1 Corinthians (6): 4.6-21 Church & Ministry (2)

In this passage Paul is continuing to help the Corinthians with their attitude problems.

Can you remember those early days when you first learned to drive?  There was a feeling of empowerment.

Now I can go anywhere I want!

For young people this feeling of freedom sometimes goes to their heads; they can become a bit cocky – hence the higher insurance premiums because they tend to have more accidents!

I think the Corinthian Christians were a little like this. They were proud of what God had done for them and were getting somewhat above themselves.

They were rather like young drivers who don’t always remember the Highway Code. They  were forgetting what Paul had taught and were getting into various difficulties:

· thinking that one teacher is better than another

· getting caught up in worldly standards of wisdom

· limiting God

And now it seems that the Corinthians were also becoming proud. So Paul asks them a question:

“What makes you different from anyone else?” “What do you have that you did not receive?”

Paul was sensitive to how people ticked. The Corinthians thought themselves Cosmopolitan and up-to-speed.

So from v8 onwards Paul decides to use one of the Rhetorical techniques of the day – 'biting irony'.

His message may be essentially simple but he knew how to deliver it to catch his audience's attention. Look at all those exclamation marks in v8.

“So, you think you’re rich; you have all you need; you’ve become Kings.  How I wish!”

Or, if you're speaking to a younger audience, “You’re rich.  You have all you need. You are Kings, NOT”.

Paul presses home his point, “We are fools, you are wise.” “We are weak, you are strong”.

Paul’s aim is not to humiliate the Corinthians but to help them and so he goes on to say that he is not trying to shame them but to urge them to imitate him.

Now contrast cosmopolitan Corinth and itinerant Paul and you will realise he is not calling them to imitate him in lifestyle. Paul wants the Corinthians to imitate him in weakness. Weakness is one of the big theological themes of Paul’s writing. If you look at Paul’s life of weakness and suffering you will see it manifests the power of the Cross.

From what we have studied so far it is easy to see that the Corinthians were proud of their knowledge and self-sufficiency. Many in Corinth were not going to find weakness an easy pill to swallow.

Are we?

Those of us in Christ Church, with a few exceptions, are generational Brits and we Brits don’t do weakness

· Rule Britannia, Britannia rules the waves, Britons never, never, never, shall be slaves!

· Look at the National Dog – a BULLDOG, not exactly a soft touch dog!

· Why did so many admire Maggie Thatcher even if they disagreed with her policies? Because she was strong.

Of course there are times when it is right to stand up and be strong – the 2 World Wars, the War on Terror etc.

And, let's be honest, weakness  is scary. Parents, do you remember when you brought home your first new baby; a helpless screaming scrap of humanity weighing about 4 bags of sugar and relying on you for its existence.  You felt weak and helpless at times.

But weakness is important. Paul uses 'weakness' 15 times in 1 Corinthians alone.

1.27 Paul reminded the Corinthians “God chose the weak things”

Paul says of his own ministry “I came to you in weakness and fear”

1.25 in talking about the cross Paul says “the weakness of God is stronger than men’s strength”.

Paul recognised something that humanity finds hard to grasp.

In 2 Cor 12.9 he tells us that God said to him, “my power is made perfect in weakness”

Paul then goes on to illustrate this in his own life. Humanly speaking Paul and his followers must have been a pretty bedraggled lot: Ragged, Homeless, Having to work hard, Cursed and slandered, Becoming like the scrum of the earth!

They did not seem to have a lot to commend themselves.  And if we look back to Jesus he too was an itinerant preacher relying on others to help support his work.

Paul is saying 'Imitate my approach and attitude'.

Why is weakness important?

· Firstly because weakness supposes a person’s whole being is dependent upon God.

 
It is so easy to fall into the trap of thinking you can attain God’s favour by yourself. Jesus' attack on 
some of the Jewish leaders came because they thought that if they kept the 200 odd Jewish Laws they 
would be fine, even though they were ignoring the needs of many of their fellow citizens.

· Weakness is also important because it is the platform from which God’s power is exhibited.

Paul puts it like this in 2 Cor 12.10: “That is why, for Christ’s sake, I delight in weakness, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties.  For when I am weak, then I am strong”.

· In chapter 8 we will see Paul take up another aspect of weakness.

So in a nutshell Paul is showing that rather than boasting and trying to prove one is better than another the Corinthian Christians need to imitate Paul and see that it is when they realise their weakness that God’s power will be able to work amongst them.

From v 15 onwards Paul looks at a different aspect of ministry.

He shows us the model of ministry he employs. “I became your Father…”

In the High Anglican and Roman Catholic church ministers are still addressed as ‘Father’.  Terry, who used to ring bells with us until he died, always called Michael ‘Father’.

And Paul, like a good father, not only ‘talks the talk’ but also ‘walks the walk’: (this is not a new term -  in Rabbinic times it was ‘haggadah and halakhah’).

In verse 20 Paul reminds them he will be coming to see if this is true of them also. Meanwhile he is going to send Timothy to remind them of how he himself lives – which way of life agrees with what he teaches everywhere.

So where does this leave you and me?

· First, a reminder; no boasting.


God gives us different gifts but they all come from Him. “What do you have that you did not receive?”.


No one person is better than another. No one expression of our faith is better.

· And second, how do you minister to others?


The role that Paul gives us is as a father, in other words parenting.


It is worth remembering that parenting is a job that takes time and patience and love and energy. It 
takes about 18 years before someone is ready to fly the nest and be independent.


Do we expect unrealistically quick results in the Christian life?


Do we stick with those we find difficult?


Do we let go of our young people too early?


When our children are 13 and say they hate school do we say they don't have to go?

· And finally an encouragement; do you feel weak and inadequate?


If so then you can rejoice! God can use you.

“My POWER is made perfect in weakness”. 2 Cor 12.9



Are you ready………..?!

***********************************************

1. Society today encourages people to push themselves forward – to pursue success in human terms. How can churches and Christians avoid making such success a goal ?

2. What do you have that you did not receive? What can help us grasp this truth and what effect will grasping it have on our lives?

3. Are you aware of times when your 'weakness' has in fact been a channel through which you have been aware of God working?

4. What kind of 'results' should we expect in the Christian life? How quickly?

5. Paul can point to his own life as an example of what following Jesus means:  

a) In what ways have you seen a Christ-likeness in others? 


b) How would you like your own life to change so it shows Jesus more clearly? 

