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IN VALUING GODLY LEADERSHIP                                           1 CORINTHIANS 4 & 9 

Back in the 1990s a book written by Stephen Covey became a nationwide #1 bestseller.  

It’s entitled “The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People.”  It’s an excellent book with 

many valuable insights.  It was written primarily for people who are leaders, but it’s 

helpful to anyone who wants to live a more effective life.  Habit number two states that 

effective people begin with the end in mind.  Here’s how Covey explained that habit.  

“To begin with the end in mind means to start with a clear understanding of your 

destination. It means to know where you’re going so that you better understand where 

you are now and so that the steps you take are always in the right direction.” 

I’d like to edit Stephen Covey’s habit just a little.  Instead of saying effective followers of 

Jesus begin with the end in mind, it’s better to say effective followers of Jesus live 

everyday with the end in mind.  They know why God has put them on the planet, why 

Jesus died and rose again for them, and where they’re heading.  The first Christians in 

the Greek city of Corinth weren’t living with the end in mind.  They didn’t live into what 

mattered most, because they were focused on what didn’t matter.  Our current message 

series on 1 Corinthians is entitled “Discovering What It Means To Glorify God.”  That 

should be the ultimate end goal of every follower of Jesus back then and still today: 

glorifying God.  We should be asking, “How can I glorify God today? How will this task 

or this decision magnify or exalt Jesus today?”  

For me the key verse in the whole letter is succinctly stated in 10:31 (NLT), “So whether 

you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.”  Every arena of life 

presents us with an opportunity to glorify God.  We get a snapshot into how we can 

glorify God through being a godly leader by looking at the example of Paul himself in 

chapters 4 and 9.  We don’t have time to read both chapters in their entirety today, but I   

encourage you to do that sometime today or this week.  Even though Paul had founded 

the church in Corinth, a significant anti-Paul group had emerged.  They had little use for 

Paul or his message.  Why?  He wasn’t impressive to look at or eloquent to listen to.  In 

their estimation, he just didn’t act or talk like a great spiritual leader.  They also had a 

problem with the fact Paul didn’t ask them for any financial support.  Instead of seeing 

that as a gracious setting aside of something Paul was entitled to receive, they 

somehow saw it as an admittance that he wasn’t really a spiritual leader after all.  Some 

of them also thought he was inconsistent and lacked integrity.  Why?  With Jews he 

observed kosher laws when it came to eating certain foods, but with non-Jews he ate 

anything set before him.  They thought Paul was being hypocritical. 

So, in chapters 4 and 9 of 1 Corinthians Paul defended himself from some of these 

attacks on his character and ministry.  What emerges is a portrait of a godly leader.  As 

I studied these chapters, I began to see from Paul’s example that a godly leader is 

flexible about what doesn’t matter, because he or she is focused on what does matter.  

In other words, godly leaders live everyday with the end in mind.  They discern what 

really matters both today and in the future and pursue it.  They make every decision, 

every relationship, and every task serve that end or that purpose.   
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Now, you might say, “But, Rick, how can today’s message help me?  I’m not a spiritual 

leader.  I’m not on a church’s staff.  I don’t hold an office in a church.  I’m just an 

average follower of Jesus trying to figure out how to glorify God.”  I encourage you to 

broaden your definition of who is a leader.  If you’re a parent or a grandparent, you’re a 

leader.  If you have a job, you can be a leader at your workplace even if you don’t have 

a title.  Furthermore, a lot of what we observe in a godly leader like Paul applies to any 

and every follower of Jesus.  Transferable truths abound in chapters 4 and 9 that will 

help any and all of us better live lives that truly glorify God. So, again, godly leaders are: 

FLEXIBLE ON WHAT DOESN’T MATTER. 

I see at least three examples of that transferable truth in these chapters.  First, they 

don’t seek human praise.  Paul wrote, “I care very little if I am judged by you or by any 

human court; indeed, I do not even judge myself.  My conscience is clear, but that does 

not make me innocent.  It is the Lord who judges me. ” (1 Cor. 4:3-4 NLT) Godly leaders 

are human beings; therefore, they like to be praised by the people they serve.  Who 

doesn’t?  But they don’t seek it out, they don’t need it to keep on going, and they can 

live without it if necessary.  Paul’s attitude toward any human praise, human 

evaluations, and human opinion was take it or leave it.  Even his opinion of himself was 

somewhat irrelevant.  Only God knows the motives and circumstances behind anything 

we do or don’t do in life.  God will figure it out in the end.  In the meantime, get on with 

whatever God’s called you to do.  Living to get people’s praise is a waste of time. 

If Paul had focused on all the criticisms of himself and his work made within his own 
churches, he would have given up his calling as an apostle.  He knew and lived 
something we need to remember.  We’re accountable to God ultimately, not to the 
people we serve be it in our church, our home, our workplace, or wherever.  Paul wasn’t 
thick-skinned or thin-skinned, but by God’s grace, he was able to take personal criticism 
in stride and not get obsessed in defending himself.  He knew there was a day coming 
when the only truly important praise will come directly from God Himself, not from 
human beings.  Because Paul knew what mattered, he lived with the end in mind. 

Second, godly leaders don’t expect to be treated well.  Paul wrote this about himself 

and other godly leaders, “Even now we go hungry and thirsty, and we don’t have 

enough clothes to keep warm.  We are often beaten and have no home.  We work 

wearily with our own hands to earn our living.  We bless those who curse us.  We are 

patient with those who abuse us.  We appeal gently when evil things are said about us.” 

(1 Cor. 4:11-13)  Nobody wants to be mistreated or seeks it out.  But when you’re 

serving King Jesus who Himself was miserably treated, you expect mistreatment as part 

of your calling.  Sadly, some of that mistreatment will even come from God’s people!  

Godly leaders have the ability to absorb mistreatment and deal with it like Jesus did.  

Paul learned a very important truth that applies just as much to you and me today. “That 

is why we never give up….  For our present troubles are small and won’t last very long. 

Yet they produce for us a glory that vastly outweighs them and will last forever!’ (2 Cor. 

4:16-17)  Because Paul knew what mattered, he lived with the end in mind. 
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I see a third example of Paul’s flexibility in chapter 9.  Godly leaders don’t always exert 
their rights.  In Greco-Roman culture in Paul’s day, manual labor was looked down on.  
You would never willingly work with your hands.  It was thought to be demeaning and 
beneath your dignity.  Only slaves did that!  Strange to us, but true.  Also, at that time 
there were many non-Christian wandering philosophers and teachers who avoided 
manual labor whenever possible.  Sometimes they charged fees or accepted gifts from 
wealthy supporters.  As a wandering missionary himself for Jesus, Paul decided instead 
to support himself by working with his hands.  When he’d been in Corinth, he made 
tents rather than expecting new believers in this new church to pay his bills.   

Probably most of us today would find that commendable.  But back then, some people 
said, in effect, “You know, if Paul was really a spiritual leader, he wouldn’t stoop to 
make tents to support himself.  How degrading is that!  Other spiritual leaders like 
Apollos and Peter expect and receive our financial support for their ministry.  It just goes 
to show Pau’s probably not a real apostle.”  Paul’s response to that attack was nothing 
short of amazing.  He argued strenuously that it’s absolutely right and good to pay 
spiritual leaders for their work of serving God’s people.  If you ever question whether it’s 
biblical to pay a pastor or other church staff for their work, please read 1 Corinthians 9.  
But then Paul did a complete 180.  On the one hand, he said it was right and 
appropriate to pay spiritual leaders including himself.  On the other hand, he refused to 
exercise that right himself.  He said, “Yet I have never used any of these rights.  And I 
am not writing this to suggest that I want to start now.  In fact, I would rather die than 
lose my right to boast about preaching without charge….   What then is my pay? It is the 
opportunity to preach the Good News without charging anyone.  That’s why I never 
demand my rights when I preach the Good News.” (1 Cor. 9:15, 18 NLT)   

Why didn’t Paul want financial support from those he evangelized and discipled?  He 

didn’t want anyone to conclude he was in ministry for the money.  He didn’t want to give 

a potential convert to Jesus an excuse to not become a follower of Jesus by thinking, 

“Maybe this Paul is in it just for the money.  But, even if he is legit, now I have to help 

support him financially?  I’m not so sure about this Jesus thing after all.”  It’s also true 

Paul would have told people about Jesus even if he wasn’t paid to do it.  Ministry wasn’t 

a career for Paul, but an opportunity to serve King Jesus.  He could no more stop doing 

it than he could stop breathing.  “Yet preaching the Good News is something…  I am 

compelled by God to do.  How terrible for me if I didn’t preach the Good News!  If I were 

doing this on my own initiative, I would deserve payment.  But I have no choice, for God 

has given me this sacred trust.” (1 Cor. 9:16-17 NLT)   There are times when a godly 

leader will not insist on his or her “rights,” because a larger, far more important issue 

might be at stake.  Paul surrendered his right to receive financial support because he 

didn’t want it to become an obstacle for someone to find Jesus as Lord and Savior.  It 

presents you and me with an important question, “What rights are we willing to sacrifice 

for the cause of Jesus?”  Because Paul knew what mattered, he lived with the end in 

mind.  Godly leaders are flexible on what doesn’t matter, because they’re… 

FOCUSED ON WHAT DOES MATTER. 
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Because godly leaders – and all true followers of Jesus – live every day with the end in 

mind, what matters is being faithful, humble servants of God above all.  Paul wrote, 

“This, then, is how you ought to regard us: as servants of Christ… Now it is required that 

those who have been given a trust must prove faithful.” (1 Cor. 4:1-2 NLT)  Godly 

leaders are never dictators, but men and women who follow Jesus’ example.  He said, 

“‘Whoever wants to be a leader among you must be your servant, and whoever wants to 

be first among you must be the slave of everyone else.  For even the Son of Man came 

not to be served but to serve others and to give his life as a ransom for many.’” (Mk. 

10:43-45 NLT)  Godly leaders are - always and forever – servants. 

What’s important to God in a leader – or any follower of Jesus, for that matter?  
Faithfulness.  Paul was thinking of a servant who managed the estate of a wealthy 
owner.  He had to be an efficient steward of the master’s resources.  A steward never 
owned the property or any of the resources.  He was simply expected to manage them 
faithfully.  According to God, the number one requirement for the pastor of this or any 
church is not personal charisma, or preaching ability, or packing the house, or improving 
the church’s finances.  It’s faithfulness.  Of course, he can have many other additional 
gifts and abilities, but faithfulness is the number one qualification.  That’s true for church 
staff.  That’s true for church volunteers.  That’s also true in your home, in your 
workplace, or wherever you yourself might exert personal leadership.  Are you faithful?  
Yes, faithful to the people we serve, to be sure.  But, above all, faithful to God because 
we are ultimately accountable to God Himself.  Paul reminded the Corinthians and us, 
“At that time each will receive their praise from God.” (1 Cor. 4:5 NLT)   

A leader who sees himself or herself as a faithful servant will be, by necessity, humble.  
We’ve been taught to admire and respect humble people.  But back in the Greco-
Roman culture of Paul’s day, humility wasn’t considered a virtue at all.  It was 
considered a weakness.  But Paul wrote here, “For who makes you different from 
anyone else?  What do you have that you did not receive?  And if you did receive it, why 
do you boast as though you did not?” (1 Cor. 4:7 NLT)  If you’ve been given a gift, an 
ability, a talent, God is responsible for that, not you.  If you’ve been handed privileges or 
opportunities in life more than others have received, it’s not because you’re so special.  
We didn’t deserve or earn them.  We’re nothing great; God is the One who’s great.  
Because godly leaders are focused on what matters, they know they’re called to be 
faithful, humble servants of God above all.  They live with the end in mind. 
 

Emma Daniel Gray died on June 8, 2009, at the age of 95.  On the employee office 

records, her job title read "charwoman." What’s that?  She was a janitor.  Not the most 

important job in the world, right?  Nevertheless, there was a big story about her in 

the Washington Post when she died.  For 24 years she was the charwoman for six 

different U.S. presidents.  Each day she dusted the office of the President of the United 

States.   Because she was a committed follower of Jesus, she would stand and pray 

over the president's chair every time she dusted it.  Her dusting cloth in one hand, her 

other hand on the chair of the president of the United States, she would pray for 

blessings, wisdom, and safety.  Faithfulness is so important and valuable whether 
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you’re a leader, a servant, or both at the same time!  Emma Gray glorified God in her 

job and how she did it.  That’s living with the end in mind.   
 
Because they’re focused on what matters, godly leaders also know the value of being a 
loving, parental example to those they serve.  Paul was the Corinthians spiritual father.  
He had brought the good news about Jesus to them.  Then, Paul had discipled them.  
Notice how Paul appealed to them.  “I… warn you as my beloved children…. I became 
your father in Christ Jesus when I preached the Good News to you.  So I urge you to 
imitate me.” (1 Cor. 4:14-16 NLT)  Then he added this comment which every good 
parent understands, “Which do you choose?  Should I come with a rod to punish you, or 
should I come with love and a gentle spirit?”  (1 Cor. 4:21 NLT)  That’s what a loving 
parent does.  She tells her kids what not to do.  He tells his kids what to do.  They warn, 
they admonish, they lovingly correct.  If necessary, yes, they threaten punishment if 
their kids refuse to get their act together.  In addition, most parents understand the 
importance of being a good example to their kids, so Paul wasn’t reluctant to say to 
those believers in Corinth, “Follow me, as I follow Jesus.”  We forget that all the Gospel 
accounts of Jesus hadn’t even be written down yet, so the only information those 
Corinthians had about what Jesus said and did was provided by Paul.  Because godly 
leaders are focused on what matters, they know they are called to be a loving, parental 
example to those they serve.  They live with the end in mind. 

Godly leaders are also focused on doing everything possible to present Jesus to 
everyone.    “To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews….   To those not having 
the law I became like one not having the law (though I am not free from God’s law but 
am under Christ’s law)….   I have become all things to all people so that by all possible 
means I might save some.”  (1 Cor. 9:20-22 NLT)  Again, some of Paul’s enemies there 
at Corinth thought he was being hypocritical and inconsistent.  When it came to some 
social relationships, Paul could be a bit of a chameleon.  If he was with Jewish non-
believers, he observed kosher food laws and certain holy days on the Jewish calendar.  
But if he was with Gentile non-believers, he ate anything set before him and didn’t 
consider any days to be holy or special.  Was this how a real apostle acted?   

What Paul, once the quintessential Jew, had to explain to the Corinthians and others 
was the fact that in Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection Judaism had been fulfilled.  
Therefore, food laws, circumcision, and holy days no longer mattered.  Getting people 
saved and headed for eternity was what mattered.  And Paul was willing to do whatever 
was necessary to get alongside a lost sinner so he would share with that person the life 
changing message of Jesus.  If traditions needed to be set aside, set them aside.  If 
cultural expectations needed to be ignored, ignore them.  If “sacred cows” needed to be 
sacrificed, sacrifice them.  Paul had laser like vision and focus on this issue.  What 
mattered most was people’s eternal destiny.  Once you understood that, Paul’s actions 
were of the highest integrity.  Because godly leaders are focused on what matters, they 
do everything possible to present Jesus to everyone.  They live with the end in mind. 

Here’s a final snapshot of a godly leader.  Because they’re focused on what matters, 
they practice self-discipline to better glorify God.  “Don’t you realize that in a race 
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everyone runs, but only one person gets the prize? So run to win!   All athletes are 
disciplined in their training.  They do it to win a prize that will fade away, but we do it for 
an eternal prize.   So I run with purpose in every step. I am not just shadowboxing.  I 
discipline my body like an athlete, training it to do what it should.  Otherwise, I fear that 
after preaching to others I myself might be disqualified.”  (1 Cor. 9:24-27 NLT) Corinth 
was the site of a very famous athletic competition – the Isthmian Games – held every 
two years.  It was second in importance only to the Olympics in the ancient world.  Even 
back then, athletes trained for about ten months before the Isthmian Games.   

Why compare the Christian life to an athletic competition?  Because this life and 
following Jesus are like an athletic contest.  Why do you compete?  In order to win.  For 
the Christian, winning means getting the reward God has prepared for us.  In order to 
win, you discipline yourself and train for it.  For the follower of Jesus, that means we 
deny ourselves some things not because they’re bad in themselves, but because they 
prevent us from being at our best for Jesus.  We put up with hardship.  We endure.  We 
don’t make being happiness and comfort the be and the end all of life.  This is living 
every day with the end in mind.  It’s knowing your goal and why that goal matters.  And 
for the Christian, it’s making up our minds to glorify God in everything.  Then, when we 
pass from this life and move into eternity we have the joy of receiving the reward Jesus 
has set aside for us.  Christian, we live today for what Jesus will say to us then, “‘Well 
done, my good and faithful servant.  You have been faithful in handling this small 
amount, so now I will give you many more responsibilities.  Let’s celebrate together!’” 
(Mt. 25:23 NLT)  Because godly leaders are focused on what matters, they practice self-
discipline to better promote God’s glory.  They live with the end in mind. 

You might think every Olympic athlete’s ultimate goal in life is to win a medal.  Not 
necessarily.  At the age of 23, swimmer Madeline DiRado was something of a late 
bloomer when she qualified for the 2016 Olympics in Rio de Janeiro.  She had just 
missed qualifying for the 2012 Olympics and everyone knew, including DiRado, that this 
would be her one and only chance to compete in the Olympic Games.  She would be 
competing in the 400-meter medley, the 200-meter medley, and the 200-meter 
backstroke.  While she was grateful for and excited about competing the Games, she 
said, “I don’t think God really cares about my swimming very much.  This is not my end 
purpose, to make the Olympic team.” When asked what she thought God does care 
about as she prepared for Rio, DiRado replied, “I think God cares about my soul and 
whether I’m bringing his love and mercy into the world.  Can I be a loving, supportive 
teammate, and can I bless others around me in the same way God has been so 
generous with me?”  In others words, the real purpose and goal of Madeline DiRado’s 
life was bringing glory to God.  She’s living with the end in mind.  In case you’re 
wondering about her performance in the Olympics, she did just fine.  She medaled in all 
four events, taking home one bronze, one silver, and two gold medals. 

What does it mean to be a leader?  What kind of people should we invite to be our 
leaders?  The same kind of people we should be as followers of Jesus.  We need to be 
flexible about what doesn’t matter and focused on what does matter.  We need to live 
every day with the end in mind. 

http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2016/august-web-only/meet-rio-olympians-who-put-god-before-gold.html
http://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2016/august-web-only/meet-rio-olympians-who-put-god-before-gold.html

