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IN REJECTING WORLDLINESS                                   1 CORINTHIANS 1:10-17; 3:1-4 

For some reason human beings just love celebrities.  Why?  Christopher Rojek, in his 
book “Fame Attack,” writes that we’ve turned celebrities into modern day idols.  In other 
words, it satisfies our built in need to worship something.  Consider how much monetary 
value some people put on celebrity items.  In 2002, the former barber of Elvis Presley 
sold a clump of Elvis' hair for $115,000.  Justin Timberlake's half eaten French toast 
sold for $3,000.  A jar containing the "exhaled breath" of Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie 
was recently bought by a fan for $500.  A piece of bubble gum chewed by Brittany 
Spears sold for $160.  Who doesn't want a lock of Justin Bieber's hair?  In 2011, the 
pop star's hair sold on eBay for $40,668.  A tissue allegedly used by Scarlett Johansson 
sold for $5,300 on eBay.  Even Bernie Madoff, the infamous Ponzi scheme crook, 
owned a $300 footstool that the U.S. government auctioned off for $3,300. 
   

The Christians in Corinth had developed a celebrity mindset toward their spiritual 

leaders.  But it was an example of being worldly instead of being godly.  Last week we 

began a new message series on 1 Corinthians.  It’s a long letter written in the middle of 

the first century to the first group of Christians living in a city named Corinth by the great 

Christian leader, Paul.   I’ve entitled the message series “‘In Whatever You Do’: 

Discovering What It Means To Glorify God.”  For me, the key verse in the whole letter is 

found in 10:31 (NLT), “So whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do it all for the 

glory of God.”  It’s important to be clear on what it means to glorify God.  It means to 

give Him the appropriate honor, praise, and respect He deserves.  It also means our 

everyday behavior and attitudes magnify God before other people so effectively that 

they begin to appreciate how big and marvelous He truly is.  It’s not only possible but 

desirable for every follower of Jesus to make that our goal every minute of every day in 

every situation and circumstance we find ourselves in.  Our calling:  to glorify God. 

Now, Paul’s letter to the Corinthians is more practical than theological.  In other words, 

He wanted them either to start or to stop doing specific things based on what He 

already knew about God and what it meant to glorify Him.  Last week I talked about 

“transferable concepts.”  It’s the idea that the Bible is full of truths which can be 

effectively transferred or communicated from one believer to another and, also, from 

one spiritual generation of people to another.  At times it can be challenging to figure out 

how best to interpret and apply 1 Corinthians to our lives today.  Some of those specific 

things Paul addressed still relate directly to us, but others don’t.  We don’t ignore any 

portion of Scripture.  Instead, sometimes we have to look for the transferable concept.   

In the section of 1 Corinthians we consider today, Paul said if you and I are going to 

glorify God in our lives we’re going to have to reject worldliness.  That’s the primary 

transferable concept I want us reflect on today.  The problem of Christians being worldly 

didn’t end in the first century.  It’s just as big problem for each and every one of us here 

today.  When we’re oblivious to what it means to be worldly or we ignore its dangers, we 

can’t glorify God.  The specific demonstrations of worldliness Paul addressed here may 

well be different than what we struggle with today, but don’t miss the transferable 

concepts.  Paul addressed worldliness in two separate but connected passages.  Let’s 
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read them now.  I find three major transferable concepts involving the rejection of 

worldliness in what we just read that still apply very much to us today.  First of all… 

DON’T IDOLIZE SPIRITUAL LEADERS.  FOLLOW JESUS. 

Paul spent 18 months in Corinth evangelizing, discipling new converts, and getting the 
church established.  After he left, factions and cliques apparently developed around 
different spiritual leaders.  Can Christians have “celebrities”?  Sure, we can!  Apollos 
was a Jewish Christian leader from the African city of Alexandria who was a very gifted 
speaker.  We know he had a ministry in Corinth for some period of time.  There were 
some at Corinth that had the attitude, “We’re following in the footsteps of this really 
impressive man who speaks like an angel from Heaven and has powerful spiritual gifts.  
You know, I was baptized by Apollos.  We’re the only ones really right with God!”   
 
Cephas was the Aramaic version of Peter, the leader of Jesus’ original disciples.  There 
were some at Corinth that had the attitude, “We’re following in the footsteps of the man 
who is first among all the apostles.  Jesus gave him the keys to the kingdom of Heaven, 
and he’s our man.  I was baptized by Peter himself.  We’re the only ones really right 
with God!”  Paul still had his supporters at Corinth.  Their attitude was, “We’re following 
in the footsteps of the man who founded our church.  I got baptized by none other than 
Paul.  We’re the only ones really right with God!” Was Paul would be fond of that group?  
Nope!  He said, “Was I, Paul, crucified for you? Were any of you baptized in the name 
of Paul? Of course not!... When one of you says, ‘I am a follower of Paul,’ and another 
says, ‘I follow Apollos,’ aren’t you acting just like people of the world?” (1 Cor. 1:13, 3:4)   
 
There was even a group at Corinth that said through their attitudes and actions, “You all 
are so worldly, following after mere human beings.  We’re following in the footsteps of 
no one less than Jesus Himself.  We’re the only ones really right with God!”  What was 
wrong with that?  After all, weren’t they right?  They were certainly right about following 
Jesus instead of merely human leaders, but – apparently – their attitude toward their 
fellow church members was condescending and superior.  Sadly, you can be ever so 
right and correct in your theology, but your attitude toward others - and treatment of 
those who don’t agree with you - can still be dead wrong.  
  

Here’s a related transferable concept related to this first big one.  God is glorified when I 

avoid becoming a “groupie” for anyone but Jesus.  What’s a “groupie”?  It’s someone 

who becomes fascinated by and an enthusiastic fan of a celebrity – usually a singer or 

an actor.  This celebrity is all but “worshiped” by his or her admirer.  Every song must be 

listened to.  Every movie or TV show must be watched.  The life of a groupie often 

revolves around the celebrity.  There are pastors, Bible teachers, or musical artists who 

have large followings.  You could say some of their followers become “groupies.”  Every 

book must be purchased.  Every podcast or video must be watched.  Every song must 

be downloaded.  Every concert in a 100 mile radius must be attended. 

Now, let’s be discerning.  There’s nothing wrong with really liking or appreciating a 

specific Christian teacher or singer more than others.  It’s OK to have favorites.  I 
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certainly do.  It’s a matter of degree.  It becomes worldly when you elevate a spiritual 

leader to a position he or she doesn’t deserve.  He or she is always right and never 

wrong.  He or she in some way helps you understand God like no one else.  It’s a 

tragedy, but so many well-known Christian leaders end up having feet of clay, so to 

speak.  We’ve gone through yet another round of several of them falling and failing 

badly.  It’s downright dangerous to be a Christian “celebrity.”  All the more reason never 

to put merely human spiritual leaders on some kind of spiritual pedestal.  Appreciate 

them.  Enjoy them.  Be edified by them.  Never ever idolize them. 

I see Paul implying another transferable concept in this matter of idolizing spiritual 
leaders.  God is glorified when His message is more important than the messenger.  
The Corinthians wanted to focus on the strengths and weaknesses of Apollos, of Peter, 
or of Paul.  By the way, that may be why some of them preferred Apollos to Paul.  Now, 
there’s absolutely no evidence that Apollos or Peter wanted to be idolized by anyone.  
But Apollos had the reputation of being an outstanding speaker who could thrill you 
down to your toes with his rhetorical brilliance.  Paul?  Apparently, not so much.  He 
even admitted elsewhere to not being the greatest public speaker.   

But at the end of the day, what matters most is not the messenger but God’s message.  
And, no, it didn’t even matter who baptized you either.  The point isn’t getting people 
wet, but getting people saved through the message of the cross.  That’s what Paul was 
getting at when he said, “For Christ didn’t send me to baptize, but to preach the Good 
News—and not with clever speech, for fear that the cross of Christ would lose its 
power.” (1 Cor. 1:17 NLT)  Who you got baptized by was beside the point.  Verbal 
eloquence was also beside the point.  What matters is the message of what Jesus did 
on the cross.  That’s what makes people right with God.  Remember that, Christian.  A 
transferable concept you can use!  When it comes to evaluating the ministry of any 
spiritual leader – a pastor, a Bible teacher, a singer – is Jesus truly lifted up?  Is the 
cross of Christ central to his or her message?  What matters is the message not the 
messenger.  When His message is more important than the messenger, God is 
glorified.  I find a second major transferable concept in our Scripture passages today. 

DON’T BE CONTENTIOUS.  SEEK PEACE. 

Worldly people also demonstrate their worldliness in another way.  They just love to 

argue, quarrel, and treat others with disrespect.  The Corinthian Christians had 

developed a reputation for being contentious, confrontational, and divisive.  That’s what 

Paul wrote, “I appeal to you, dear brothers and sisters, by the authority of our Lord 

Jesus Christ, to live in harmony with each other.  Let there be no divisions in the church.  

Rather, be of one mind, united in thought and purpose….  You are jealous of one 

another and quarrel with each other.  Doesn’t that prove you are controlled by your 

sinful nature?  Aren’t you living like people of the world?”  (1 Cor. 1:10, 3:3 NLT)  

There’s a transferable concept we can appreciate 20 centuries later.  Don’t be 

contentious, easily offended, or looking to pick a fight.  Instead, seek peace.   
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We see a related transferable concept here as well.  God is glorified when He sees 
unity (not uniformity) among His people.  It’s not that God wants followers of Jesus to all 
look and act the same.  For example, God invites people of all races, ethnicities, and 
cultures into His forever family.  Another example:  Paul will argue later in this letter that 
we all have different spiritual gifts, abilities, or talents we can use to serve the Lord.  
What about all the different kinds of churches or denominations all over the world?  The 
Center for the Study of Global Christianity estimates that there are over 45,000 different 
Christian groups or denominations around the world.  Isn’t that a terrible scandal?  Yes, 
it’s bad in some cases because the original reasons for splitting off from each other 
weren’t good or godly.  You know what they say about us Baptists, don’t you?  Where 
you have two Baptists, you have three opinions.  Not far from the truth!   

Maybe you heard about the man in San Francisco walking along the Golden Gate 
Bridge.  He saw a second man about to jump over the edge. He stopped and said, 
"Surely it can't be that bad.  You know God loves you."  The man about to jump got a 
tear in his eye.  He said, "Are you a Christian, or a Jew, or a Hindu?" The other man 
said, "I'm a Christian."  "Me, too.  Are you Protestant or Catholic?"  "I'm Protestant." 
"I am, too. What franchise?"  "I'm Baptist."  "So am I. Northern Baptist or Southern 
Baptist?"  "Northern Baptist."  "That's a miracle! I am, too.  Are you Northern 
Conservative Baptist or Northern Liberal Baptist?"  "Northern Conservative Baptist." 
"Me, too. Are you Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist or Northern 
Conservative Reformed Baptist?"  "I'm Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist." 
"Me, too. Are you Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist Great Lakes region or 
Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist Eastern region?"  "I'm Northern 
Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist Great Lakes region."  "So am I. Are you Northern 
Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist Great Lakes region council of 1897 or Northern 
Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist Great Lakes region council of 1912?"  "I'm 
Northern Conservative Fundamentalist Baptist Great Lakes region council of 1912." 
And the other guy said, "What!  Die, heretic," and threw him over the bridge. 

All these different Christian groups can be good, however, because different groups 
reveal or emphasize different biblical truths more than others.  That can be healthy and 
helpful.  What’s bad is when we write each other off.  What’s ungodly is when we claim 
our group has all the truth.  What’s tragic is when we refuse to work together with others 
who know and love Jesus.  There’s a story about an old, contentious Christian who 
went from one meeting to another, never finding the “true” church. Someone once 
asked him, “Well, what church are you in now?” He said, “I’m in the true church at last.” 
“How many belong to it?” he was asked.  “Just my wife and myself,” and then he added, 
“I’m not sure about her sometimes either.”  When that kind of attitude prevails, God is 
never glorified.  When unity is practiced among God’s people, He is glorified. 

The Corinthians just loved to argue with each other.  They tolerated a divisive, 
contentious spirit in the congregation.  Paul said this relational tension was clear 
evidence they were worldly.  This is how people who care less about God go about their 
lives, not followers of Jesus bought by His shed blood!  When a person who claims to 
be follower of Jesus loves to argue, loves to pick a fight, and seems always to be at the 
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center of some kind of conflict with someone else, you’re dealing with someone who is 
worldly.  Such a person – such a church - cannot and will not glorify God. 
 
God is glorified when a peaceful spirit prevails in a church or a person.  You can tell a 
whole lot about a person’s relationship with God by looking at his/her relationships with 
other people.  You can tell a whole lot about a church by looking at how they treat each 
other.  Who wants to be in a church where you feel this dark tension between its 
members when you walk in the door?  Don’t you want to be part of a church where 
people love each other, support each other, and tolerate each other’s differences?  
Don’t you want to be in a place where you have some freedom to disagree, to see 
things differently, and not get shot down for it?  I believe we have that kind of church 
here at KRBC, but we need to guard it.  In general, we do have a very gracious attitude 
toward one another, but it can be snatched away if we don’t value peace with one 
another very highly.  Here’s a third major transferable concept to consider. 
 
DON’T TOLERATE SPIRITUAL IMMATURITY.  GROW UP. 
 

“I couldn’t talk to you as I would to spiritual people.  I had to talk as though you 

belonged to this world or as though you were infants in Christ.  I had to feed you with 

milk, not with solid food, because you weren’t ready for anything stronger.  And you still 

aren’t ready, for you are still controlled by your sinful nature.  You are jealous of one 

another and quarrel with each other.  Doesn’t that prove you are controlled by your 

sinful nature?  Aren’t you living like people of the world?” (1 Cor. 3:1-3 NLT)  

Worldliness is not about loving or appreciating the physical planet on which we live.  No, 

this is about being dominated and controlled by values, attitudes, and behavior that 

essentially reject God, reject what He’s done through Jesus, and which inevitably end in 

people’s destruction and eternal damnation.  People who don’t love and follow Jesus 

can only be worldly.  But when followers of Jesus tolerate spiritual immaturity in their 

own lives – like idolizing human leaders, like being contentious – they’re being worldly.  

Worldliness and spiritual immaturity are one and the same.  They’re synonymous.   

There’s another transferable concept.  God is glorified when I am “fleshy,” but not 

“fleshly.”  That’s a play on words based on a play on words in the original Greek 

language of the New Testament.  “Sarkinos” could mean “fleshy” in the sense that 

human beings are physical beings.  We’re subject to getting ill or becoming weak 

physically.  It could just mean we’re human.  Nothing sinful or wrong about being 

“sarkinos” or “fleshy.”  God doesn’t expect or want us to be anything but “sarkinos,” in 

other words, human.  But “sarkikos” meant being dominated by your sinful nature.  

When that happened in the life of a Christian, he or she is worldly or spiritually 

immature.  “Sarkikos” is “fleshly.”  Guess what word Paul used in 1 Corinthians 3?  

“Sarkikos.”  It’s translated “fleshly,” “worldly,” “carnal,” or “sinful nature.”  The 

Corinthians were behaving like unsaved people.  Being human or having a physical 

body is a good thing – “sarkinos”.  What’s bad is to be indwelt by the Holy Spirit – which 

makes you now more than merely human – and then continuing to live as He doesn’t 

live in you.  That’s “sarkikos.”  When that happens, God can’t be glorified. 
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God is glorified when I make up my mind to grow spiritually.  God is glorified when 

remaining spiritual immature is not an option for me.  Paul had the analogy of a baby in 

mind here.  Infants can only consume and digest milk at first.  Nothing wrong with that.  

But as they grow, they can consume and digest increasingly solid food.  Imagine a 

grown man or woman unable to eat or drink anything but milk.  Very sad.  But there’s 

something infinitely sad about a follower of Jesus who refuses to grow up spiritually.   

This passage is often brought up around the discussion of whether Christians can lose 

their salvation or whether Christians who never seem to get their act together spiritually 

are really saved.  Paul definitely believed the Christians he was rebuking there in 

Corinth were saved, born again, Holy Spirit indwelt people.  But that was just the 

problem.  They were acting like anything but what they should have acted like given the 

fact of what God had done for them and in them.  So, if you’re tempted to use this 

Scripture passage to give worldly, sin-dominated, spiritually immature believers comfort 

they’ll still get into Heaven by the skin of their teeth, you’ve made the most inappropriate 

application possible.  You’ve missed Paul’s point here entirely.  He wanted the 

Corinthians to repent and change – not find an excuse to stay spiritual babies.   

Truly godly, spiritually mature people – what they should have been, but weren’t yet – 

are supposed to walk in the Spirit, be filled with the Spirit, be dominated by the Spirit, 

and be controlled by the Spirit.  It’s as if Paul said, “Listen!  Remaining worldly is not an 

option, Corinthians.  Stop being childish.  Stop acting like spiritual babies.  Grow up!”  

On the one hand, Paul wasn’t suggesting to them or to us that we can be perfect or 

sinless this side of Heaven.  On the other hand, he had no patience for anyone 

professing faith in Jesus that didn’t act and live in a godly way.  He put it like this in 

another letter to the Christians in Galatia, “So I say, let the Holy Spirit guide your lives. 

Then you won’t be doing what your sinful nature craves.” (Gal. 5:16 NLT)  Every time 

we reject worldliness in any way it wants to show up in our lives, God is glorified. 

The fantasy character, Peter Pan, didn’t want to grow up.  And many people have fears 
or reservations about growing up.  Fortunately, most of us get over it.  But there's a 
bizarre, tragic exception known as gerascophobia.  It’s the fear of growing up.  A recent 
article in a psychiatric journal described the case of a 14-year-old boy who tried 
hard not to grow up.  He didn’t eat much because - according to his own research - food 
contains nutrients needed for physical development.  He had lots of trouble maintaining 
his weight and was only in the 25th percentile when compared with other 14 year olds.  
In addition, he adopted a stooped posture to hide his height and began to distort his 
voice, using lower volume and higher pitch than usual.  If people told him he was taller 
or older, he became extremely upset and cried.  He was treated, but the doctors said, 
"[The patient] continues to express a fear of commitment and responsibilities that he 
feels will be required of him in adult life."  Hmmm.   Sometimes followers of Jesus, 
sometimes entire churches, have an irrational fear of growing up into the full stature in 
Jesus Christ.   We can run from the demands, but also the profound joys, of spiritual 
maturity.  If we want to glorify God in whatever we do, we have to reject worldliness.  
We have to make up our minds, with God’s help, to grow up. 
 


