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FAITHFULNESS IN DIFFICULT TIMES

There is a popular book that has been around for several years entitled Seven Habits of Highly
Effective People by Stephen Covey.  The book is well written and is based on sound principles.  The
second "habit" discussed in the book is "Begin with the End in Mind."  While the thrust of this idea
is about goal setting, the author leads the reader to imagine how it would be to attend one's own
funeral.  What would you want people to say about you?  This is really looking at the end of life.
How do we want to be remembered?  Once that issue has been resolved, we then must ask ourselves
if we are doing the kinds of things right now that would lead to that outcome.  

It is rather sobering to realize that people will sum up our life in about four or five words.
They will say, "He (she) was a nice person."  "He (she) was sort of crazy."  "He (she) was really
smart."  "He (she) was a funny person."  "He (she) had good integrity."  "He (she) was a fine
Christian."  The key to being remembered well is to be consistent with the value system we have
selected for our lives.  When everything is going well in life, then it is easy to stick to your values.
However, when problems come along and difficulties are facing us, then we must be on guard to do
the right thing and not just the expedient thing.  It is in the difficult time where our faithfulness is
challenged.

The Apostle Paul had many difficult situations he faced and he was (is) able to teach others
about being faithful to the values we have because of our relationship to Christ.  The fact that we
belong to Christ gives us a basic set of values and guiding principles to which we must be faithful.

1 CORINTHIANS 4: 1-2  The church at Corinth would have fit right into the modern
religious world.  They were fragmented and factionalized just as our denominations have done to the
church today.  Paul had already told them that the root of their problem was immaturity and being
motivated by their carnal nature.  Each faction wanted to differentiate itself from the others in some
way.  It really did not matter that the distinctions were inconsequential.  Such distinctions fed their
pride.  One group claimed Paul as their spiritual leader.  Other claimed Apollos or Simon Peter as
their leader.  Paul tried to address that silliness by pointing out that all these people were available
to all of them.  In fact, all of creation and all of the present and future belonged to them because they
belonged to Jesus Christ.  He is the point of our identity.  This led to Paul's statement that the church
leaders should be regarded as servants of Christ who had been entrusted with the secret things of
God.  The most important thing regarding these leaders was whether they were faithful in that trust
given to them by God.  The Trusteeship of the Plan of Salvation had passed to the church following
the 490-year period (70 weeks of years) granted to Israel to demonstrate faithfulness to God.  They
failed in that period of God's patience and ultimately rejected God Himself in the person of Jesus
Christ.

Those who made up the factions in the Corinth church were apparently taking teaching
emphasis of Paul, Apollos, and Peter and developing additional interpretations or applications to their
conduct of life.  It appears there were accusations that Paul was wrong or Apollos was wrong.  Paul
was quick to point out that the faithfulness of the stewards of the secrets of God purpose was not a
matter that they were able to judge.  In fact, Paul did not feel adequate even to judge himself in that
matter.  He was willing to leave the question of faithfulness up to God's judgement at the appointed
time (1Cor 2:3-5).

1 CORINTHIANS 4:6-7  The obvious answer to the controversy was for the church member
to stop adopting extra-scriptural practices as conditions for fellowship.  We should be very careful



in our religious practice if we find we are putting too much emphasis on requiring or forbidding
certain practices that they word of God does not address.  If we are careful to do that, then we will
be less man centered and more Christ centered.

The presence of pride as a prime driving force that was fueling the feud in the fellowship is
clearly recognized by Paul.  Notice his question, "What makes you different from anyone else?"  We
take pride in our differences and distinctiveness.  If we don't have any, we will invent them.  Paul then
made an interesting commentary on the subject.  Even if differences did exist in their understanding
or knowledge, then were these differences something they developed on their own?  No!  Everything
they knew was taught or revealed to them, they did not create any new truth and if they did not create
it, on what basis were they able to brag?  

1 CORINTHIANS 4:8-9  In their pride the church at Corinth had seen itself as having
arrived.  They thought they had it all.  They were similar to today's hyper-faith crowd that teaches
an equivalency of worldly success with spiritual success.  Paul contrasted how he saw himself with
the way they saw themselves.  They were full, rich, reigning as kings, wise in Christ, strong and
honorable.  On the other hand, Paul saw himself as the last in line of importance, more suited to be
killed than to live, ridiculed and having no honor, viewed as fools, weak and despised.

1 CORINTHIANS 4:10-13  Paul had been in the service of Jesus for several years and it had
not gotten any better.  He continued the contrast of the fate of the apostles with the false security and
success the church at Corinth envisioned it had.  They were full; he was hungry.  He had experienced
thirst and not having adequate clothing or housing.  They were comfortable in their homes and did
not know the persecution and prejudice of those who would be uncompromising in their faithfulness.

This is a rather sobering passage.  When we look at ourselves in our plenty and in our comfort
and in our position, do we look more like Paul or like the "baby" carnal Christians of Corinth?  Does
this embarrass us to do this comparison?

1 CORINTHIANS 4:14-16  Paul was not interesting in embarrassing them.  He did not want
them to feel shame.  He did want them to wake up to the reality of the situation.  Paul intended the
comparison to be a warning to put their life in order and to get their priorities right.  Paul offered
himself as an example to follow if they needed a real life person with which to identify.  He had been
faithful to his calling.  He was consistent in following the principles and value he knew to be
consistent with the mind of Christ.  When we do that, then we do not need to be hesitant in telling
someone to follow our example.

If we are not living our life so that we feel uncomfortable in suggesting to someone to follow
our example then we should change the way we operate until we can say with confidence "Follow
me, as I follow Christ."  


