. 

 Now we come to how that applies to leadership.  Paul starts at an interesting 

place.  He tells folks he could not write to them as people who were not yet living in 

the Spirit, because they were not yet doing that.   

“Brothers and sisters, I could not address you as people who live  

by the Spirit but as people who are still worldly—mere infants in Christ” 

I Corinthians 3:1 

 Paul is saying they are not yet ready for the level of leadership they need to 

have.  Paul is not protecting his position. He is not preserving his power.  He is 

saying he gave them milk to begin with because they could digest more.  They had 

too much jealousy among them.   

 They were using the ways they knew outside the church to think about 

leadership in the church.  Divide and conquer.  Compete and may the best person 

win.  Whoever is the strongest, let’s find out and we will follow them.  Who can give 

me the best option to get ahead?  Which leader will be the most effective for what I 

want? 

 Lesson 1 is the danger of taking models of leadership that are effective in other 

settings and applying them to the church.  I recall meeting with some church leaders 

in Ethiopia.  Their churches were growing into diverse communities.  They were 
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concerned the model of church from North America which focused on prosperity 

theology, and in which the pastor was the top human authority was damaging their 

effectiveness.  They spread authority out.  Evangelists were prominent, and 

leadership focused on outward thinking, not bringing folks into the building. 

 They felt the North American model was a business model that did not fit 

what the Spirit was asking of them.  It was so refreshing to be part of that 

conversation and have the Spirit the centre of things.  There was a bounce in voices 

and a sparkle in eyes.  The evidence of the Spirit showed in much more than words. 

 The 2nd lesson comes from verses 10-15.   

“By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as a wise builder,  

and someone else is building on it. But each one should build with care.  

For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid,  

which is Jesus Christ.” I Corinthians 3:10-11 

 Lesson 2 – Paul defines his job description.  He is always a brother in Christ, 

but he will not always be in the leadership role.  He builds the foundation, someone 

else will be the framer and finisher and painter and put on the shingles.  Paul limits 

his role because he knows too much power given to any person in the church will 

sooner or later result in conflict and division.   

 Lesson 3 – since you are the builders, be careful about the material you use for 

building.  Sooner or later there will be a test of fire.  Paul is saying, and very, very 

clearly, that the foundation is not enough.  Their job will be to build on that 

foundation with the material that will last through the fire.   

 Paul did not know how much persecution there would be in the future of the 

Corinthian church.  He did not know some were thrown to the lions for the sporting 
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pleasure of spectators.  Down the way in Rome, some were made into human 

torches to light the road to Nero’s party.  The test of fire was going to be very real.  

Paul did not know all this, but the Spirit did.  Paul’s words were Spirit filled and 

Spirit led.   

Lesson 4 – you are the temple of God, each of you and all of you together.    

“Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit  

dwells in your midst?  If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy  

that person; for God’s temple is sacred,  

and you together are that temple”   I Corinthians 3:16-17 

 This is not about buildings.  They will crumble, and in fact the church in 

Corinth is a forgotten ruin today.  This is about leadership that builds the person in 

their relationship to God and in their relationship to others who are part of the 

family we call church.   

‘Feet in the Dirt’ 

 We live in a time in North America where denominational structures are 

collapsing.  Churches are closing.  The rise of the mega-church makes it look like 

there are lots of Christians, but in fact numbers are dropping all the time.  We gather 

in large groups creating the illusion that is happening all over, and it is not.   

 Large gatherings are not the problem.  It is followers of Jesus bunkering 

together against the world.  That is not what the early church did.  They expanded 

their group to include many cultures and backgrounds.  They changed the language 

of worship.  They sought the wisdom of God together in a world in which they were 

persecuted. 
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What is missing today is a return to seeking God’s wisdom.  So often we are 

not building on the foundation taught by Paul.  We build with materials that burn 

away in the test of fire.  God’s wisdom through the Spirit builds those things that 

many see as weakness and the irony is these things do not burn away. 

Check out 1st Corinthians 13:13 if you have any doubt what will last.    Three 

things will last; faith, hope and love.  The greatest of these is love.  The words are 

crystal clear.   

We are to grow in compassion and love and faith.  We are to love so much we 

get out of our comfortable places and go where people are and create relationships 

so they too can be the temple of God.  Every generation is created for their special 

time.  I believe that.  We are created for this time.  This is our time.  God wants us to 

build right.  Are we growing in compassion and love and faith, or are we growing in 

fear of what is around us, fear of getting out of our comfort zones.   

It is a question we need to answer for ourselves and as a church.  The answer is 

simple.  We give more and more space to the Spirit.  We invite the Spirit into that 

space.  We act on the Spirit’s wisdom and grow in faith, hope and love. 

So ask yourself, is this the kind of leadership we have in our church?  Is this 

the kind of leadership I have in my relationships?  Is this the kind of leader I am in 

both family and work?  The answer is not destructive.  The answer builds; it builds 

the church of Jesus Christ the way Jesus intends it to be built.   

The Lord be with you. 


