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From the time I started kindergarten until my freshman year of high school, I played Little League baseball.  Some years I was on really good teams, and some years I was on not-so-good teams.  But when I was in third grade, I had the distinction of playing on the worst team in the entire league.  You know how some teams don’t have enough good pitching to win many games?  Well, that was our problem.  And you know how other teams don’t have enough big hitters to win many games?  Well, that was our problem, too.  We had no offense and no defense.  But we became experts at the rally cap.  Now, for those of you who aren’t familiar with Little League baseball, the rally cap is when you’re in the dug out while your team is batting, and you take your baseball cap and turn it inside out and start chanting, “Ral-ly!  Ral-ly!  Ral-ly!”  You do this when you’re behind, because you’re trying to put together a rally to catch up.  Well, we had a lot of opportunities to rally that year, because we were always behind.  And I think there actually came a time where we looked forward to putting our rally caps on more than we looked forward to the game.  The problem was, even though we became experts at the rally cap, we never really became experts at the rally.  We could chant “Rally” louder and longer than any other team, but we couldn’t ever put enough runs on the board to actually start a rally.  And I learned a lesson that summer that you hear a lot in the sports world: Don’t talk the talk if you can’t walk the walk.

And actually, that’s such a big lesson in life that we’ve come up with a lot of ways to say it: Talk is cheap.  Actions speak louder than words.  Practice what you preach.  What we need is a little less talk and a lot more action.  Don’t talk the talk if you can’t walk the walk.  And our text today gives us a biblical version of that idea.  We’re continuing our study of Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, and today we’re focusing on 1 Corinthians 4:14-21.  So turn to 1 Corinthians 4, and let’s read verses 14-21.  Paul writes, “I am not writing this to shame you, but to warn you, as my dear children.  Even though you have ten thousand guardians in Christ, you do not have many fathers, for in Christ Jesus I became your father through the gospel.  Therefore I urge you to imitate me.  For this reason I am sending to you Timothy, my son whom I love, who is faithful in the Lord.  He will remind you of my way of life in Christ Jesus, which agrees with what I teach everywhere in every church.  
“Some of you have become arrogant, as if I were not coming to you.  But I will come to you very soon, if the Lord is willing, and then I will find out not only how these arrogant people are talking, but what power they have.  For the kingdom of God is not a matter of talk but of power.  What do you prefer?  Shall I come to you with a whip, or in love and with a gentle spirit?”

It’s been nearly five months since we started this study in 1 Corinthians, so let me take two minutes to remind you of what’s going on here.  Paul has spent most of 4 chapters dealing with the problem of pride in the Corinthian church.  This pride caused divisions in the church, because different groups were taking pride in different leaders, and they were dividing up behind those leaders and arguing about which one was the best.  And Paul responded to that problem by reminding the Corinthians that their leaders were not the source of any of the spiritual results in the church.  Only God brings about spiritual results.  And even when God works through human leaders, those human leaders are still completely dependent on God to bring about the spiritual results, so God gets all the credit.  That’s why it was foolish for the Corinthians to take pride in their leaders.  
Then, last week in verses 8-13, we saw that the Corinthians were also taking pride in themselves.  They were boasting that they had everything that mattered in life: pleasure, wealth, power, independence.  And Paul’s response was that they were boasting in the wrong things.  None of that stuff matters as much as Jesus, so they would be better off suffering for Jesus than being successful in the world, because Jesus is greater than the world.  

And as Paul was making that point, he got pretty riled up.  He is so passionate about the worth of Jesus that he really came down hard on the Corinthians in those verses.  He got really sarcastic with them and even mocked them.  He wanted them to see just how foolish it is for them value their worldly success more than Jesus.  And if he had to be hard on them to make that point, well, then he was going to be hard on them.  

And that brings us to verse 14 today.  Paul says, “I am not writing this to shame you, but to warn you, as my dear children.”  Paul wants to make sure the Corinthians understand why he’s being so hard on them.  It’s not because he doesn’t care about them.  It’s because he does care about them.  Paul loves the Corinthians so much that he’s willing to say tough things to them for their sake.  He basically says, “Look, I know I’m being hard on you.  I’ve called you infantile, worldly, foolish, and I’ve even had to mock you, but I don’t do any of that to shame you.  I do it because I love you as my children.  And because I love you, I’ve got to warn you that you’ve got some real problems.  Your pride is undermining your spiritual growth, and I love you too much to ignore that.”  

So in verses 18-19, Paul comes back to the problem of pride one more time.  Look at those verses with me.  He says, “Some of you have become arrogant, as if I were not coming to you.  But I will come to you very soon, if the Lord is willing, and then I will find out not only how these arrogant people are talking, but what power they have.”
Remember, Paul has been gone from Corinth for about 5 years at this point, starting churches in other parts of the world.  Evidently, some of the Corinthians had decided that Paul wasn’t ever coming back, and since he wasn’t there, they weren’t going to listen to him.  In their pride, they had stopped listening to Paul and had started talking bad about him.  They were running their mouths about how Paul was weak and didn’t have any authority to tell them what to do.  And it’s in response to these arrogant, bad-mouthing Corinthians that Paul gives us the biblical version of “Don’t talk the talk if you can’t walk the walk.”  Look at the end of verse 19 and verse 20.  Paul writes, “I will find out not only how these arrogant people are talking, but what power they have.  For the kingdom of God is not a matter of talk but of power.”  
The kingdom of God is not a matter of talk but of power.  That’s a great truth.  Anybody can talk a good game.  Anybody can memorize some spiritual lingo and make themselves sound good.  But is the power of God on display in their life?  
And Paul is probably referring to a couple of different things here when he says the kingdom of God is not a matter of talk but of power.  First, as an apostle, Paul had been given special authority by God in the early church.  God Himself had called Paul to this position and empowered him to lead the church.  And in the early church, one of the ways that God confirmed the apostles (the leaders who wrote the New Testament) was to give them power to perform miracles.  We see this repeatedly in the book of Acts, especially with Peter and Paul.  God allows them to perform miracles and heal people like Jesus did to confirm that what they are teaching comes directly from Jesus.  So in response to these arrogant Corinthians, Paul basically says, “Yeah, you talk a good game.  You make it sound like you know what’s best for the church.  You talk like you’ve got it all figured out.  But do you have the power of an apostle?  Has God confirmed that what you’re saying is true?”  
So in verse 20, Paul is probably alluding to his power as an apostle.  The power of God confirms Paul’s ministry in the face of the Corinthians’ foolish talk.  But I don’t think Paul intends to limit the power of the kingdom of God just to the power that he received as an apostle.  I think he’s also referring to something else in verse 20, and this something else is very relevant for us.  You see, the days of the apostles are over.  The revelation of the New Testament is complete, and there is nothing more to add to the Bible, so there are no more apostles like Paul.  People may still have an apostolic gift, but the office of apostle has ceased.  So the question is, what does the power of the kingdom of God look like today?  If the kingdom of God is a matter of power, what will that power look like for us?
Well, Paul really helps us see what this looks like in Romans 14:17.  He makes a statement that is almost identical to 1 Corinthians 4:20.  He says, “For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit.”  So in 1 Corinthians 4, the kingdom of God is a matter of power, and in Romans 14, the kingdom of God is a matter of righteousness, joy, and peace in the Holy Spirit.  So what does the power of the kingdom of God look like?  It looks like righteousness, joy, and peace in the Holy Spirit.  In other words, the power of the kingdom of God is seen in lives that are changed by the Holy Spirit… in lives that reflect righteousness, joy, and peace.  The power of the kingdom of God changes lives.  And we see this all throughout the New Testament.  For example, 2 Peter 1:3 says, “God’s divine power has given us everything we need for life and godliness.”  God’s power changes our lives and gives us everything we need to be godly.  In 1 Thessalonians 1:5, Paul draws another contrast between talk and power.  He says, “Our gospel came to you not simply with words, but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction.”  And then in verse 6, Paul says the result of that power is, “You became imitators of us and of the Lord.”  Because of the power of the gospel, the Thessalonians became imitators of Jesus.  The power of God changed their lives and made them like Jesus.  
And we see the exact same thing in 1 Corinthians.  Look back at chapter 2, verses 4-5.  Paul says, “My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith might not rest on men’s wisdom but on God’s power.”  Notice again the contrast between talk and power.  Paul didn’t rely on wise and persuasive talk, because that can’t change lives.  Only the power of God can stir up true faith and bring about true life change.
So the kingdom of God is a matter of power, and when that power is poured out, lives are changed.  People are transformed as the Spirit of God works in them.  People become more like Jesus as they are changed by the power of God.  That is the validation of Paul’s ministry.  The Corinthians may have talked a lot, but the power of God to change lives was seen in Paul’s ministry, not their talking.     
And Church, I pray that same power will be seen here.  We don’t want to be a church that just talks a lot… that knows all the religious jargon and spiritual lingo and keeps the calendar full of religious activities.  We want to be a place where lives are changed by Jesus.  And that may sound obvious to you, but the truth is, it’s way too easy for us to get distracted from that.  It’s way too easy for us to be more concerned with big crowds than changed lives.  It’s way too easy for us to be more concerned with slick marketing than changed lives.  It’s way too easy for us to be more concerned with polished programs and entertaining performances than changed lives.  Way too often, we measure all the wrong things.  We think it’s all about how many ways we announce something, how good the performance is, and how many people were there.  Now, none of those things are bad in and of themselves.  But if no lives are changed, none of that matters at all.  You give me a group of ten women who meet together each week to study the Bible and hold each other accountable, who become better wives, better mothers, better church members because their lives are changed as they encounter Jesus in His Word, and I will take that over a crowd of 10,000 that raises their hands as Travis Cottrell leads worship, weeps during Beth Moore’s teaching, and then leaves exactly the same as they were when the weekend started.  You give me a group of ten men who meet together each week to study the Bible and hold each other accountable, who become better husbands, better fathers, better church members because their lives are changed as they encounter Jesus in His Word, and I will take that over a crowd of 10,000 that enjoys a great soloist, laughs at a polished preacher, sings 5 verses of Just As I Am, and then leaves just as they were.  Lives changed by Jesus is what matters.    
And by the way, I’ve got nothing against Beth Moore, Travis Cottrell, or Just As I Am.  They’re all great.  But my point is that changed lives matters more than all the external appearances we tend to focus on.  We have to stop approaching the kingdom of God the way the world approaches things.  We’ve gotten sucked into a Super Sized society.  Everything always has to be bigger and better.  Listen, we’re not concerned with that.  We’re not concerned with appearances.  We’re not concerned with impressing people.  We’re not concerned with “talk.”  We’re concerned with changed lives.  

So how does this happen?  How can we see lives changed by Jesus?  God is the One who does the work, but He does it through us, and He’s told us how He does it.  In our text today, there are five aspects of Paul’s ministry that God used to change people’s lives.  And these are five things that we want to be doing as a church in order to see lives changed by Jesus.
First, and most importantly, lives are changed when we lead people to Jesus.  Look at verse 15.  “Even though you have ten thousand guardians in Christ, you do not have many fathers, for in Christ Jesus I became your father through the gospel.”  Paul reminds the Corinthians that he is the one who led them to Jesus, and Jesus changed their lives.  And at the risk of stating the obvious, I want to remind you that this should be at the heart of everything we do: We want people to know Jesus.  That’s the mission Jesus gave us as His church: Go and make disciples.  Point people to Jesus and help them get to know Jesus so that they will become followers of Jesus.  

And I want to ask you right now, very simply and very seriously, “Are you doing this?”  Can you point to anyone in your life and say, “I’m trying to introduce them to Jesus.  I’m praying for them, I’m loving them, and I’m telling them about Jesus.”?  We will see people come to know Jesus when we – and by “we” I mean you and me – when we tell people about Jesus.  It doesn’t matter how many programs and events we have as a church.  What matters is whether or not you and I have been so captivated by Jesus that we are compelled to tell others about Him.  If lives are going to be changed in this place, we have to tell people about Jesus.  We have to tell our neighbors.  We have to tell our friends.  We have to tell our co-workers.  We have to tell our family members.  Lead them to Jesus, and He will change their lives.  Lives are changed when we lead people to Jesus.  
Second, lives are changed when we live like Jesus.  Look at verses 16-17.  Paul says, “Therefore I urge you to imitate me.  For this reason I am sending to you Timothy, my son whom I love, who is faithful in the Lord.  He will remind you of my way of life in Christ Jesus.”  Now, at first glance, it may sound like this is more about Paul than Jesus.  He says, “I urge you to imitate me.”  But make sure you notice the very next thing he says.  He says, “I’m sending Timothy to you to remind you of my way of life in Christ Jesus.”  Paul wants them to live like him, because he’s living like Jesus.  He says almost the exact same thing in chapter 11, verse 1.  He says, “Follow my example as I follow the example of Christ.”  In other words, imitate me as I imitate Jesus.  Paul was living so much like Jesus that his life became a tool for God to use to change people’s lives and make them like Jesus.

And Church, what a high calling that is for us!  Could you say to someone, “Live like me, because I live like Jesus”?  Could you say that?  One of the great indictments against the church today is that so many of us claim to follow Jesus, but we live just like the rest of the world.  There’s no aroma to our life.  There’s nothing different about us to draw people to Jesus.  The world looks at us and sees a mirror image of themselves, and they think, “Why would I need Jesus?  I’m already just like those Christians.  Obviously, knowing Jesus wouldn’t change anything for me.”  And our lives become a barrier to the gospel because we don’t look anything like Jesus.  So I want to challenge you: if you are a follower of Jesus Christ, live like it.  Run your business in a way that will honor Jesus.  Do quality work.  Keep your word.  Have integrity in your financial transactions.  Be honest with people.  Respect your supervisors.  Be kind to those you supervise.  Love your family.  Spend time with your kids.  Be faithful to your spouse.  Obey your parents.
We are to be like Jesus.  I would love to see what would happen if everyone in this place would make this a daily prayer: “God, make me like Jesus.  Conform me to His likeness.  May Jesus Christ live in me.”  You cannot even begin to imagine the power of God that will be unleashed in this church if each of us will live out that prayer.  When we live like Jesus, people’s lives are changed, because it’s easier for them to know Jesus when they see Him in us.  Lives are changed when we live like Jesus.  
Third, lives are changed when we commit to consistent biblical teaching.  Look at the end of verse 17.  Paul says, “Timothy will remind you of my way of life in Christ Jesus, which agrees with what I teach everywhere in every church.”  Paul says, “I’m going to have Timothy remind you of my way of life, because I live like Jesus.  But my way of life is really just an expression of what I teach in all the churches.”  And here’s the thing: what Paul taught in all the churches is what we now have recorded in the Bible.  
The preaching and teaching of the Bible must always be central to the church if any spiritual work is going to take place.  Remember, spiritual results do not come from mere talk… from human wisdom and persuasive words.  Spiritual results come only from the Spirit of God, and the Spirit of God uses the Word of God to change lives.  

So Church, I want to encourage you to be zealous about biblical preaching and teaching in this place.  It is a non-negotiable if we want to see the work of God accomplished here.  There are all sorts of people who can entertain you with their jokes and stir your emotions with their stories and impress you with their oratory skills, but those things have value only if they are used to preach and teach the Word of God.  Lives are changed through consistent biblical teaching.
Fourth, lives are changed when we invest in people who invest in people who invest in people.  Look at verse 17 one more time.  Paul says, “I am sending to you Timothy, my son whom I love, who is faithful in the Lord.  He will remind you of my way of life in Christ Jesus.”   Think about what’s going on here.  Paul is concerned about the Corinthians, so he sends Timothy to them.  And who taught Timothy?  Paul did.  And what’s Timothy going to do?  Teach the Corinthians.  And, hopefully, what will the result be (if the Corinthians get it)?  They’ll keep teaching others.  

This is the biblical model for discipleship.  Jesus taught 12, who taught others, who taught others, who taught others for 2000 years now.  A lot of times we emphasize that an important mark of spiritual maturity is that you are able to “feed” yourself.  You come to church each week for corporate worship and prayer and preaching, and that’s very important, and then we emphasize that it’s important for you to grow in your time of personal prayer and worship and Bible study… that you become mature enough to “feed” yourself.  And that’s true.  It’s very important that you learn to feed yourself.  But even that is not the final goal.  The final goal is that you will learn to feed others.  You get fed, so that you can learn to feed yourself, so that you can feed others.  In other words, followers of Jesus are not bottomless pits.  If your spirituality only consists of people constantly shoveling stuff into you, then you’re missing the point of discipleship.  When people pour into you, it’s so you can pour into others.  Discipleship is about reproduction.  As people help you become more like Jesus, you in turn help others become more like Jesus.  
And I want to point out that this doesn’t just happen in discipleship programs.  This happens when we become discipling people.  Let me give you a few examples to illustrate the difference: A discipleship program means that we offer some Bible studies here at church on Sundays and Wednesdays and some of you take those classes.  Being discipling people means that after you go through a really good Bible study here at church, you teach it in your home for some families in your neighborhood.  A discipleship program means that we offer a class on parenting here at church.  Being discipling people means that you raised four kids who have grown up and moved out, so you take some young parents under your wing and help them learn from your successes and mistakes.  A discipleship program means sitting in a class talking about a book that you read.  Being discipling people means that when you read a really good book, you share it with three other people at work and discuss it over coffee once a week.  Lives are changed when we invest in people who invest in people who invest in people
And finally, lives are changed when we love people enough to do whatever is needed.  Look at verse 14 again.  “I am not writing this to shame you, but to warn you, as my dear children.”  The word translated “dear” is the word for “beloved.”  Paul says, “I am warning you, because you are my beloved children.”  And then look at verse 21, “What do you prefer?  Shall I come to you with a whip, or in love and with a gentle spirit?”  Paul really does love the Corinthians.  But notice what this love looks like: He’s willing to warn them, to say really hard things to them, and even willing to bust out the whip if he has to.  He would rather be gentle with them.  That would be easier for him.  He would enjoy that more, but he loves them so much that he’ll wear them out if that’s what it takes.  This is not some kind of cheap love that just giggles at the Corinthians’ problems and tries to make them feel good about themselves.  This is a bold love that is willing to do what is best for the Corinthians, even if that’s not easy or pleasant.  This is a love that says, “If being gentle is best for you, then I’ll be gentle.  And if being hard as nails is best for you, then I’ll be hard as nails.  I love you too much not to do what’s best.  I love you so much that I’ll do whatever it takes.”
And I pray that God teaches us to love like that… that we will love people so much that we will do whatever it takes to lead them to Jesus.  We won’t care if it’s hard, if it’s easy, if it’s uncomfortable, if it’s fun, if it’s something totally different from what we’ve done before, or if nobody even notices what we’re doing.  We won’t care.  We’ll just do whatever it takes to lead people to Jesus, because we truly love them.  
And there is great power in that type of love, because that is the way God loves us.  God’s already done the hardest thing imaginable: He killed His Son, Jesus, on the cross, because He loved us and that was what was best for us.  And now He is willing to do whatever it takes to make us like Jesus.  If gentleness and blessings will get our attention, then He’ll use that.  And if He has to break us and cause us to suffer, He’ll do that, too.  Because God loves us too much not to do what’s best for us.  And what’s best for us is to know Jesus and be like Him. 
So the kingdom of God is not a matter of talk but of power.  And that power changes lives.  Only God changes lives, but He has chosen to do it through us.  And I pray we will see lives changed in this place.  I pray we will lead people to Jesus.  I pray we will live like Jesus.  I pray we will be committed to consistent biblical teaching.  I pray we will invest in others who invest in others who invest in others.  I pray we will love people enough to do whatever is needed.  And I pray that the Spirit of God will take the Word of God and do this good work in us.    
