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SURVIVING THE TRIALS AND TRIUMPHS OF MINISTRY 
1 CORINTHIANS 4:1-6 

 
 
We are a band of brothers as pastors.  Yet we come from a variety of backgrounds.  What is your 
corner of the battle like?  Is there mutual care and respect and honor in your church?  Or do you 
serve in a hard place that despite your love and affection for your people, they seldom 
reciprocate, they are slow to respond to the teaching of the Scripture?  Or perhaps they are both 
present at the same time.  Ministry can be hazardous — high mountains and deepest lows 
(sometimes happening on the same day!).   
 
How are we as leaders in Christ’s church to maintain our spiritual equilibrium in the midst of 
battles and highs and lows and the varied responses of the people? 
 
With the hero worship of some and the anger of others, how did Paul keep his spiritual 
equilibrium? 
 
With all the problems in the Corinthian church, one particularly stood out — the quarrels and 
conflicts in the church (cf. 1:11-12).  The real problem behind these divisions was a 
misconception of the nature of Christian leadership.  So Paul begins correcting them in chapter 4. 
 
Three key perspectives of spiritual leadership in the church —  
 
 
1. Remember Your Real Position (v. 1) 
 
The fleshly attitudes of some of the Corinthians caused them to unduly exalt some of the spiritual 
leaders — and some leaders would have encouraged that attitude.  Paul reminds both the leaders 
and the body about real leadership (cf. 3:5ff).  Paul provides an agricultural metaphor for what 
leadership is to be (3:5-9a) and an architectural metaphor in 3:9b-14. 
 
In 4:1, Paul introduces a third metaphor.  Consider = evaluate and value the leaders in this way 
— as servants of Christ.  Servants occurs only here in the NT — it referred to anyone who 
served as an assistant — junior officers in the temple guard, of young John Mark.  We are to 
think of ourselves as assistants of Christ and those who take their orders from Him.  We are 
never to think of ourselves as having an exalted position.  When we contemplate our position, we 
must recognize that we are leaders, but we are servant leaders.  Mark 10 — whoever wishes to 
be first will be slave of all.   
 
This title is to remind us of our rightful place.  We have no significance apart from our 
relationship with Him. 



 
This means that ultimately the church is not my responsibility.  The building isn’t ours, we’re 
just workers; the household isn’t ours, we’re just servants. 
 
but we are particular kinds of servants — stewards.  These men were day-to-day managers of 
households and estates; he was an overseer of the household.  It is a perfect word for what we do.  
He was responsible for all the master’s possessions, paying the rest of the servants and caring for 
the master’s children.  Titus reminds us that we as pastors are stewards who care for everything 
in the context of serving Christ (1:7).  This title reminds us that we have no right to make no 
independent decisions about His household.  We are under orders; it’s not our house.   
 
We serve completely under the directions of the Master.   
 
We are stewards of one thing in particular — the mysteries of God.  These are truths that had 
been hidden and are now known.  Sometimes this refers to the gospel.  But since this is a plural, 
it is probably a stewardship of all the mysteries — the Word of God — that have been revealed.   
 
Our chief duty is to feed the sheep.  Our main task is to dispense the Master’s food to the other 
servants.  We don’t create the meal; we are waiters whose task is to take the meal to the table 
without messing it up.  We are responsible to oversee what belongs to Him — we are stewards of 
His Word.   
 
 
2. Remember the Real Standard 
 
Every government understands the need for standards — e.g., weights and standards.  It was not 
50 years after the constitution that the U.S. government did that.  There are many standards that 
are used to measure ministry success and they are flawed except one.  The servant is to be 
trustworthy.  In our relationship with our Master when we are trustworthy, we are loyal to Him.  
And in our duties, when we are trustworthy we are dependable.  Heb. 3:2 uses this word to 
define our Lord — He is faithful to the Father, only doing the will of the Father, loyal to the 
Father and dependable to the task assigned to Him.   
 
Our Lord will evaluate our service based on our faithfulness.  Cf. Fee, “faithfulness to the trust is 
what God requires…”  “The Lord rewards faithfulness more than fruitfulness.” (Piper) 
 
The demand for our faithfulness is a reminder that our allegiance is to our Lord and Master first.   
 
In the context, the issue is whether we are faithful and trustworthy to the stewardship of the 
mysteries of Christ (v. 1).  There are many ways that we can be unfaithful ministers — by 
treating the Word lightly and preaching with little thought and meditation by forcing a passage to 
say what God didn’t say just so we can make a point, by downplaying the place and priority of 
the Word of God in the services of the church, by creating messages that are based on what I 
want to say, by failing to apply to myself what it says. 
 
 



Being faithful doesn’t mean showing up with something to say.  Everybody does.  It means to do 
the hard work of study and preparation to feed the sheep on Sunday morning.  That is what it 
means to pursue the real standard of success. 
 
 
3. Remember the Real Verdict  (vv. 3-5) 
 
Much of what undermines our perspective in ministry is by listening to the premature 
assessments of our ministries by people who don’t really matter. 
 
The word examine (v. 3) indicates a trial and court setting.  In Paul’s mind that was trivial and 
insignificant.  Some followed Paul as a hero and others minimized him, but Paul was 
unconcerned about both.  The people in our church are not those who evaluate us.   Whether we 
are their hero or not, our ministry is not ultimately evaluated by them.  Their assessment of us is 
not the ultimate measure of our success.  They are not the final judge.  We must be open to 
judgment and valuation, but it isn’t ultimate. 
 
We can be tempted to change ministry in order to gain their approval.  We are tempted to follow 
the hottest trends of ministry.  And there are always trends — size and the latest style of music, 
cool facilities, social justice, personally cool and connected (tats and skinny jeans), video clips in 
sermons, relevant relational messages, multiple sites and worship styles.  If we aren’t careful, we 
can let the judgment of other believers determine what constitutes a successful ministry.  And if 
that happens, it is not a small thing to be judged by others — it matters way too much. 
 
There is another assessment that doesn’t matter — the judgment of the world (any human 
court).  Paul is referring to other men and those who are outside the church.  Ministry success 
can’t be evaluated by the standard to fallen human judgment (cf. 1:18, 22, 23).  Paul refused to 
let the world’s verdict deter his ministry focus (cf. 2:2).  Today there are immense pressures to 
change our philosophy and practice to have the favor of the world —  

 inclusive and not exclusive when it comes to Christ and the gospel 
 you must reject a grammatical approach to interpreting Scripture 
 embrace evolution 
 reject homosexuality as a sin 

 
What the world thinks of us doesn’t matter.  And in fact, even our own evaluation doesn’t matter 
(v. 3b-4).  Paul was not aware of any significant failure of his ministry and service.  But he 
acknowledged that didn't justify him.  That might not be the Lord’s evaluation, however.  His 
conscience may be clear, but His evaluation may not be correct.  Cf. 2 Cor. 10:18. 
 
Our assessment of the significance and effectiveness of our ministry is unimportant. 
 
There is only one valuation that is important (v. 4b).  This is the picture of what Christ did in the 
seven churches of Rev. 2-3.  The day will come when He will tell us face to face of His 
evaluation of our ministry (v. 5).  Wait until the Lord comes.  In light of the fact that judgment is 
coming, Paul says, stop sitting in judgment of others.  This doesn’t mean we shouldn’t speak 
against sin or error (cf. 5:1ff; 6:5ff).  Paul often spoke out against false teaching.  He is not 



saying that we should suspend all judgment but only the Lord’s evaluation matters because only 
He knows the whole story and all the motives and only the Master is in a position to evaluate the 
servants. 
 
Cf. also 3:10ff.  The reality is that the judgment is given by God whose omniscience will 
penetrate our lives and ministries.  Are we building with the right materials?   
 
The Lord will evaluate our faithfulness (v. 2) and the motives (v. 5).  He will bring to light the 
things hidden in the darkness.  Hidden things can refer to evil things.  That is part of what Paul 
means here.  But he is also talking about acts of service and ministry that are hidden from others 
and even ourselves (Mt. 25 — Lord, when did we do that?).  Christ at the judgment will bring to 
light hidden acts of service that we didn’t know we had done.   
 
And then he will also bring to light the motives of our hearts.  It is not enough to be faithful to 
teaching the truth; you have to be willing to do that for the Master’s glory and love for Him and 
His people.  There are contrasts between the motives of Paul and the leaders in Corinth in this 
book —  

 1:10-17 — we must be motivated to encourage loyalty to Christ rather than to us 
 1:18-31 — we must be motivated to celebrate the glory of God in the gospel rather than 

our own glory  
 2:1-16 — we must be motivated to promote the wisdom of God in the Word of God 

rather than our own wisdom and cleverness 
 3:1-9 — we must be motivated by a desire to magnify the Work of God rather than our 

own accomplishments. 
 
When our Lord completes His evaluation, then the praise will come to each one from God.  The 
Father will express His approval and praise of His faithful servant.   
 
Our reward consists of two things — a greater capacity for ministry in eternity and praise from 
the Lord.  We wouldn’t expect praise, yet this is just like the Lord who is gracious and kind.  
How can this be when my service is always imperfect and my motives mixed?  It comes back to 
the gospel.  He accepts even our imperfections (because of Christ).  He will end the drama of 
redemption by praising us. 
 
Remember the real position and standard — we are servants of Christ and the real assessment 
that matters is the assessment of Christ.  And when He comes, each man’s praise will come to 
him from Christ. 


