
1 Corinthians #7 
God’s Call to Excellence 

1 Corinthians 4:1-21 

It would be good to remind ourselves of the great thrust of Paul's letter 
to the church at Corinth, lest we get lost and cannot see the forest for the trees. 
They had written to him about certain matters which affected church 
administration and policy, in which things they were concerned to be very 
exact and orthodox. They had not, however, said a word about the real state of 
affairs that within their church there was sin that was unmentionable and Christian 
living that was carnal in the extreme.  

Paul knew how they boasted of their learning and philosophy, and that 
their religion was more a matter of head knowledge than heart understanding. 
They were concerned about correctness and niceties, but deep down they were 
desperate and spiritually bankrupt. To this condition Paul addresses himself in 
this letter, and the crux of what he had to say to them is in verse 20, “For the 
kingdom of God is not in word, but in power."  

Just before that, he tells them they are living in a kingdom of their own 
vain imagination. They were so proud, and they imagined that they had all the 
answers. And he asked them in verses 7-8, “What makes you better than anyone 
else? What do you have that God hasn’t given you? And if all you have is from 
God, why boast as though you have accomplished something on your own? You 
think you already have everything you need! You are already rich! Without us you 
have become kings! I wish you really were on your thrones already, for then we 
would be reigning with you!” 

The amazing sarcasm of those verses ought not to be missed. He says in 
essence, "You think you are authoritative: you think you are in the place of king-
ship and control, but look at the condition you are in! You are all talk and intellect: 
your religion is just theory without reality.” Paul declares in verse 20, “The 
kingdom of God is not just fancy talk (it is not just philosophy and dogma), but in 
power, the one thing you do not have.” And before they could take a deep breath, 
he continues in 5:1-2, “I can hardly believe the report about the sexual immorality 
going on among you, something so evil that even the pagans don’t do it. I am told 
that you have a man in your church who is living in sin with his father’s wife. And 
you are so proud of yourselves!”   

Paul says, “You are so full of your selfish pride that you don’t even realize 
the kind of sin that is going in right under your noses.  You have a man that is 
having an affair with his step-mother, and you haven’t even seen it.” As bad as the 
sin is, Paul’s focus is not on this man’s sin, but on the sin of the Corinthian 
church, which is self-righteousness, pride, jealousy, etc. Here is a group of 
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people, church leaders, that are so concerned about church policy and politics, 
that they have totally overlooked their own carnality and its affect on the 
Body of Christ.  

Although we are looking at a situation that happened way back in the 
New Testament times, it is really not very far from us today. These are times 
when we are eager for education, talent, wisdom, philosophy - the church to-
day strives after these things! We all seek, and rightly so, to know all we can 
about truth - I am certainly not against the search for knowledge and 
understanding. In fact, I spend most of my time involved in research and study, 
seeking to expand my understanding of biblical truth. And I am convinced 
that whether you are in the ministry, in the field of education, medicine, or 
whatever, you need to continue to learn, because when you stop learning you 
really do stop living.  

Therefore, I am convinced there is a great need for proper learning and 
preparation, because the Lord deserves the very best that we have to offer. 
However, I wonder if sometimes learning and education isn’t just a covering 
for our lack of the transforming power of God the Holy Spirit.  You see, it 
really does not matter how much you know, and how many degrees you might 
have hanging on your wall, if you are not living and ministering in the power of the 
Holy Spirit, you have a fruitless effort, that will eventually become filled with 
doubt and frustration. And it does not matter what field of employment and/or 
ministry that you might have chosen to follow, as you seek to fulfill God’s will 
and purpose for your life.  

Paul begins by building up his argument back in 1:5 when he says, “in every 
thing you are enriched by Christ," and in Him you have "all utterance, and…all 
knowledge.” The kind of knowledge and understanding that will give 
authority, wisdom, and power is not to be found simply in education, but in 
the Lord Himself. For that reason, Paul continues to remind them in 1:17 that 
when he came to them, it was “not with the wisdom of words, lest the cross of 
Christ should be made of no effect."   

When Paul says that he “came not with excellency of speech,” he did not 
mean that he had trouble speaking, or that he did not have a handle on the 
language,  He was simply saying that he did not come trying to impress them 
with “great swelling words,” but with the simplicity of the Gospel.  Although 
Paul was in the midst of a people of great intellect and learning, he also 
realized there is no philosophical argument that can meet a man’s need for 
salvation.  Conversely, there is also no philosophical argument that will cause a 
person to live their life with Christ-like character. How we live our life is based on 
the choices that we make, based on our understanding of who we are in Christ 
Jesus!  
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The whole idea of the Christian of life is found in verse 20, “For the 
kingdom of God is not in word, but in power.”  Ladies and gentlemen, our walk 
with Christ is not a stroll around the block – it is a power walk.  We do not 
walk in our own strength or wisdom, but in the power of the Holy Spirit, who 
speaks only of Jesus, continually revealing to us His goodness, His justice, and 
His grace.  

Therefore, Paul says that we are to walk with integrity, because there is 
a lost and dying world watching our every move. The way we choose our steps 
demonstrates to all who watch us that we walk with divine, inspired purpose.  
And Paul’s message of the cross is simply that Christ died for us, He called us, He 
loves us, and we must not let Him down in our conduct. 

Paul shared this very same idea with the Ephesian church in Ephesians 4:1, 
“I therefore, the prisoner of the Lord, beseech you that you walk worthy of the 
vocation to which you are called.” Paul is simply telling us to “walk” (to live our 
life) in such a way that the splendor of God’s call will be reflected by our 
steadfast faith and obedience! 

The word translated “walk” here means our entire life.  Paul put it this 
way in Acts 17:28, “In him we live, and move, and have our being.”  Every step of 
our walk, every day of our life, every choice that we make, must be based on 
His love for us and His call on our life! 

Paul is saying that when our “walk” is guided and directed by the holy 
God, what you hear in your spirit will be different from what you hear in the 
world.  And what we hear from God will challenge us, inspire us, empower us, 
help us, and cause our efforts to be effective. 

And the problem with the church in Corinth was that they had become 
so filled with self, pride, and jealousy that they were no longer walking to the 
beat of the Holy Spirit, but they were walking to the beat of the world.  And 
conversely, they had adopted the attitudes and philosophies of the world. And 
with those attitudes and philosophies came bickering and division in the Body of 
Christ.   

Paul is reminding the Corinthian Christians, and us, that the call of God 
is ever before us, compelling us to the place God desire us to go and propelling 
us into the position where we will fulfill His purpose for our lives.  Every 
believer has a call on their lives.  Some are called to preach, others are called to 
establish businesses.  But no matter that particular assignment, Paul says that 
we all live our lives as either a positive or a negative for the cause of Christ! 
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It is obvious that Paul saw the call of God as something tugging on our 
hearts to go forward, propelling us to the next level of what God has for us.  It 
is a haunting, nagging feeling that extends itself ahead of us and motivates us 
to move forward.  It is what causes us to grow, to excel, to seek, and to extend 
beyond ourselves.  In reality, the call of God on our lives is something that we 
cannot possibly fulfill in our own ability, as seen in Philippians 1:6, “Being 
confident of this very thing, that he who hath begun a good work in you will 
perform it until the day of Jesus Christ.”  

Paul put it this way in Galatians 2:20, “I am crucified with Christ; 
nevertheless I love; yet not I, but Christ liveth in me; and the life which I now live 
in the flesh I live by the faith of the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself 
for me.” Listen very carefully, God’s call is not about you, it is about Him! 
Therefore, God’s call resonates in our potential, not in our present reality or 
natural capability.  And because of that He never stops calling us to take one 
more step, to do one more thing, engage us one more act of our faith. 

It is with this thought in mind that Paul says in Ephesians 3:20, “Now unto 
him who is able to do exceedingly abundantly above all that we ask or think, 
according to the power that worketh in us.” The very essence of God’s calling on 
us is to challenge us to do something that is humanly impossible. 

What God does is this: He endows us with His rich grace so that we 
might attain those things that are beyond our human comprehension or effort.  
When we say “yes” to His call and move in obedience and faith, He imparts 
the ability we lack to perform His will.  The Lord does not impart His ability first 
and then call us to some ministry or place of service.  No! He calls to us, and as 
we step out in faith and obedience, He imparts His ability! And as you begin to 
walk in faith and obedience, you will find that He always moves you in the right 
direction, His timing is always the right timing, and the results are always the best 
results. 

Having said all of that, let me remind you of the words of Paul found in 
Ephesians 5:1-2, “Therefore be followers of God as dear children. And walk in 
love, as Christ also has loved us and given himself for us, an offering and a 
sacrifice to God for a sweet-smelling aroma.” Paul’s reference is to John 13:34, “A 
new commandment I give unto you, that you love one another; as I have loved you, 
that you also love one another.”  Paul draws it all together in 1 Corinthians 13:13, 
“And now abide faith, hope, and love, these three; but the greatest of these is love.” 

Without question, love is the greatest mark of maturity when it comes to 
measuring God’s call on one’s life. There is no doubt this is what Jesus had in 
mind when He was confronted by an expert in the Law of Moses, as seen in 
Matthew 22:34-40, “Teacher, which is the great commandment in the Law?”  Jesus 
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replied, “You shall love the Lord you God with all your heart, with all your soul, 
and with all your mind.” As Jesus continued to answer to man’s question, He added 
a second commandment, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  And then He 
astonished the lawyer with these words, “On these two commandments hang all the 
law and the prophets.”  

When Paul says in Ephesians 5:1-2 to “walk in love,” he is referring to 
the way of love is a philosophy of life, a Christian philosophy of life.  It gives a 
central focus to all that we do. It is living as Christ lived. The Corinthians 
Christians were following the way of selfishness and carnality.  Some were 
competing with other in using their God-given abilities and gifts to humiliate 
each other and elevate themselves.  In seeking to get them to see how wrong 
they were in their behavior, he encouraged them to remember their salvation 
experience, to remember the price that was paid for them to be saved, and to 
remember their calling. 

Tonight, I honestly believe that I am standing in front of some of the 
greatest people that I have ever known. We have an understanding of our 
salvation, an understanding of who we are in Christ, and some measure of an 
understanding of God’s call on our lives.  But I also realize that we are 
involved in a spiritual battle that seeks to get our focus off our victory and on 
our circumstances, off our walk and on our selves.  Therefore, my advice 
tonight is the same that Paul has given to the Ephesian church, “Therefore be 
imitators of God as dear children. And walk in love, as Christ also has loved 
us and given Himself for us, an offering and a sacrifice to God for a sweet-
smelling aroma.” 
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