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 Words for God’s Church: Shaping an Empowered Life 

 I Corinthians 4:1-21 

 

 From the time Downton Abbey first aired in 2011 on PBS to the opening of the much 

anticipated movie on Friday fans have been enthralled by the historical drama that follows the lives of 

the Crawley family and their servants in the family's Edwardian country house over a little more than a 

decade beginning with the 1912 sinking of the Titanic. During that time period the world underwent 

radical change as did their life style on a great English estate. The acting is wonderful and the scenery 

is gorgeous.  And yet I believe it is the rich story of these diverse characters, the choices they made and 

how they adapted in the midst of great change that grips us and reminds us that we have the capacity to 

adapt and chance within us.  It is a God given gift if we choose to use it.  But all life is lived in the 

midst of a world that is always changing around us and the culture we live in is impacted by world 

events.   

 I sometimes wonder if we realize that scripture provides the same thing.  It is a book of stories 

that reveal how God is at work in a wide variety of people’s lives.  We identify with some more than 

others just as we do when we watch a TV show or a movie or read a book.  From each character we 

learn something about human nature and people’s interactions with one another.  And yet it is 

important to understand that the culture in each situation impacts the words and actions of those in 

scripture just as it impacted the Grantham’s in the early 1900's and impacts our lives today.  

 Our scripture begins with Paul asking that the Corinthian community think of Paul and his 

companions as servants of Christ and stewards of God’s mysteries.  In Greek there are several words 

which are translated servants.  Doulos which is the most used is actually slave or someone who is 

another person’s property and is what many of us think about when we hear this word.  The second 

word is diakonos which means servant or helper and is the word that our term deacon is derived from.  



 

 2 

This is the broader term for servant and probably the term we would use to think of the servants in the 

Grantham’s household.  But the word that Paul uses in our scripture today is a different word.  It is a 

compound word huperetes which means under-rower.   

  Now everyone in Corinth understood what that word meant but we may not. Corinth was 

where the war galleys of the Roman Empire crossed through the isthmus that separated the Ionian Sea 

from the Aegean Sea.  To understand this image we need to picture a Roman trireme - an ancient ship 

with a sail and a metal ramming device.  But the real power of the triume came from 170 under-rowers 

who worked together to row the ship with precision.  The Corinthians knew that the lowest deck of a 

war galley was made of single rows of benches on both sides of the ship where the rowers sat. Then on 

a little deck raised up above them all, so that each rower could see him, was the captain of the ship. It 

was the rowers' task to row according to what he said. If he wanted the ship to move then they were to 

row; if he wanted them to stop they had to stop instantly. Their central purpose was to obey his orders 

and row the boat. Now, that is the word that Paul chooses to describe those who were the leaders 

within the congregation. This is the term that he used to describe the life he believed every follower of 

Christ was called to.  They were to be "under-rowers" of Christ.  Their power came from working 

together for Christ.  But that work was endless, back-breaking work in poor conditions. It required 

focus and effort and constant tireless work for Christ.  

 And then he says they were also stewards of God’s mysteries.  Friends, stewards were those 

who ruled over a household on behalf of the owner.  In the ancient world they were the ones in charge 

of everything - buying and distributing supplies and being sure the house ran efficiently.  They were 

responsible for all those who worked under them.  In Britain, in the early nineteenth century, the 

steward was the butler - Mr. Carson on Downton Abbey.  Today we might call this person a Chief of 

Staff or a Foreman.  We know the importance of these roles and know that a good, strong, efficient and 

faithful steward, butler, chief of staff or foreman makes all the difference in how well a household, an 
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office or a work site functions.  But more importantly it is the fact that the steward is responsible to the 

one who empowered them that is at the center of Paul’s thoughts.  For they are stewards of God’s 

mysteries - they have been empowered to reveal God to the world through their actions.     

 And so Paul fleshes out for the Corinthians the characteristics that are needed for them to 

become servants of Christ and stewards of God’s mysteries. His words are meant to empower them to 

become disciples of Christ as he has become and to counter the conflicts among them.   

 The first characteristic is what is required of someone to become a steward, a butler, a chief of 

staff or a foreman - a leader among others.  They must be found trustworthy.  They must live in such a 

way that both God through Christ and others trust them.  Both the under-rower and a steward must be 

trustworthy - doing what is asked of them faithfully.   

 Trust is a very fragile thing in our culture today.  If you watch the news, read books or watch 

television or go to the movies you know only too well what happens when trust is broken.  For the 

media has made a fortune off of the stories of those who have broken trust with others.  Some days we 

wonder if anyone can be trusted.  And this culture has bled into the church - for good reason. For there 

are unfortunately those within the church of Jesus Christ who have broken trust and caused great harm 

to the witness of Jesus Christ in the world.  This is the very reason that we as a community of faith - as 

stewards of God’s mysteries - must be trustworthy.  We must do what we say we will do.  We must be 

compassionate and caring for all people even when they are different that we are.  For our actions 

matter - and not only to others around us.  Most importantly our actions matter to God for he is the one 

who has entrusted the care of the world to us.     

  Paul is very clear that as a steward of God’s mysteries he is accountable  not to other humans - 

not the so called leaders in Corinth - but to God alone.  Jesus Christ is his master and God will be his 

judge.   Paul is countering all the criticism that has been circling around and declaring that he is 

accountable to God and God alone.  That is who the Corinthians should also be accountable to. And it 
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is who we are accountable to.  God has given us the world.  God has gifted us with so much and we 

have a responsibility - a calling - to care for our world and all that is in it.  It is critical for the church of 

Jesus Christ to be faithful with what God has entrusted to our care. 

 The second characteristic is humility.  Once again if we do not understand the culture of 

Corinth we might miss this.  For Paul’s words are spoken sarcastically to make his point.  The ancient 

Greeks were an honor and shame society.  Honor was universally regarded as the ultimate asset for 

human beings.  Boasting was common and acceptable and seen as one taking hold of the honor that 

was due them.  The people of Corinth prized public honor and despised lowering oneself before an 

equal.  What Paul was calling the community of faith to was very counter-cultural.  To follow 

someone who had died on a cross and to affirm servanthood was unthinkable in that day and age.  And 

yet it is what we are called to as Christians. 

 John Dickson, a historian and a Christian, has written a little book called Humilitas.  I had read 

it a few years ago but went back to it this week remembering something he said.  He noted how the 

Christ event called the whole honour-shame dynamic into question in the first century.  For the early 

Christians had to redefine the whole notion of greatness in light of the crucifixion.  And they did that 

by seeing the crucifixion not as evidence of Jesus’ humiliation but “proof that greatness can express 

itself in humility, the noble choice to lower yourself for the sake of others.”  (Dickson, Humilitas, p. 107) 

Dickson noted that Paul was one of the ones who taught this to the world.  And he referenced a letter 

from a Roman church official named Clement toward the end of the first century to the church in 

Corinth that reveals that they did learn it over time:  “You are all humble-minded, not boasting, 

yielding rather than domineering, happily giving rather than receiving.” (Dickson, Humilitas, p. 108-110)    

Friends, what we have in our passage today is the evidence of the beginnings of this shift.  Paul was 

telling the Corinthians that complacency, conceit and claims of superiority are incongruent with the 
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way of the crucified Christ even if society says otherwise. What is required is the empowered life he 

and his followers were seeking to live - they were the examples to be followed:  

 “When reviled, we bless; when persecuted, we endure; when slandered, we speak kindly.”   

The role we are called to as servants of Christ and stewards of God’s mysteries requires that we 

become humble and kind.  John Dickson has defined humility this way:  “Humility is the noble choice 

to forego your status, deploy your resources or use your influence for the good of others before 

yourself...  More simply, you could say a humble person is marked by a willingness to hold power in 

service of others.”  (John Dickson,  Humilitas, p. 24, Zondervan, 2011) 

 To hold power in service of others.  Friends, we are empowered to be servants.  To put others 

needs above our own willingly.  That needs to be our first and most important goal and it requires us to 

love others as Christ loved us - fully and unconditionally. 

 Paul used his own role with the Corinthian church to flesh out the final characteristic needed to 

live an empowered life.  It is interesting that some scholars through the years have seen Paul as 

arrogant for the words he uses here - “be imitators of me.”  And yet what Paul was really doing was 

acknowledging that there were not many people around for the Corinthians to look to to know how to 

follow Christ.  Friends, this was a new movement and those in the Corinth community were new 

believers.  They did not have the benefits we have of knowing the stories of those who have chosen to 

live in Christ’s footsteps for 2000 years.  Paul was their example and he was trying hard to live 

faithfully and friends, his was not an easy life.  He spent half of his ministry under arrest.  He was 

living his faith daily and pleading with them to follow his example.  And yet he knew that his role and 

every Christian’s role was much like a parent’s role.  For what is needed is a gentle but firm touch. 

One that pushes lovingly but consistently toward a goal of a higher calling. 

 I love the way Eugene Petersen translates these verses: 
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 I’m not writing all this as a neighborhood scold just to make you feel rotten. 

 I’m writing as a father to you, my children.  

 I love you and want you to grow up well, not spoiled. 

 There are a lot of people around who can’t wait to tell you what you’ve done wrong,  

 but there aren’t many fathers willing to take the time and effort to help you grow up.   

 It was as Jesus helped me proclaim God’s message to you that I became your father.  

 I’m not, you know, asking you to do anything I’m not already doing myself.” (Vs. 14-16)    

 Friends, we are called to live as a parent that loves their child and chooses to guide them with a 

gentle but firm hand.  That was what Paul was doing as he wrote this letter and the way in which he 

would greet them when he once again was among them.  Much like a mother bird who gives her timid 

youngster a gentle, but firm, nudge sending the small bird sailing off the edge of the nest. We might be 

afraid that the bird might sail right into the ground, but what more often than not happens is that at the 

last moment the little bird uses the small, inexperienced wings God gave them to lift them to the safety 

of a nearby tree. And the baby bird has learned a life lesson.  That my friends, is the gentle but firm 

push we also need.  The gentle but firm hand of a parent or loved one who opens a door and 

encourages us to look beyond the world we know into new possibilities that can broaden our horizons 

and open new ways of being.  In the same way that our children protest when pushed often the church 

pushes back for our fears have taught us to be cautious.  But friends, God calls us to press on seeking 

to be all that God calls us to be. 

 In a few minutes we will gather around a meal to discuss our future as a community of faith.  

Much has changed in our world since the first century - for that matter much has changed in many of 

our lifetimes. We are no longer living in Christendom and there are many around us who no longer 

seek a community of faith - in many cases because the church has disappointed them or not been 
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faithful to the gospel message.  For us to continue to spread the gospel message we must shape our 

lives as Paul did on the life and witness of Jesus Christ.  We must become servants of Christ - under-

rowers whose purpose is to follow the master’s signals and willing to work hard.  And we must be 

stewards of God’s mysteries putting God’s purpose and goals above our own. And to do that we are 

called to be trustworthy, humble and gentle but firm.    

May we be open to what God has to reveal to us for the future.  And may we live daily as  

 

Christ called us to live in service to others.    


