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audience hearing it for the first time. Perhaps, you

Connecting:

more seeking to pay attention to what effect the text

can seek to hear the text as a member of one of the

Judge, Jury, and Executioner

factions in the Corinthian church. Read the text once
has upon you as you listen.

45 minutes

(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a way
of connecting with one another so that you might partner in the work God
is doing in your lives.)
•
In what ways did God move in your life this week? In
what ways did you respond to him?

•
•

What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?
How honest have you been with us? (Graciously
thank group members for their honesty if they state
they have held back.)

•

•
•

10 minutes

•

Have

you ever felt judged?
experience like for you?

What

was this

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in ways
that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•

•

Using the notes, talk about the judgment of God.
Take care to note the difference between the present
and future judgments of God and into which the
people of God are invited.
Read 1 Corinthians 3.1-4.6 aloud. This is a longer
passage. It can help to provide background and then
seek to listen as if you are a member of the original

what ways were the

•
•
•

Corinthians judging their
Seek to find as many

leaders and one another?
examples as possible.

•

•

Getting Started:

In

In what ways, if any, were these judgments crossing
over from present judgment to future judgment?
Do you see God’s people engaging in similar actions
today? Could you elaborate?
Do you find yourself tempted to engage in this kind of
behavior? Would you explain?
Paul notes that this kind of behavior destroys the
Church (vss. 16-17). Do you agree or disagree?
Could you explain?
In what ways, if any, is pride involved in passing this
kind of judgment within the Church? Seek to find as
many answers within the text as possible.
Paul urges the Corinthians to take the role as patient
servants in order to combat their pride. How might
this work? What might this look like today?
Take some time to discuss how you might support and
encourage one another to take up the role as patient
servants of

God. Consider praying for forgiveness

for any judging in which you have engaged and for
healing of God’s Church

Context and Background

or punishment to the individual.

This

judgment requires

Judgement

a thorough knowledge of the heart, mind, and life of the

udgment is the process of evaluating the merits of someone

36.7). Therefore, God’s people have no part in this final
evaluation and extension of reward and punishment.
Because God’s people are invited to participate in the

or something for the purpose of rewarding or chastising.

This process is based on the assumption that a person is
responsible for their actions and that different actions
require different responses from a higher authority. In

individual, something which only God possesses (Job 34.21;

redemptive movement of present judgment of other people of

Scripture, God is portrayed as the higher authority, the
judge of all the earth (Genesis 18.25), and people are held
accountable by him (Genesis 2.17); that is, God declares
that all human actions are subject to his divine justice.
These actions included people’s thoughts (1 Corinthians
4.5), words (Matthew 12.36), and their deeds (2
Corinthians 5.10).
Throughout Scripture, God’s judgment is two-fold:
present and future. God’s present judgement is disciplinary,

God but excluded from the issuing a final judgment, care must
be taken when engaging in in the process of judging. First, care
must be taken not to issue judgment, even in a redemptive sense,
over those who are not of God’s family. God’s people may not

a merciful response to humankind designed to move people

redemptive not punitive in nature. Judgment within the people

to repentance

(Leviticus 26). This

judgment is intended

to punish the wicked and reward the righteous, teaching

people that how they live their lives matters (Deuteronomy

8.11; Proverbs 29.25-27; Galatians 6.7). However,
experience reveals that God does not judge every action or
attitude of people in the present. Rather, as revealed by the
prophets, God reserves a time where his final judgment will
be revealed, rewarding the just and punishing the unjust.
Scripture refers to this time as the Day of the Lord (Isaiah
10.20; Hosea 1.5). The book of Revelation beautifully
describes the interplay of God’s present and future
judgments through the use of symbolism and repetition. In
Revelation, John uses a three-fold pattern of progressing
judgment poured out upon the earth which comes to a

climatic end because of people’s refusal to repent and turn
to God. That this pattern is repeated three times in the book

seems to indicate the centrality of this narrative to the
progression of history.

God’s people, the Church, are invited to participate with
God in his actions of judging in the present insofar as
it involves the people of God (1 Corinthians 5). This
invitation is extended because God’s present judgment is
designed to transform the individual, leading them from
a life of unrighteousness to righteousness. It is merciful
and redemptive in its scope, a testimony to God’s loving and
gracious character. However, God’s people are forbidden
from participating in God’s final judgment (Matthew 7.12). God’s final judgment evaluates the response of people
to God’s present judgment and assigns eternal reward

evaluate and then reward or punish those outside the family of

faith in an effort to influence righteous behavior. God alone
has the right to reward or punish the unrighteous for the
purpose of wooing them to himself. This process is the work
of the Holy Spirit not people. Second, when judging fellow

people of God, care is to be taken so that such judgment is

of God is meant to deal with sin, leading one to take up the life
of Christ. However, this judgment can easily become a means of
punishing someone for transgression (perceived or real) with
no desire for transformation. This kind of judgment is final in

its scope and belongs to God who alone has the wisdom and
insight to issue such judgment. Further, judgment of God’s
people must seek to avoid reward for the purpose of elevation

rather than transformation. This kind of judgment typically
leads to the creation of cliques or castes among God’s people,

with some being praised and others excluded because of their
actions or abilities. However, this kind of judgment is final in

its focus and not transformative. Transformative judgment as
it pertains to reward involves the encouragement to further
growth and transformation rather than elevation.

The Text

1 Corinthians 3.1-4.6: Judgment and the People of God
Paul’s first letter to the Corinthian Church was a letter
to a church in crisis. News has come to Paul indicating the
church has dissolved into a number of factions which are
quarreling with one another

While

(1 Corinthians 1.10-12).

the causes for these divisions are numerous, and

dealt with successively through the letter, one of the main

issues involves the misapplication of judgment. The Church
had wrongly participated in the present judgment of God to
its former leaders/pastors
members

(1 Corinthians 3-4) and its own
(1 Corinthians 5). The present judgment of God

is meant to lead one to a righteous life through reward

and disciplinary punishment.

However,

the

Corinthians

had wrongly participated in both reward and disciplinary

punishment, largely in part to their failure to understand
the transformative nature of God’s present judgment.

(1 Corinthians 3.1617). Paul argued that the people of God were his temple,
was in fact ripping the church apart

and that the creation of factions was destroying that temple
thereby opening the culprits to God’s disciplinary judgment.

Paul began to deal with the misapplication of God’s present
judgment as it pertained to former leaders in chapter 3. As
the founding pastor, Paul notes that when he pastored the
Corinthian church, the people were infants in their faith.
As a good pastor, Paul had given these new Christians

What the Corinthians had done was move from participating
in God’s present judgment to issuing God’s final judgment
on Paul and Apollos. They had evaluated and elevated or

what they had needed to sustain them where they were

their respective ministries and encouraging them to further

in their faith.

However, years have passed and now Paul
is writing to them and they are still infants in the faith.
Paul is shocked at the lack of growth in the maturity of

demoted these men to a permanent hierarchy or status based
on their ministry rather than honoring them for carrying out
gospel ministry.

This

shift had occurred because of the

themselves by the name of their elevated leader and looked

(1 Corinthians 4.6).
The Corinthians had deceived themselves into believing they
knew enough about the ministries and hearts of Apollos and
Paul to issue final judgment. However, Paul reminds them
that the wisdom of God far surpasses the best wisdom of men.
The Corinthians were not equipped to know the heart and mind
of Apollos or Paul well enough to pass this kind of judgment.
This did not mean the Corinthians were powerless. God had
given them all things, but Jesus and his Father were still
above the Corinthians.
Rather than passing final judgment, Paul encouraged the
Corinthians to view himself and Apollos as they truly were,
human servants of God who had been entrusted with the
great mysteries of the gospel. They were to be faithful in
their handling of these mysteries, but it was not up to the
Corinthians to judge how faithfully Paul or Apollos were
carrying out their duties; that is, the Corinthians were not
to rank the effectiveness or worth of these two men. Paul
did not do this with himself or his ministry. Rather, he waited
on God to issue his final judgment because only God could
expose the deep motives of the heart. Further, it was God’s

down upon those who called themselves by the name of any

place alone to reward and create a hierarchy or status of his

the believers as evidenced by the continuation of worldly

behavior. Paul has heard reports of jealousy and quarreling
factions which claim to follow Paul or Apollos.

Care must be taken to understand the situation to which Paul
is referring. It appears that in the Corinthian congregation,
factions had arisen which claimed to follow the teaching of

previous leaders. As Paul noted, the ministry of the various
leaders of the Corinthian church looked different. Paul

planted, and Apollos watered. This was in large part due
to the reality that Paul planted the church and Apollos
came to an established church.

However, the Corinthians

failed to recognize why the ministries of these men differed
in their scope and content. Rather, they had evaluated the

merits of the content and scope of the ministries of these
two men and had decided which one was better. They then
passed judgment by elevating the ministry leader they
found more honorable to a place or status above the other
leader. Various members of the congregation then called

other leader. In effect, the Corinthians had not just created

a hierarchy of leaders in the church, but they had ceased to

be known as followers of Christ but had become followers
of various men.

Paul seeks
Corinthians

presence of pride in the congregation

choosing.

Real life with Blake:

to correct this issue by noting that the

One of the most painful things a pastor will ever undergo
is the experience of being compared to another pastor,

had begun to follow mere humans thus

whether one from his congregation or with one from another

Church other than Jesus
Christ. Further, their judgment of Paul and Apollos was
laying a foundation for the

misguided because the ministry of these two men could not

be compared. These ministries were used by God for different
purposes but all for God’s single purpose of creating a faith
community. Paul then notes that the misguided judgment,
meant to honor the previous leaders of the congregation,

congregation. However, this experience is far from infrequent.

It takes different forms. It can come as a remark about how

a television preacher offers more engaging sermons or how a
former pastor used to do things implying the former pastor got

it right. Whatever form it takes, the point is clear. The people
of God have evaluated the merits of the various ministries of

faithful men and women of God and ranked them, assigning

places and status as they deem appropriate. This experience is
painful because it communicates that a pastor is not enough
or effective even as he is doing everything God has gifted and
enabled him to do.

As I have pastored in various congregations over 25 years,
I have had my fair share of these experiences, but I have
discovered that pastors are not the only ones who are treated
in this way. Congregations have a fine way of evaluating and
ranking the worth and value of individual members, ministries,
and even emphases within a congregation.

He is important

because he gives a great deal. She is important because she can
teach. He is unimportant because he struggles with addiction.

She is unimportant because she had mental illness. These are
the extremes, but every member of a faith community has their
place and most know what that place is. This kind of ranking
of worth and value is a natural human tendency and it is
wrong. It is not just wrong. It is dangerous.

When we evaluate and rank the worth and value of people
within communities of faith, we are treading on dangerous
ground for we are taking the mantle of God and placing it
upon our shoulders. Only God has the wisdom and right

Real life with You:
We judge people. We are especially good at judging God’s
people. We seem to have an uncanny ability to size someone
up for the purpose of labeling and categorizing them. In some
ways, this is part of the way we navigate our world. We are
seeking to assign worth and value and places to people so that

we know how we are to relate to them. Some people need our
time and attention while others are a drain on our limited
resources.

However, problems arise when we do this with

our fellow believers. Theologically speaking, to evaluate and
assign people to places or with status is to engage in the final

judgment of God, and that is God’s place not ours. Practically
speaking, to rank and evaluate leads to disaster in the Church.

People are discouraged and pushed aside as unimportant and
voiceless, leaving the church without important parts of
the body of Christ. However, we engage in this practice so
naturally we do not even recognize when we do it. Stopping
begins when we begin to deal with our pride. When it comes
to our evaluating and judging of others, dealing with our
pride is something which requires something other than a

head-on assault. Rather than attacking our pride, we can be

to evaluate and rate the worth and value of our lives and

most effective when we build up our rightful identity. We are

greater Christlikeness, not assigning them a status. Further,

it becomes more and more difficult to pass judgment because

ministries. Our place is to join him in wooing people to lives of

servants of God. When we seek to see ourselves as servants

when we evaluate and rank individuals we tear the very

servants do not judge. This is the role of the master. Further,

faithful and needed for the well-being of the congregation

of equal standing and worth.

fabric of our communities of faith to shreds. People who are

we can work to see every other person of God as a servant

are discouraged and pushed aside because they do not meet

and jobs, but each is necessary in the community of faith.

some unspoken standard while people who are charismatic
but empty of righteousness are given seats of authority and

We may have different roles

One easy way to work on this is to pray daily for the grace
to see yourself and others as servants of God. Another way

voices of influence. The effect is disastrous. However, we find

is to refuse titles which elevate you above others and to use

ranking people, churches, denominations, mission agencies and

yourself and elevating others.

it difficult to stop. We naturally find ourselves evaluating and

titles which put you on equal standing with others, lowering

the like, assigning them status and worth. How can we stop?

work on identifying yourself as a servant pride will have less

To stop we must admit the root of our judgment: pride. We
have taken the place of God and become responsible for the
eternal reward and punishment of others, something which
is not our role at all. This is difficult, particularly when we

Whatever your path, as you

room to work because by nature servants are not proud.

encounter people whose gifting or passion differs from our
own, or when we encounter people with whom we differ on

the journey of faith. However, if no sin is present, then we

can pray for patience to wait for God to sort it all out and for
grace to affirm each and every person of faith as a person of
worth and value in God’s sight and our own.
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