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Epistle Reading: 1 Corinthians 3:1-9 

And so, brothers and sisters, I could not speak to you as spiritual people, but rather as 
people of the flesh, as infants in Christ. 2I fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were 
not ready for solid food. Even now you are still not ready, 3for you are still of the flesh. 
For as long as there is jealousy and quarreling among you, are you not of the flesh, and 
behaving according to human inclinations? 4For when one says, “I belong to Paul,” and 
another, “I belong to Apollos,” are you not merely human? 

5What then is Apollos? What is Paul? Servants through whom you came to believe, as 
the Lord assigned to each. 6I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. 7So 
neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only God who gives 
the growth. 8The one who plants and the one who waters have a common purpose, and 
each will receive wages according to the labor of each. 9For we are God’s servants, 
working together; you are God’s field, God’s building. 

Effective or Compromised School and Work Groups  

 Can you think of a time when you were in a group setting and things didn’t go so 

well? 

In school, you had a group project. Members of your team met and outlined the 

project. You identified the research that had to be done, assigned parts, and arranged 

to meet again or check in by email. What do you do when a deadline is approaching 

some haven’t done their work and you’re still waiting to hear from others so that the 

parts of the project can all come together? The PowerPoint has to be finalized or the 

final draft written, but you don’t have the content you need and people haven’t replied to 

your emails.  

• Should you do the work that was assigned to someone else, but who hasn’t done 

it?  

• Do you do the best you can with the information that you have, knowing that the 

project and grade will suffer with this one component glaringly weak?  

• With a deadline approaching, what do you do? 

• You figure that all of you will get the same grade, but some people have worked 

hard and others have flaked out.  
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There’s nothing more infuriating than someone taking credit for your work. We’ve 

all had this happen at one point or another. In a work setting:  

• You share an idea with a colleague and then hear that person repeat it in a 

meeting as though it was theirs;  

• You stay late to finish a presentation, yet your team member accepts all the 

praise;  

• You lead a long overdue project to completion and your boss tells the higher-ups 

it was his or her doing.  

• You don’t want to be petty, but, first of all, it’s not fair. And if you let it go by 

without saying something, will it happen again; will it get worse? Do you confront 

the person one-on-one or take a different tack?  

• How should you handle these situations? 1 

Those two different scenarios from school and work settings are among the most 

frustrating things that can happen in a group setting in which people are supposed to 

work together. As the stories may have prompted you to reflect on your own experience, 

would you say that it is easier to recall similar frustrating examples of tension or 

jealousy within a group and a breakdown of trust, or is it easier to recall times of 

satisfaction and mutual success? I wonder what you have experienced.  

Fun or Dysfunctional—Churches at Work 

Churches, like any other organization, can function cooperatively and effectively, 

or they can be divided and dysfunctional and can stir up resentment and cause pain. I 

myself have experienced both satisfaction and great joy as well as broken trust and 

betrayal and deep pain in leadership in the Church.  

Synod Camping Ministry: During my college years, I spent four summers 

working with the camping ministry program with the Presbyterian Church in Southern 

California. I started as a Lead Counselor and then became the Camp Director as a part 

of a team leading program for kids from 3rd grade through high school that traveled to 

different sites owned by the Presbyterian Synod to lead camp for kids. 

 After having a variety of leadership experiences, positive ones, with my home 

church, this was just the thing for me as a new challenge. We truly functioned well as a 

team, we enjoyed one another’s company, we worked hard but also had fun, and we 

had a sense that we were making a difference in the lives of campers and their cabin 

counselors as we led Bible studies and a variety of activities around a common theme, 

but also just modeled what it meant to be in Christian community with each other.  

 
1 A scenario described by Amy Gallo in “How to Respond When Someone Takes Credit for Your Work,” 
Harvard Business Review. April 29, 2015. https://hbr.org/2015/04/how-to-respond-when-someone-takes-
credit-for-your-work 
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 It may sound odd, but I remember feeling sort of surprised when I was given my 

first paycheck. Of course, I knew I was getting paid and what the terms were, but I was 

having fun and the work was kind of an extension of what I’d been doing at my home 

church as a volunteer. So, when I was having fun and enjoying being a part of a team 

and I got paid on top of it all, I was like, “Wow! Bonus!” 

 That was a great leadership experience about what the Church can be or how a 

group of people can work together.  

 As a brief aside, just this past week I talked with Kerri, who was my friend and 

co-worker during those years. She’s been a parish pastor and is now a hospice chaplain 

and we remain friends.  

Mark as an Elder 

 In that camp setting, I became a friend and mentor to Mark, who was a high 

school student who was a camp cabin counselor and was quite active at his home 

church. Within that church, a Presbyterian church, he was elected as an Elder to serve 

on the Session, which is like a Governing Board or Council in the Lutheran Church.  

Having had positive experiences in other leadership roles, including his 

experience as a camp counselor, Mark was excited about beginning this new challenge. 

He told me he wondered what sort of things the Session would be planning and 

considering:  

• What kinds of mission and service projects would help convey the love of God? 

• What kinds of programs would nurture the faith of young children?  

• What fellowship events would reach out to newcomers and strengthen the ties 

among those active in the church? 

What issue or challenge would be before them? 

• Mark was discouraged to learn that the pressing issue to which they devoted the 

most attention was. . .  

o The color of the carpet to be installed in the sanctuary.  

Do decisions need to be made about the color of the carpet, or what type of chair 

to have in the Fellowship Hall? Of course, sure they do. All kinds of decisions need to 

be made about all kinds of things. Leadership includes those sorts of things, too. But 

when that becomes the thing around which we devote the greater measure of our time 

and energy that God entrusts to us as stewards, then we are likely missing the more 

important decisions and actions that would help us demonstrate the love of God for the 

world.  
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 This dispute in Mark’s church and the time and energy devoted to it—the color of 

the carpet!—is almost like a punchline to a joke or a caricature of how misguided and 

dysfunctional churches can be. The thing is, like at Mark’s church, those disputes really 

happen. It’s not just a punchline.  

What’s Up with the Church in Corinth? 

 In the reading from 1 Corinthians 3, the Apostle Paul is writing to the church that 

he had founded and helped establish about three years earlier.2 There are, of course, 

all different types of writing in the Bible and you can tell that this is truly a letter. For 

instance, just in the short passage we read, he addresses them directly, calling them 

brothers and sisters.3 He is just as direct in addressing the topics on his mind. He’s 

frustrated with them for spiritual immaturity, quarreling, and division. Some of this he 

has likely seen for himself and some of it he’s heard from Chloe or “Chloe’s people,” 

which is a reference made in chapter 1. The church may have met in her home. She or 

friends of hers are keeping in touch with Paul about how things are going in the church. 

It’s important to note that it’s not as though they were gossiping about others just to be 

petty or negative themselves. They had legitimate concerns about how the church was 

functioning.  

Both in chapter one and here in chapter three, Paul shows how significant he 

thinks these concerns are by spending time addressing them and describing how he 

would want leaders and others in the church to view themselves and view God. 

There is the reference Paul makes in chapter 1 to Chloe's people, a group of 

people who have expressed concerns about what's going on in the church. (1:10-17)  

• 11For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there are quarrels among 

you, my brothers and sisters. 12What I mean is that each of you says, ‘I belong to 

Paul’, or ‘I belong to Apollos’, or ‘I belong to Cephas’, or ‘I belong to Christ.’ 13Has 

Christ been divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the 

name of Paul?  

Paul has written back in response to those concerns and to encourage and 

instruct those in the church in Corinth and sometimes redirect them. He is writing about 

practical matters within the church. Paul is talking about leadership within the church 

and people who are impacted by jealousy and differing allegiances. After Paul had 

established the church in Corinth and developed a strong friendship with Aquila and 

Priscilla--husband and wife who were leaders there--he moved on to Ephesus and other 

regions—Galatia and Phrygia (Acts 18:19-23).  That’s when another leader named 

 
2 See reference in Acts 18, which describes Paul’s initial stay as 18 months long.  
3 The original Greek followed convention in addressing them as brothers.  
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Apollos came to Corinth.  He is described as being eloquent and knowledgeable (Acts 

18:24).   

 The feedback from Chloe’s people, which Paul first mentions in chapter one, is 

that believers in the church in Corinth got fixated on which leader was most significant 

to them in nurturing them in faith (1 Cor. 1:10-17).  They were identifying with particular 

leaders so strongly that their allegiance to that leader had become exclusive.  Different 

people so singularly claimed allegiance to Apollos or Paul that that “devotion” not only 

kept them from recognizing other legitimate leaders within the church, but from rightfully 

placing their trust in Jesus himself.   

 And so they said things like, “I belong to Apollos. I belong to Cephas.” 

They’re not fighting about the color of the carpet in the sanctuary, but their 

exclusive allegiance prevents them from functioning well together as the body of Christ 

in that place. 

Paul’s Metaphor for Healthy Churches  

So, Paul describes to the people in Corinth how he wishes they would view 

themselves, how they view those particular leaders, and how they would work together:  

• Paul asks, “Who is Apollos? Who is Cephas?” (These are the leaders to whom 

they are looking. “Cephas” is Peter.)   

o Servants through whom God works.  

He acknowledges his role and the role of Apollos, and, I think, gives thanks for 

that, but also places their roles in context to what’s most important and the power at 

work that makes it all happen.  

• 6I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. . . 9For we are God’s 

servants, working together; you are God’s field, God’s building. 

His metaphor for healthy churches is a garden. Leaders are servants who 

plant and water. People have different roles, but when they work together, God causes 

the growth. You are God’s field or God’s garden, God’s building.  

In the Garden at Good Shepherd 

 Drawing from Paul’s garden metaphor, I want to point out some healthy signs of 

how people are working together at Good Shepherd and the growth or new life that God 

is bringing about.  This isn’t an exhaustive list—it doesn’t say everything—and it’s 

admittedly oriented to positive signs, but I do believe by many measures that we are a 

healthy and well-functioning church.  
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• There are people with gifts and people who wish to share them 

o Kellie, a teacher in Kids’ Community with our youngest age group. She’s a 

person who is not just loving, but who has an educational and work 

background in early childhood development.  

o Anna directing the Kids’ Communion Christmas play/musical. There are 

other people who could organize this, but she’s clearly gifted and excited 

about doing so. She’s the right person with the gifts to share.  

o Roberta and Stephen, who are both newer members, nominated to serve 

on the Endowment Committee, which shows that Good Shepherd is 

receptive to new members exercising leadership, rather than exerting 

heavy-handed control.  

o Newcomers being drawn to ministries like food for the Eddy House. Karen 

brought food on Monday after I met her for the first time on Sunday, the 

day before.  

• There are multiple ways to engage and these gifts are received and welcomed. 

There are open doors or open gates—new leaders are welcomed, but longer-

term members remain engaged as leaders as well. Past leaders are not dumping 

on newcomers, saddling them with too much, nor are they seeking to maintain 

control by preventing newcomers from finding places to lead.  

• We have both formal and informal leadership teams: We have healthy and 

well-functioning leadership teams in which people devote their time and energy 

to particular tasks or purposes which together help create a well-rounded and 

healthy church. A few examples from just this week: 

o Today we’ll hear from Nominating Committee, whose members 

thoughtfully identified and recruited Stephen and Roberta 

o Buildings and Grounds—evaluating security cameras  

o Personnel Team—arranging for training for staff and volunteers 

o Service-oriented groups like our Hearts and Hands Quilters and folks 

who prepare meals for teenagers at the Eddy House and Shared 

Harvest.  

o Fellowship groups like the Caregivers’ Support group meeting 

tomorrow. 

Thanks for leaders with gifts to share.  

Thanks be to God for causing the growth. 


