1 Corinthians 3:4 – 4:5
Faithful Leaders, Not Flashy Ones
3:4 For when one says, “I follow Paul,” and another, “I follow Apollos,” are you not mere human beings?  5 What, after all, is Apollos? And what is Paul?  Only servants (diakonos), through whom you came to believe—as the Lord has assigned to each his task. 
…….
4:1 This, then, is how you ought to regard us: as servants (huperetes) of Christ and as those entrusted with the mysteries God has revealed. 2 Now it is required that those who have been given a trust must prove faithful. 

diakonos - domestic help (originally “to raise dust”) a servant, attendant, minister, deacon 
  
huperetes - properly “an under rower” , as distinguished from nautes, “a seaman”, a meaning which lapsed from the word, came to denote “any subordinate acting under another’s direction”, a servant, assistant, helper 

Speaking broadly, diakonos views a servant in relation to his work; huperetes, in relation to his superior.  

Sorry to mention politics in church, but does it bother you that most of the cabinet went to posh public schools?  That our Prime Minister David Cameron went to Eton College?  That 19 of our Prime Ministers had attended Eton?  Would you prefer more down to earth working class type like a John Prescott?  What about those high flying city-types, the banker’s with their bonuses, what do you think of them?  These are all group which in recent months have raise much discussion, disagreement and even rancour amongst various sections of our society.  As these sorts of divisions are present today so they were in ancient Corinth.
Corinth as a city had been completely destroyed, and only rebuilt within the previous 100 or so years of Paul’s visit.  It was a city without aristocracy, without tradition and without well-established citizens.  It did have a migrant, changing population each with their own ideas and cultures.  This makes it much more like a 21st century city than many of the other in the bible.  Within Corinth, there were Roman, Greek, Jews, every other type of traveller; the very rich and very poor, land-owner and immigrant, free man and slave, and Paul scrapes them all together in this brand new thing called a church.
Without an establish aristocracy, money-talked.  The rich were used to doing their own thing and continuing to do their own thing when they joined the church.  I don’t want to say that wealth is wrong or that you can’t be rich and a Christian.  But I would suggest that wealth tends to create the environment where you don’t have to worry about consequences.  On a small scale consider that in the UK, we buy too much food and throw a large percentage away because we are “rich” enough that there is no consequence of the waste.  In many third world countries such waste would have direct consequence in term of starvation.  We see in later passages of the Corinthian letter, more examples of people doing what they want or what they have always done.  Just because they can.  How to live with that tension of ‘freedom from consequence’ offered by wealth may be explored in later sermons in this series.
In today’s passage, these difference in the members of the Corinth church have found expression in quarrelling over who is the best sort of Christian or as it is expressed who is the best church leader.  Some favoured Apollos and some favoured Paul, other still a real apostle like Cephas.  From Acts 18 we know that Apollos was a learned man with a thorough knowledge of the scriptures.  He was good at speaking.  Paul tells us that the Corinthians thought he excelled in his letter-writing but was rubbish at speaking (2 Cor. 10:10).  The commentaries suggest that it is most likely Apollos was good at a very particular style of rhetorical debating.  This was common amongst Greek and Roman philosopher, and loved and hated in equal measure a sport by their upper classes.
The closest example I could think of today was the politician’s sound bite.  A style of speaking design to have immediate impact, media friendly for the 6 o’clock news, and loved and loathed in equal measure.  Apollos seemed to have been good at the style of debating and preaching that some in Corinth expected from a leader.  Others thought he was too flashy and preferred Paul’s more earthy style.  Paul though asks them why they are focusing on human being and elevating the status of mere human beings.  They should be focused on God, after all it is he who is the one actually doing all the amazing things.
The bible would suggest that people have always picked the wrong sought of leaders.  1 Samuel 8 tells of the time when Israel wanted a king.  God warned them what a king would be like but they said to Samuel “gives us a king then we will be like all the other nations around us”.  Jesus had to explain to the disciples (Math. 20:20-28) what leadership was supposed to be about.  And now the Corinthians are arguing.  Let me make the statement - We still get it wrong today.  Take a moment to think about what you expect from church leadership.   
We are only servants, Paul says, “Why would you exalt a servant?”.  He emphasises the point by using 2 different Greek words which we are translated both into English as servant.  The first in 3:5 focuses on the work they are doing serving the church.  The second in 4:1 would leave them in no doubt that it is Jesus who is in charge.  Paul, Apollos, any other apostle is only carrying out the work they have been called to do by Jesus.
Twice Paul brings up God’s judgement.  Firstly, there is the testing with fire section in 3:13-15, and then the obvious passage in 4:3-5….  
[1 Cor. 4:3-5.  Here is a passage to slowly meditate on.  Paul who in his earlier life persecuted and had put to death Christians can now write that his conscience is clear.  But he say, what does it matter what I think; it is in the hands of God.  Perhaps, take some time to slowly re-read this section and whatever narrative is running inside your head whether it is critical of yourself, constantly running yourself down; or whether it is continually finding fault in your neighbour, relative or love one.  Stop and know that the only judgement that counts, is that of God himself , and he sent his son to die so that we could be forgiven.]

….This test or judgement from God, Paul tells us, is looking for one thing.  Faithfulness!  I know my place says Paul.  I’m working hard at serving the Church and being faithful to my master Jesus and that’s what’s really important.  If the only criteria for good church leadership is faithfulness to the gospel then that should challenge what think of church leadership.
Opportunities for all?
Paul uses several images in chapter 3 for the church: the plant growing, the building being built, the holy temple.  Pick one that works for you, and then see yourself as part of it.  For if one Christian plants, another waters but it is God that actually make things grow.  One Christian lays a foundation, another builds the walls but God ultimately is the building inspector.  Then any Christian called to serve, could be called to church leadership.  You might say but “I couldn't be important, I couldn’t be in charge”.  Perhaps, church leadership might not look like being in charge.  ?  

I have been impressed by the news that heard from the church in China.  Here it is pretty much illegal to be a church leader.  The house church movement is tolerated by the authorities but with severe restrictions.  Anyone identified as a church leader is banned from travelling so every house church has to have their own local leadership.  Gatherings of more than 12 adults are broken up by the police so most house churches are no more than 12 members.  That means roughly speaking 1 in every 12 Chinese Christians is a church leader that doesn’t look like a church leader.
Abundance.
Everything is now theirs in Christ and they all belong to God (3:21-23).  Apollos is a gift to them, Paul was a gift them, Cephas is a gift to them.  Why give up on the abundance that God has provided to focus on one human being?  If a church leader doesn’t necessarily conform to the outside world’s view of what a leader should be then it follows that there might not be a particular way to do church leadership.  The church does have a problem with the stereotypical image of the church leader as being not too dissimilar to Rowan Atkinson in the film “Four Weddings and a Funeral”.  There is a challenge to continually ask whether we laden church leadership with our own preconceived expectations.  What if we could embrace all the possible styles and types of church leadership, and offer all the possibilities so that the gospel can spread to more and more people.  This week brings news that there are official 1000 Fresh Expressions of Church associated to the Church of England.  This is starting to sound like an abundance.
Support our Church leaders.
We too make the wrong choices about what we expect of leaders in our churches.  We make assumptions about what good leadership should look like based on who we think are good leaders in society.  And that probably isn’t going to agree with what the bible says.  Society as with the church has still to grasp the meaning of the first must be last.  As such, Christians make poor choice.  In previous churches in which I‘ve worshiped, I have met people that have been quite open that they look to see who is preaching before deciding whether to come and worship God.  We may not align ourselves directly with people.  What about music?  I like old hymns, I like new hymns.  Do we have our favourite speakers at Spring Harvest, or only read books from particular Christian writers, and never from the one’s we disagree with.  There is a challenge to us to think are we aligning ourselves to one set of people, rather than thinking of everything as a gift of God.

Paul would suggest that the only valid criteria for judging church leadership is ‘are they serving the Church and faithful to the Gospel?’  Even then that needs to be applied gracefully.  Every other idiosyncrasy, quirk, habit or eccentricity – be they charming, irritating or downright annoying – Should they not be considered a gift from God?
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