
LEADERS: SERVANTS VS CELEBRITIES

I. 1 Corinthians 3:1-23

 ! A. We're back in 1 Corinthians this morning, this time Chapter 3. I told you last 
week that this church was a train wreck. Paul's Spirit-filled letters were sent to place the 
train back on its tracks and keep future trains from derailing. Some of you've been a part 
of churches that derailed. You know firsthand that few escape such tragedies without 
some spiritual and emotional injury. We were with a couple last Sunday afternoon who've 
been through several derailments. But by God's grace they are true survivors! My 
pastoral instincts are to wrap them up in our arms so this never happens again. Yet we 
all must "take heed lest we fall!"

! B. I'm hopeful our text today speaks loud and clear. I believe it succeeds in 
tramping down all notions that resemble celebrity status within the church. It exhorts us 
to keep our eyes and hearts on Christ alone. And it steers us aright as we seek to build 
with precious materials--those which will survive the flames of judgment that will surely 
test all our labors on that great and terrible Day.

! C. 1 Corinthians 3:1-23 (ESV) is our main text today...

! ! 1) V1: 1 But I, brothers, could not address you as spiritual people, (NIV: "As 
people who live by the Spirit.") but as people of the flesh, as infants in Christ. (i.e. Carnal, 
worldly, babes in Christ! Ouch!)

! ! 2) V2-3: 2 I fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for it. And 
even now you are not yet ready, 3 for you are still of the flesh. For while there is jealousy and 
strife among you, are you not of the flesh and behaving only in a human way? ('Y'all look just 
like the fallen world around you!')

! ! 3) V4-5: 4 For when one says, “I follow Paul,” and another, “I follow Apollos,” are 
you not being merely human? 5 What then is Apollos? What is Paul? Servants through whom 
you believed, as the Lord assigned to each. (Emphasis on the word: "servants.")

! ! 4) V6-9: 6 I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. 7 So neither he 
who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth. 8 He who plants 
and he who waters are one, and each will receive his wages according to his labor. 9 For we are 
God's fellow workers. You are God's field, God's building. (Paul mixes metaphors here to 
make it clear that leaders are servants vs celebrities and their calling is to serve and 
build up God's people. When the emphasis shifts away from Christ to leaders, it's 
idolatry! And the consequences are awful! Trains derail as a result!) 

! ! 5) V10-13: 10 According to the grace of God given to me, like a skilled master 
builder I laid a foundation, and someone else is building upon it. Let each one take care how he 
builds upon it. 11 For no one can lay a foundation other than that which is laid, which is Jesus 
Christ. 12 Now if anyone builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, 
straw-- 13 each one's work will become manifest, for the Day will disclose it, because it will be 
revealed by fire, and the fire will test what sort of work each one has done. (We used to build 
some amazing hay forts in Mike Keller's barn. Well there's a lot of hay fortresses out 



there, posing as churches. They're spray-painted gold, sprinkled with glitter, and they're 
nothing more than tinderboxes...)

! ! 6) V14-17: 14 If the work that anyone has built on the foundation survives, he will 
receive a reward. 15 If anyone's work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he himself will be 
saved, but only as through fire. (Field, Building, and here comes another metaphor:) 16 Do 
you not know that you (Plural: Y'all; You'uns; Yinz; Youse Guys) are God's temple and that 
God's Spirit dwells in you? 17 If anyone destroys God's temple, God will destroy him. For God's 
temple is holy, and you are that temple. (Lord, have mercy on me! On us!) 

! ! 7) V18-23: 18 Let no one deceive himself. If anyone among you thinks that he is 
wise in this age, let him become a fool that he may become wise. 19 For the wisdom of this 
world is folly with God. For it is written, “He catches the wise in their craftiness,” (Job 5:13) 
20 and again, “The LORD knows the thoughts of the wise, that they are futile.” (Psalm 94:11) 
21 So let no one boast in men. For all things are yours, 22 whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas 
(Peter) or the world or life or death or the present or the future--all are yours, 23 and you are 
Christ's, and Christ is God's.

! D. God sent His Son, Jesus, who shed His blood to purchase His beloved Bride 
who was in the snares of death and bound for hell. That Bride is His Church. That Bride 
is you! You're also that Temple! You're that Bountiful Crop that'll one Day to be harvested 
with great joy! Woe to any who seek to harm God's beloved people, His Church!

! E. Listen to a few Verses that I hope describe the leaders we want to be but also 
the type of leaders we want to see succeed us. We're already praying for them...

! ! 1) Luke 22:24-27 (ESV) is a Jesus encounter: 24 A dispute also arose among 
them, as to which of them was to be regarded as the greatest. 25 And He said to them, “The 
kings of the Gentiles exercise lordship over them, and those in authority over them are called 
benefactors. 26 But not so with you. Rather, let the greatest among you become as the 
youngest, and the leader as one who serves. 27 For who is the greater, one who reclines at 
table or one who serves? Is it not the one who reclines at table? But I am among you as the 
One who serves.

! ! 2) Acts 20:28-31 (NIV) is Paul's last visit with church leaders from Ephesus: 
28 Keep watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you 
overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which He bought with His own blood. 29 I know 
that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare the flock. 30 Even 
from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after 
them. 31 So be on your guard! Remember that for three years I never stopped warning each of 
you night and day with tears.

! ! 3) 1 Peter 5:1-4 (NIV) is from the first under shepherd chosen by our Lord: 1 
To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder and a witness of Christ’s sufferings who also 
will share in the glory to be revealed: 2 Be shepherds of God’s flock that is under your care, 
watching over them--not because you must, but because you are willing, as God wants you to 
be; not pursuing dishonest gain, but eager to serve; 3 not lording it over those entrusted to you, 
but being examples to the flock. 4 And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the 
crown of glory that will never fade away.



! F. The late John Stott said: "The authority by which the Christian leader leads is not 
power but love, not force but example, not coercion but reasoned persuasion. Leaders have 
power, but power is safe only in the hands of those who humble themselves to serve.”

! G. At that same little lunch get-together with friends last Sunday, we happened 
upon a pastor who'd led his church through more than one merger. While I don't know 
this brother well, I know him to be a humble man with a shepherd's heart. He's not 
flamboyant. He's not a chest-beater. He walks with a Godly limp, not with swagger. Sadly, 
the church he'd long pastored suffered something like a hostile takeover. This faithful 
man of God was given the left foot of fellowship, let go, dismissed. It pains me even to 
tell it. But this brother has found a new place of sanctuary, a place of refuge, even under 
the caring ministry of a man he pastored as a child. What will become of the brick & 
mortar of his old place of service? I don't know. But there's warning in the words: 
"Whatsoever a man (or church) soweth, that shall he (they) reap!" As for the good seed 
this brother faithfully sowed into the hearts of God's people for decades, I pray they will 
spout forth, sink roots, blossom, bear fruit and flourish for the honor and glory of Him 
Who gave the seeds in the first place. And I pray the same for us here as well!

* Close with Prayer...

Scriptures, Videos, & Bonus Stuff

1 Corinthians 3:1-23 (ESV)
1 But I, brothers, could not address you as spiritual people, but as people of the flesh, 
as infants in Christ. 2  I fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready  for it. 
And even now you are not yet ready, 3  for you are still of the flesh. For while there is 
jealousy and strife among you, are you not of the flesh and behaving only in a human 
way? 4 For when one says, “I follow Paul,” and another, “I follow Apollos,” are you not 
being merely human? 5 What then is Apollos? What is Paul? Servants through whom 
you believed, as the Lord assigned to each. 6 I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave 
the growth. 7 So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only  God who 
gives the growth. 8 He who plants and he who waters are one, and each will receive his 
wages according to his labor. 9 For we are God's fellow workers. You are God's field, 
God's building. 10 According to the grace of God given to me, like a skilled master 
builder I laid a foundation, and someone else is building upon it. Let each one take care 
how he builds upon it. 11 For no one can lay a foundation other than that which is laid, 
which is Jesus Christ. 12  Now if anyone builds on the foundation with gold, silver, 
precious stones, wood, hay, straw-- 13 each one's work will become manifest, for the 
Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed by fire, and the fire will test what sort of 
work each one has done. 14  If the work that anyone has built on the foundation 
survives, he will receive a reward. 15 If anyone's work is burned up, he will suffer loss, 
though he himself will be saved, but only as through fire. 16 Do you not know that you 
are God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells in you? 17  If anyone destroys God's 
temple, God will destroy him. For God's temple is holy, and you are that temple. 18 Let 
no one deceive himself. If anyone among you thinks that he is wise in this age, let him 



become a fool that he may become wise. 19 For the wisdom of this world is folly with 
God. For it is written, “He catches the wise in their craftiness,” 20 and again, “The Lord 
knows the thoughts of the wise, that they  are futile.” 21 So let no one boast in men. For 
all things are yours, 22 whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death 
or the present or the future--all are yours, 23 and you are Christ's, and Christ is God's.

John 17:13-21 (NLT)
13 Now I am coming to You. I told them many things while I was with them in this world 
so they would be filled with My joy. 14 I have given them Your word. And the world hates 
them because they do not belong to the world, just as I do not belong to the world. 
15 I’m not asking You to take them out of the world, but to keep them safe from the evil 
one. 16 They do not belong to this world any more than I do. 17 Make them holy by 
Your truth; teach them Your word, which is truth. 18 Just as You sent Me into the world, I 
am sending them into the world. 19 And I give Myself as a holy  sacrifice for them so 
they can be made holy by Your truth. 20  I am praying not only for these disciples but 
also for all who will ever believe in Me through their message. 21 I pray that they will all 
be one, just as You and I are one--as You are in Me, Father, and I am in You. And may 
they be in Us so that the world will believe You sent Me.

Luke 22:24-27 (ESV)
24 A dispute also arose among them, as to which of them was to be regarded as the 
greatest. 25 And He said to them, “The kings of the Gentiles exercise lordship  over 
them, and those in authority  over them are called benefactors. 26 But not so with you. 
Rather, let the greatest among you become as the youngest, and the leader as one who 
serves. 27 For who is the greater, one who reclines at table or one who serves? Is it not 
the one who reclines at table? But I am among you as the One who serves.

Acts 20:28-31 (NIV)
28 Keep  watch over yourselves and all the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you 
overseers. Be shepherds of the church of God, which He bought with His own blood. 
29  I know that after I leave, savage wolves will come in among you and will not spare 
the flock. 30 Even from your own number men will arise and distort the truth in order to 
draw away disciples after them. 31 So be on your guard! Remember that for three years 
I never stopped warning each of you night and day with tears.

1 Peter 5:1-4 (NIV)
1 To the elders among you, I appeal as a fellow elder and a witness of Christ’s 
sufferings who also will share in the glory to be revealed: 2 Be shepherds of God’s flock 
that is under your care, watching over them--not because you must, but because you 
are willing, as God wants you to be; not pursuing dishonest gain, but eager to serve; 
3 not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being examples to the flock. 4 And when 
the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that will never fade 
away.

Quote by John Stott



"The authority by  which the Christian leader leads is not power but love, not force but 
example, not coercion but reasoned persuasion. Leaders have power, but power is safe 
only in the hands of those who humble themselves to serve.”

Bonus Goodies

Profile of A Good Shepherd - Skip Heitzig (Calvary Church Albuquerque)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eklO5q7sf8M

What is Leadership - John Piper (Q & A with John Piper)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6hJ4jVYizco

Faithful Servants - Burk Parsons (TableTalk Magazine, Ligonier Ministries)
https://tabletalkmagazine.com/article/2017/11/faithful-servants/

Five Marks of a Servant Leader - Jon Bloom (Desiring God)
https://www.desiringgod.org/articles/five-marks-of-a-servant-leader

John Piper on the Next Generation of Church Leaders (Desiring God)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kjuTRytaYZI 

More Verses, Quotes, Excerpts, & Extras

Job 5:13 (ESV)
13 He catches the wise in their own craftiness, and the schemes of the wily  are brought 
to a quick end.

Psalm 94:11 (AMP)
11 The LORD knows the thoughts of man, that they are a mere breath (vain, empty, 
futile).

1 Timothy 5:19-22 (AMP)
19 Do not accept an accusation against an elder unless it is based on [the testimony of 
at least] two or three witnesses. 20 As for those [elders] who continue in sin, reprimand 
them in the presence of all [the congregation], so that the rest will be warned. 21  I 
solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus and of His chosen 
angels that you guard and keep  these rules without bias, doing nothing out of favoritism. 
22 Do not hurry to lay hands on anyone [ordaining and approving someone for ministry 
or an office in the church, or in reinstating expelled offenders], and thereby  share in the 
sins of others; keep yourself free from sin.

Deuteronomy 19:15-21 (NLT)
15 You must not convict anyone of a crime on the testimony of only  one witness. The 
facts of the case must be established by the testimony of two or three witnesses. 16 If a 
malicious witness comes forward and accuses someone of a crime, 17  then both the 



accuser and accused must appear before the LORD by coming to the priests and judges 
in office at that time. 18 The judges must investigate the case thoroughly. If the accuser 
has brought false charges against his fellow Israelite, 19  you must impose on the 
accuser the sentence he intended for the other person. In this way, you will purge such 
evil from among you. 20 Then the rest of the people will hear about it and be afraid to 
do such an evil thing. 21 You must show no pity for the guilty! Your rule should be life for 
life, eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot.

Jeremiah 23:9-17 (ESV)
9 Concerning the prophets: My heart is broken within me; all my bones shake; I am like 
a drunken man, like a man overcome by wine, because of the LORD and because of His 
holy words. 10 For the land is full of adulterers; because of the curse the land mourns, 
and the pastures of the wilderness are dried up. Their course is evil, and their might is 
not right. 11 Both prophet and priest are ungodly; even in My house I have found their 
evil, declares the LORD. 12 Therefore their way shall be to them like slippery paths in 
the darkness, into which they shall be driven and fall, for I will bring disaster upon 
them in the year of their punishment, declares the LORD. 13 In the prophets of Samaria 
I saw an unsavory thing: they  prophesied by Baal and led My people Israel astray. 
14 But in the prophets of Jerusalem I have seen a horrible thing: they commit adultery 
and walk in lies; they strengthen the hands of evildoers, so that no one turns from his 
evil; all of them have become like Sodom to Me, and its inhabitants like Gomorrah.” 
15 Therefore thus says the LORD of hosts concerning the prophets: “Behold, I will feed 
them with bitter food and give them poisoned water to drink, for from the prophets of 
Jerusalem ungodliness has gone out into all the land.” 16 Thus says the LORD of hosts: 
“Do not listen to the words of the prophets who prophesy to you, filling you with vain 
hopes. They speak visions of their own minds, not from the mouth of the LORD. 17 They 
say continually to those who despise the word of the LORD, ‘It shall be well with you’; 
and to everyone who stubbornly  follows his own heart, they say, ‘No disaster shall come 
upon you.’”

Ezekiel 22:23-31 (ESV)
23 And the word of the LORD came to me: 24 “Son of man, say to her, You are a land 
that is not cleansed or rained upon in the day of indignation. 25 The conspiracy of her 
prophets in her midst is like a roaring lion tearing the prey; they have devoured human 
lives; they have taken treasure and precious things; they have made many widows in 
her midst. 26 Her priests have done violence to My law and have profaned My holy 
things. They have made no distinction between the holy and the common, neither have 
they taught the difference between the unclean and the clean, and they  have 
disregarded My Sabbaths, so that I am profaned among them. 27 Her princes in her 
midst are like wolves tearing the prey, shedding blood, destroying lives to get dishonest 
gain. 28 And her prophets have smeared whitewash for them, seeing false visions and 
divining lies for them, saying, ‘Thus says the LORD God,’ when the LORD has not 
spoken. 29  The people of the land have practiced extortion and committed robbery. 
They have oppressed the poor and needy, and have extorted from the sojourner without 
justice. 30 And I sought for a man among them who should build up the wall and stand 
in the breach before Me for the land, that I should not destroy it, but I found none. 



31 Therefore I have poured out My indignation upon them. I have consumed them with 
the fire of My wrath. I have returned their way upon their heads, declares the LORD 
God.”

Matthew 7:15-19 (ESV)
15 Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep's clothing but inwardly are 
ravenous wolves. 16 You will recognize them by their fruits. Are grapes gathered from 
thornbushes, or figs from thistles? 17 So, every healthy tree bears good fruit, but the 
diseased tree bears bad fruit. 18  A healthy tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a 
diseased tree bear good fruit. 19 Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down 
and thrown into the fire.

2 Peter 2:1-3 (NLT)
1 But there were also false prophets in Israel, just as there will be false teachers among 
you. They will cleverly teach destructive heresies and even deny the Master who bought 
them. In this way, they  will bring sudden destruction on themselves. 2 Many will follow 
their evil teaching and shameful immorality. And because of these teachers, the way of 
truth will be slandered. 3 In their greed they will make up clever lies to get hold of your 
money. But God condemned them long ago, and their destruction will not be delayed. 

1 John 4:1-6 (NLT)
1 Dear friends, do not believe everyone who claims to speak by the Spirit. You must test 
them to see if the spirit they have comes from God. For there are many false prophets 
in the world. 2 This is how we know if they have the Spirit of God: If a person claiming to 
be a prophet acknowledges that Jesus Christ came in a real body, that person has the 
Spirit of God. 3 But if someone claims to be a prophet and does not acknowledge the 
truth about Jesus, that person is not from God. Such a person has the spirit of the 
Antichrist, which you heard is coming into the world and indeed is already  here. But you 
belong to God, my dear children. You have already won a victory over those people, 
because the Spirit who lives in you is greater than the spirit who lives in the world. 
5 Those people belong to this world, so they speak from the world’s viewpoint, and the 
world listens to them. 6 But we belong to God, and those who know God listen to us. If 
they do not belong to God, they do not listen to us. That is how we know if someone has 
the Spirit of truth or the spirit of deception.

Quote by St. Augustine
“No one can be a good bishop if he loves his title and not his task.”

Quote by John Owen
“A minister may fill his pews, his communion roll, the mouths of the public, but what that 
minister is on his knees in secret before God Almighty, that he is and no more.”

Quote by Wayne Mack



"According to the Bible, a leader is first and foremost a servant. His concern is not for 
himself; his concern is not to give orders, to boss other people around, to have his own 
way. His concern is to meet the needs of others."

Quote by Matt Chandler
"God ultimately  raises up  leaders for one primary reason: His glory. He shows His 
power in our weakness. He demonstrates His wisdom in our folly. We are all like a turtle 
on a fence post. If you walk by a fence post and see a turtle on top  of it, then you know 
someone came by and put it there. In the same way, God gives leadership  according to 
His good pleasure.”

Quote by Leonard Ravenhill
"We put men into pulpits because they have degrees. But you can have 32 of them and 
still be frozen!"

A Man With a Servant's Heart
by Gary Inrig

A large group  of European pastors came to one of D. L. Moody’s Northfield Bible 
Conferences in Massachusetts in the late 1800s. Following the European custom of the 
time, each guest put his shoes outside his room to be cleaned by the hall servants 
overnight. But of course this was America and there were no hall servants.

Walking the dormitory halls that night, Moody saw the shoes and determined not to 
embarrass his brothers. He mentioned the need to some ministerial students who were 
there, but met with only silence or pious excuses. Moody  returned to the dorm, gathered 
up  the shoes, and, alone in his room, the world’s only famous evangelist began to clean 
and polish the shoes. Only the unexpected arrival of a friend in the midst of the work 
revealed the secret.

When the foreign visitors opened their doors the next morning, their shoes were shined. 
They never know by whom. Moody told no one, but his friend told a few people, and 
during the rest of the conference, different men volunteered to shine the shoes in 
secret. Perhaps the episode is a vital insight into why  God used D. L. Moody as He did. 
He was a man with a servant’s heart and that was the basis of his true greatness.
- Gary Inrig, A Call to Excellence, Victor Books, Wheaton, Ill; 1985, p. 98.

NASA's Pioneer 10 Space Probe
by Craig Larson

In 1972, NASA launched the exploratory space probe Pioneer 10. According to Leon 
Jaroff in Time, the satellite's primary mission was to reach Jupiter, photograph the 
planet and its moons, and beam data to earth about Jupiter's magnetic field, radiation 
belts, and atmosphere. Scientists regarded this as a bold plan, for at that time no earth 



satellite had ever gone beyond Mars, and they feared the asteroid belt would destroy 
the satellite before it could reach its target. 

But Pioneer 10 accomplished its mission and much, much more. Swinging past the 
giant planet in November 1973, Jupiter's immense gravity  hurled Pioneer 10 at a higher 
rate of speed toward the edge of the solar system. At one billion miles from the sun, 
Pioneer 10 passed Saturn. At some two billion miles, it hurtled past Uranus; Neptune at 
nearly  three billion miles; Pluto at almost four billion miles. By 1997, twenty-five years 
after its launch, Pioneer 10 was more than six billion miles from the sun. 

And despite that immense distance, Pioneer 10 continued to beam back radio signals to 
scientists on Earth. "Perhaps most remarkable," writes Jaroff, "those signals emanate 
from an 8-watt transmitter, which radiates about as much power as a bedroom night 
light, and takes more than nine hours to reach Earth.'" The Little Satellite That Could 
was not qualified to do what it did. Engineers designed Pioneer 10 with a useful life of 
just three years. But it kept going and going. By simple longevity, its tiny 8-watt 
transmitter radio accomplished more than anyone thought possible. 

So it is when we offer ourselves to serve the Lord. God can work even through 
someone with 8-watt abilities. God cannot work, however, through someone who quits.         
Philippians 3:12-14; Hebrews 12:1; Mark 10:45.
- Craig Brian Larson, Pastoral Grit: the Strength to Stand and to Stay, Bethany Publishing.


