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1 Corinthians 3

Paul is obviously frustrated with the Corinthian Church in this chapter, and to understand why he’s
frustrated, it helps to know what Corinth was like back in Paul’s day.

The city of Corinth still exists today and today, and it’s located right in the middle of Greece. Greece is a
country with two big land masses, one to the north and the other to the south. These two land masses are
connected by an isthmus. Do you know that word? Not a peninsula — an isthmus. It’s a narrow strip of land
that joins two larger landforms. This isthmus is called the Isthmus of Corinth. It’s only 4 miles wide at its
narrowest part - 4 miles from the Aegean Sea to the lonian Sea. Corinth is located at that narrow part.

Because it was located at such a narrow spot, Corinth became a major trading location. Rather than
sailing all the way around the bottom of Greece (which was dangerous), traders would drop their goods off at
Corinth, the goods would be hauled across the land and loaded up on a ship that could take them on to Rome
or Ephesus or wherever. Sometimes it wasn’t just the goods that were carried across the isthmus; it was the
whole ship! There was a special road called the Diolkos which allowed ships to be pulled out of the water and
pulled across to the other side. All this made Corinth a major, major trade route and it made Corinth a very
wealthy city - a center of trade and business.

This wealth was in place when the Greeks were in charge, but in 146 BC, the Romans conquered
Greece. When they did, they destroyed Corinth. They burned the whole thing to the ground. In typical Roman
fashion (remember what | said a few weeks ago about the brutal nature of Roman power) they killed every
male in the city and sold every woman and child into slavery. For 100 years, Corinth was basically a ghost
town, till in 44 BC Julius Caesar, sensing that there was money to be made, decided to reboot the city. He
made it an official Roman colony and started to rebuild it. It grew fast! Caesar started from nothing in 44 BC;
100 years later there were 100,000 people living in Corinth and it had become one of the wealthiest cities in
the empire. Because of trade, money poured into the city.

All this history is important, because it gives you a sense of the spirit of this city. Corinth was a city of
climbers. A city of competitive climbers. Because it was a new city, you didn’t have the Old Money. You didn’t
have the old families and old institutions holding all the power and the resources. Instead, everything was up
for grabs, so you had a lot of people who were aggressively climbing the ladder of success, sometimes
climbing over each other to get to the top. People who thought they had the skill, the know-how, the smarts
to get ahead; they flocked to Corinth. Corinth was a city of climbers. Corinth has a spirit of competitive
climbing.

All this helps us understand what was going on in the Corinthian Church and why it made Paul so mad.
Paul is mad because the climbing, competitive spirit that governed the city, had infected the church. Corinth
was a city of competitive climbers; the church had become a church of competitive climbers. The Spirit of the
city had infected the church.

You know it’s Paul’s central concern because it’'s something he confronts right at the very beginning of
his letter. Paul opens his letter by saying, “Hey I’'m really concerned about you Corinthians. | heard from Chloe
and her household that there is quarreling among you. Some say | follow Paul; some say, | follow Apollos;
some say | follow Cephas (Peter).” So, some are saying: “l follow Paul! His teaching is so strong and deep. That
man knows his theology! When Peter or Apollos preach for us, it’s just not the same intellectual level. Those
Apollos people are lacking theological depth.” And others are saying, “I follow Apollos. Paul is so dry and
intellectual! Apollos is anointed by the Holy Spirit! That man is on fire! His sermons are so full of the passion of
faith. I am in tears every time that man preaches! It’s so much more powerful than when Paul preaches!”
There are factions and they are competing with each other. Each faction is trying to show that they are wiser



than those other people over there, more spiritual than those people over there. It’s what they learned from
their culture.

The concern shows up throughout the letter. In Chapter 8 Paul addresses people who think they are
better than their fellow believers because of their doctrinal knowledge. He says, “Knowledge puffs up, but
love builds up. If you act like you think you know something, then you don’t know anything. You think you are
wise, but you’re not.” Chapter 8:2. Check it out. In Chapter 14, Paul addresses people who think they are more
spiritually advanced than others because they speak in tongues. Paul spends the whole chapter telling them
that speaking in tongues does not make you a better Christian. In another place in the letter Paul tries to show
them how silly this all is: “Brothers and sisters, think of what you were when you were called. Not many of you
were wise be human standards, not many of you were influential, not many of you were of noble birth.” This
has never been about climbing! This has never been about you and your wisdom!

In verses 3 and 4 Paul sums up this behavior by saying, you are all acting like “mere human beings.”
Which is just another way of saying: “Y’all are acting just like the culture around you. You are acting like
competitive, climbing Corinthians.”

“Are you not acting like mere humans?” It’s a fair way to characterize what they are doing, because
there is something in us human beings — and Paul would say this is our sinful nature — there is something in us
that wants to make ourselves feel better by comparing ourselves to others, to make ourselves feel wise
compared to those people over there. There’s something in us that wants to play the dots and stars game.

Do you know the children’s book You Are Special by Max Lucado? Christian author Max Lucado has
written many books, most of them for adults. But the best-selling of those is You Are Special. It’s a book | read
to my kids when they were young. The book takes place in an imaginary land of the Wemmicks. The
Wemmicks are a race of small wooden people who live in Wemmickville.

The Wemmicks remind me of the Corinthian church. Why is that? Well, every day and all day long they
give each other dots and stars. Each Wemmick carries around a little box with them, and in that box are sticky
gold stars and sticky gray dots. And all day long the Wemmicks would stick them on each other. If a Wemmick
did something impressive, something wonderful, they got a star. If they ran fast and jumped high, if they had a
beautiful singing voice, if they were physically attractive, they got gold stars. But if a Wemmick was clumsy, if a
Wemmick was funny looking, if a Wemmick sang off-key, they would not get stars; they would get gray dots.
The strong, beautiful Wemmicks walked around covered in stars. Everyone admired them! The clumsy,
ordinary Wemmicks, the ones covered in dots, mostly walked alone with their heads down.

At the center of the story is a Wemmick named Punchinello. Punchinello is a grey-dot Wemmick. He
tried to get stars but he always messed up. He tried to run fast but then he’d trip and fall and get a dot. He
was kind of funny looking — short with a big nose and people would give him dots for that. When he was
standing in a circle of Wemmicks with stars he’d try to say something clever or funny, but it would just come
out wrong. More dots. Pretty soon he had so many gray dots on him, other Wemmicks would come up to him
and give him a dot just for that. Wemmickville was not a very nice place.

But it is a familiar place. There’s a reason this book is so popular. Because when we read about the
make-believe land of the Wemmicks, it sounds like the world we live in. It sounds like how things go in the
halls of our high school. It sounds like how things work in our workplace. It really sounds like how things go in
the world of social media! Social media is basically designed to be a system for giving dots and stars to people.
It's no wonder Paul calls the Corinthians merely human. This is what we humans do! For a lot of people, this is
just what life is! Our whole life we walk out the front door, and we try to accumulate the stars and avoid the
dots.

It’s no kind of life. It’s soul killing and utterly exhausting. Paul says it’s also a flimsy life. He uses the
image of building on a foundation: If you build your life on dots and stars and climbing, it will be an
insubstantial life. It will be shallow and flimsy. It’s built on a foundation of pride and it’s the sort of life that will
be consumed on the last day. It won’t survive the fire of trial and the fire of judgment.



In place of this life, Paul is offering us something better. Paul is proclaiming good news. There is a
deeper and better way to be human. We can be more than ‘merely human.” When we are in Christ, when the
Holy Spirit is in us, we are more than merely human. As Paul says in another place, when we are in Christ, we
are new creations. In Christ there is a deeper and better way to be human.

What does that look like? Let’s go back to Max Lucado. Let’s go back to poor Punchinello, covered in
grey dots. Is there any hope for him? It turns out that there is. One day, Punchinello is shuffling down the
road, covered in grey dots, when he meets a young female Wemmick named Lucia. She is unlike any Wemmick
that Punchinello has ever met because she doesn’t have any stars or any dots. When people try to put dots on
her, they don’t stick; they fall off. When people try to put stars on her, they don’t stick either. She is friendly
and kind to Punchinello. It doesn’t seem to bother her that he has so many grey dots. She is the most joyful
person Punchinello has ever seen.

How did she get this way? She got that way because she is in a loving relationship with her maker.
Every day she turns her face towards her Maker, and he lets her know that she is special, that she is safe, that
she is loved and that he has a purpose for her. All her hope, all her security, all her identity comes from her
Maker. So...Dots don’t stick to her. Stars don’t stick to her. She doesn’t need to climb up some ladder of
success, because, to use the language of the passage, all things are hers.

| remember reading the book to my children for the first time and | remember thinking: there is
something so compelling, so attractive about this character. There’s something so attractive about someone
who is so completely rooted in their faith that they can stand amidst the dots and stars and in the middle of
the dangers and the toils and the snares and love and give and care and work and witness.

Can you hear that at the end of the passage, this is exactly what Paul is calling us to be!? Paul says that
you don’t need to be caught up in all this competitive Corinthian climbing! Stop comparing yourself to
everyone else! Put down your dots and stars! That life is killing you! Instead receive the life of Christ! You
don’t have to climb up to get this life, because Jesus came down to give it to you! Don’t you know: “all things
are yours. Paul, Apollos, Cephas, the world, life or death, the present or the future, all things are yours and
you are of Christ and Christ is of God.” Or as Paul says it somewhere else: “What shall we say about these
things? If God is for us, who shall be against us. He who did not spare his own son but gave him up for us all,
how will he not also along with him, graciously give us all things.” All things are yours.

That’s our foundation. What do we build on that foundation? We said earlier that building on this
foundation with competitive climbing is straw that will be consumed. What kind of building lasts? What kind
of building endures? What kind of life is more than ‘merely human’?

Paul doesn’t tell us specifically in our passage, but he is pretty clear later in this letter. | think you know
the passage. In 1 Corinthians 13 Paul tells us what lasts. But first he tells us what doesn’t. He says, “As for
prophecy it will cease, as for tongues they will be stilled, as for knowledge it will pass away.” Notice: when he
tells us that knowledge and tongues will pass away, he’s mentioning two of the standards the Corinthians
were using for comparison. Knowledge and tongues were two of the measuring sticks they were using to give
each other dots and stars! Paul says that stuff won’t last! It will pass away!

There are only three things that will last. Three things that will remain. You remember what they are?
Faith, Hope and Love....and the greatest of those three? Love.

When we build with faith, hope and love it will be good and it will be radiant and it will last, but it will
sometimes look like foolishness to the world. “You give more than 10 percent of your adjusted gross income
away in the middle of these uncertain times?” “You are thinking of spending millions of dollars to build a
gathering place for neighbors, all that money and time for them?! You know that they will probably never be
able to pay you back, right?” Is this foolishness? According to the economics of dots and stars, probably. But
according to the economics of Easter and the economics of the Kingdom, it will be strong because it will be
built with faith, hope and love on the foundation of the God who has told us: “All things are yours.”
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