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The Word of the Lord from 1 Corinthians 4:1: “This is how one should regard us, as servants of 
Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God.” This is the Word of the Lord. 

 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen 

 
Things were going very well for the Christians in Corinth. That was precisely the problem. 

 

What I mean is this: the Corinthian Christians were in one of those historically rare places and 
times where it didn’t cost them much to be believers. Corinth was a happening town where anything 

goes, be it matters of morality or merchandise or religion; and in the bustling city, no one seemed to 
mind this relatively small group of people getting together in the name of Jesus. For the time being, the 

world was making it easy for them to be Christians.  

 
And what happens when the world makes it easy for Christians? The temptation is always for 

Christians to soften up and enjoy the ride. When the world and the Church get along, the world does not 
become more Christian. The Church becomes more worldly. Many, it seems, regarded Christianity as 

being a separate issue to their daily lives, or perhaps a nice add-on without sacrifice. Why else would 
Paul have to speak about so many things like immorality, divorce, greed, proper worship, closed 

Communion, lawsuits, the role of men and women, idols and more? Why else would he have to call them, 

firmly and lovingly, to repentance for tolerating those sins among them? 
 

Now, when you have a faithful pastor warning a worldly congregation, there’s going to be some 
tension between the two. That’s our epistle for today. Worldly Christians have a choice when confronted 

by a preacher for their sinful worldliness: they can either repent or find fault with the preacher, because 

one of them must be wrong. And if the preacher is a servant to the congregation, doesn’t that mean that 
the congregation is the preacher’s boss? The Corinthians apparently thought so, and we gather from this 

epistle that they’d given St. Paul a performance review—and they’d found him to be doing a pretty poor 
job of being an apostle.  

 

For one thing, he was too strict—too conservative. The Corinthians were a happy bunch, more or 
less, because they’d found a way to make Jesus fit into their current lifestyle. Paul was threatening their 

happiness because he kept telling them that they had to change their current lifestyle to make it fitting 
for Christ. He kept telling them not to go beyond what was written: it would be a terrible act of pride to 

conform the Word of God to their lives, and not vice versa. It would destroy their faith. In other words, 
they were to repent of their sins, love one another, even endure suffering in the name of Jesus.  

 

For another thing, the Corinthians tired of Paul because he kept giving them what they didn’t 
want. Remember his persistent message to them: “I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus 

Christ and Him crucified” (1 Corinthians 2:2). The Corinthians had had a belly-full of that. In their 
estimation, they’d figured out the Gospel and didn’t need to hear it anymore. You’ll never hear an apostle 

preach more sarcastically than Paul in our text as he tries to get through to these Christians: he says, 

“Already you have all you want! Already you have become rich! Without us you have become kings! And 
would that you did reign, so that we might share the rule with you!” The Corinthians were saying, “We’ve 

had quite enough talk of repentance and forgiveness. You apostles might need more of that, but we’re 
full-up and would like to move on.” 

 
Question: what sort of Christian believes he has heard too much Gospel? 



 

Answer: the one who thinks he doesn’t have that much need for forgiveness—the one who takes 
his sin lightly and sees little need for Christ.  

 
Finally, the Corinthians were giving Paul low marks because, well, he was sort of an 

embarrassment to them. Remember, things were going well: they were attempting to be Christians with 

carefree, untroubled lives. What happens when Christians decide they are going to be care-free and 
trouble-free in this world? They tend to avoid those with cares and troubles so that they don’t have to 

bear the burden of others. In this case, Paul was anything but trouble-free. He writes, “For I think that 
God has exhibited us apostles as last of all, like men sentenced to death, because we have become a 

spectacle to the world, to angels, and to men.” There’s a huge illustration here that we are likely to miss 
if we’re not careful—the image of a military procession. When a Roman army marched triumphantly, the 

ones at the end of the line were the enemy prisoners condemned to death. They were the ones who 

would be marched into the coliseums to fight each other, or wild animals, until they died. This, says Paul, 
was how the world saw the apostles—as defeated and condemned, destined to more persecution and 

death for clinging to that foolish Gospel…just like Jesus appeared defeated and condemned, persecuted 
and killed, before them. 

 

It’s no surprise that the world saw the apostles that way—the problem is that the Corinthian 
Christians saw the apostles this way! The Corinthians considered themselves wise and Paul a fool, 

because they managed to be Christians and happy, while Paul was pained and persecuted. They 
considered themselves strong and Paul weak, because they were comfortable while Paul was suffering for 

preaching that offensive Gospel. The Corinthians rejoiced that the world still honored and liked them; and 
while they still acknowledged Paul to be a fellow Christian, they tired of him because he had a poor 

reputation in the world.  

 
But here’s the thing: it’s clear that the world has no use or love for the Gospel. If the world likes 

you while persecuting other Christians, shouldn’t this be a warning sign that you’re leaving the Gospel 
behind? It certainly should have warned the Corinthians that they were leaving Jesus, returning to sinful, 

worldly lives while believing themselves blessed by God. 

 
Of the epistles of the New Testament, I Corinthians is one that is vital for the Church in America 

today because the Church faces the same threat as those Corinthian Christians. We live in another 
historically rare place and time where Christianity is tolerated by the world, where it’s relatively easy to 

be a Christian and still enjoy a comfortable, even luxurious, life. That time is slipping away, but it 

continues for now.  
 

The temptation remains for Christians to become more worldly. This is evidenced already by so 
much of Christianity in our nation which avoids the rebuke of sin and the announcement of forgiveness. 

It is demonstrated by those who consider the proclamation of Law and Gospel to be outmoded and 
outdated because the world doesn’t care to hear it, even though it’s nonsensical to be ashamed that your 

opponent doesn’t like you. It’s demonstrated by those in our own church body who believe that pastors 

are ruined for the job by…their seminary training, because they spend so much time learning “doctrine:” 
in other words, they’re ruined because they spend years immersed in the Word of God so that they might 

teach it to others. I remember attending one service where the pastor proudly preached that his first 
order of business after leaving the seminary was to forget everything he’d ever learned. I somehow think 

we’d fail to rejoice if we heard this from, say, a heart surgeon. 

 
Furthermore, pastors are evaluated by congregations by worldly standards, and the standard in 

our current culture is happiness. If the people are happy, the pastor must be doing a good job. If people 
are unhappy, he must be doing a poor job. But if pastors are rebuking sin and calling to repentance, 

there are going to be some unhappy people around. 
 



In all of this, for Corinthians and Americans, the sin that lies at the root is that we are tempted to 

grow tired of hearing the Gospel. You’re tempted to believe that you’re stuffed with it and need a new, 
palate-cleansing message. We pastors are tempted to slide away from it and find something new and 

engaging.  
 

The answer is not to find a new message. The answer is to examine ourselves. Again, what sort 

of Christian believes he has heard too much Gospel? The one who thinks he doesn’t have that much need 
for forgiveness—the one who takes his sin lightly and sees little need for Christ. That’s why, daily, it is 

good for every Christian to examine himself in light of God’s Law, to acknowledge his sin before the Lord. 
That’s when you treasure forgiveness. 

 
That’s why Paul says, “This is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ and stewards of 

the mysteries of God. Moreover, it is required of stewards that they be found trustworthy.” Paul is going 

to be a trustworthy steward: he’s going to stay on-message. If the world doesn’t like it or the Corinthians 
don’t like it, it’s still the message entrusted to him by Christ. If Paul doesn’t like the message, it’s still the 

message entrusted to him by Christ. 
 

And the message is…a mystery. To proclaim the Gospel is to proclaim the mysteries of God. For 

you as a Christian, it’s no longer a cause of stumbling or offense; but it’s still a mystery. It is something 
to be believed; not something that can be fully explained or comprehended, because the mercy and 

grace of God is far beyond our comprehension.  
 

It’s beyond understanding that the only-begotten Son of God became flesh and dwelt among us. 
It is all the more so that He was obedient to His Father, even to death—His death on the cross for your 

sins. It is a mystery that He rose from the dead, and it is beyond our comprehension how He will raise 

us, too. It is beyond our understanding how baptism—words and water!—give us everlasting life, just as 
it’s beyond our understanding how Jesus gives us His body and blood in, with and under bread and wine. 

There’s a reason why these are called sacraments, a Latin word for “mysteries.” They are beyond our 
comprehension. But they still give us life.  

 

It’s a mystery to us why God lets things happen the way they do, how He works behind a mask 
of suffering, how He uses all things for our good. But He does, and He tells you it is so. It is so because 

His only Son went to the cross and died in your place. 
 

The world will try to wrestle this away from you: the reason that the world pushes science and 

rationalism so much is because both are misused to defeat mystery; so rejoice in science and rational 
thought, but cling to the mystery of Christ all the more. You’ll question the mystery too—you’ll be 

troubled by doubts and bothered by sins. This is no proof that the Word is wrong, for the Word tells you 
it will be so. This is no proof that God is unfaithful, because the Lord has promised His faithfulness to 

you. By His Gospel, He has filled you up with forgiveness so that every last sin is blotted out. He has 
made you rich with grace by that Word—He has made you sons and daughters of the King: not without 

the Word, but by the Word. You may be as last of all for a little while, but all will be revealed on the Last 

Day. For now, those who believe the mysteries of God will be called fools by those who don’t. But Christ 
gives you strength, honors you with His presence. He blesses you so that you might endure. It is a 

mystery beyond our comprehension, but it is no less true that you are forgiven for all of your sins. 
 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 


