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ACTING LIKE MERE MEN 
1 CORINTHIANS 03 

 
I. INTRODUCTION 

A. Corinth 

1. They say all roads lead to Rome, but in the ancient world all roads traveled 
through Corinth – it was a crossroads – by the sea from the east to the west and by land 
to the north and south 

a) Made it a hub for commercial activity - Tolls, ports fees, merchandise 
taxes, temple taxes – there was money to be made and plenty of ways to spend 
that money  

(1) Plenty of opportunity to satisfy base impulses 
(2) To Corinthianize meant to “go to the devil” 
(3) Corinthian – immoral, Corinth – used as a verb for adultery  

B. 1 Cor 2 – Paul writes I came to you in weakness, in fear, and much trembling 

1. Melting pot of races, religions, and world views – pluralistic society just like ours 
2. Lord spoke to Paul in Corinth in Acts 18 “Do not be afraid, but speak, and do not 
keep silent; for I am with you, and no one will attack you to hurt you; for I have many 
people in this city.” 
3. Instead of discouragement, Paul saw opportunity – these roads that carry cargo 
can certainly carry the gospel in every direction  

a) Spent a year and a half – planting and then building a church 
C. Paul continued his missionary journey, word traveled back to him that there was trouble 
in the church 

1. Divisions or contentions in the church and a return to Greek philosophy – worldly 
wisdom – elevation of man over God 
2. That is the danger the church has always faced – conformity to the world 
3. Paul is calling the church back to its purpose – reminding them of their identity – 
helpful reminder to all of us 

 
1 Cor 3:1 And I, brethren, could not speak to you as to spiritual people but as to carnal, as to 
babes in Christ. 2 I fed you with milk and not with solid food; for until now you were not able 
to receive it, and even now you are still not able; 3 for you are still carnal. For where there are 
envy, strife, and divisions among you, are you not carnal and behaving like mere men? 4 For 
when one says, “I am of Paul,” and another, “I am of Apollos,” are you not carnal? 
 



II. GROW UP 

A. I could not speak to you as to spiritual people but as to carnal 

1. Greek word spiritual meant – immaterial, invisible, mystical, supernatural  
2. Paul redefines it – when Paul uses it he means people who are filled with the 
Spirit of God, the Spirit of God dwells within them 

a) Jesus told Nicodemus - “Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is 
born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.” Nicodemus was obviously 
confused - “Most assuredly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the 
Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God. That which is born of the flesh 
is flesh, and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. Do not marvel that I said to 
you, ‘You must be born again.’ The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear the 
sound of it, but cannot tell where it comes from and where it goes. So is 
everyone who is born of the Spirit.” (People guided in the same direction, by 
what? We cannot see.) 
b) This is what makes Christianity so unique – it is the only religion in the 
world where our God comes and dwells within us 

3. That is what Paul means when he uses the words spiritual – I wanted to speak to 
you as people filled with the spirit of God but I can’t 

B. Instead, I have to speak to you as to carnal, infants, those who lack maturity  

1. Carnal – worldly, fleshly – describes base bodily urges and desires  
2. Our primary impulses that draw us away from God and Godliness – part of us 
that gravitates towards self-gratifying, sinful behavior  

a) Behavior that the world would call normal – for us, it is the leftovers of the 
old nature, the remnants of that old person  
b) Paul’s expressed this battle of wills in Romans – a battle between who we 
are now and who we once were  
c) We are justified – freed from sin’s penalty. One day we will be glorified, we 
will be freed from sin’s presence. In the meantime, we are being freed from sins 
power, we are being sanctified  

3. Spiritual maturity is being who we are – men and women filled the Spirit of the 
living God, walking according to that life transforming reality 

a) Spiritual immaturity is living the old way, giving into the remnants of that 
old nature – that’s what many in the church in Corinth were doing 

4. I fed you with milk and not with solid food; for until now you were not able to 
receive it 

a) Absolutely makes sense – they were new Christians, they didn’t know 
what it meant to follow Jesus 
b) But now that some time has gone by there is an expectation that those old 
ways have been put behind them and they are looking more and more like the 
people that they are 

III. ACTING AS MERE MEN 

A. What was the basic sign of maturity Paul saw was missing? 

1. Unity born out of a signal mind to follow Jesus 
2. Instead, he saw envy, strife, and divisions, you are you not carnal and 
behaving like mere men! 
3. What were the people divided over – Some said “I am Paul’s, others I am 
Apollos’, others said “I am Peter’s”  



B. This was more than connecting with a certain personality or teaching style – this was 
elevating man to a position that only Jesus should have 

1. Paul calls them babies – babies are dependent on others for absolutely 
everything but as they grow, they become more and more independent 
2. When we first come to Christ, we lean on others to help us understand the 
scriptures, to guide us in what behaviors are healthy and beneficial, but at the same 
time we should be cultivating our own personal relationship with Jesus  

a) Learning what it means to have the Spirit of God living in us 
3. Some people never get past the stage of being dependent on others for the 
spiritual growth  

a) We look to others to tell us what to think and what to feel – we become 
dependent on some outside stimulus for our spiritual experience – in that we 
elevate certain people to a place in our lives they were never meant to have 
(unfortunately some leaders gladly accept that role) 
b) The natural result of all of this is disappointment and deconstruction 

(1) When we are dissatisfied with our growth, are we depending on the 
Spirit of God for that growth or looking to man 
(2) Expecting things out of them that only Jesus can provide 

c) Our primary relationship is with Jesus. We should not depend on 
something outside of Him to facilitate a relationship with Him. His Spirit lives in us 
and no one can take that away from us 

4. That is why Jesus said “I tell you the truth. It is to your advantage that I go away; 
for if I do not go away, the Helper will not come to you; but if I depart, I will send Him to 
you when He, the Spirit of truth, has come, He will guide you into all truth; for He will not 
speak on His own authority, but whatever He hears He will speak; and He will tell you 
things to come. He will glorify Me, for He will take of what is Mine and declare it to you. All 
things that the Father has are Mine. Therefore I said that He will take of Mine and declare 
it to you. 

C. So Paul writes, “you are spiritual but you are not acting like it. The Spirit of God lives in 
you but people wouldn’t be able to tell by just looking at you.” (mere men) 

1. That is confusing to the very people we are trying to reach.  
2. More mature doesn’t mean better but it does mean more effective.  
3. If our relationship with Jesus is the most important relationship and if His Spirit 
lives inside of us, do we really need anyone else? 

 
5 Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos, but ministers through whom you believed, as the Lord 
gave to each one? 6 I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the increase. 7 So then neither 
he who plants is anything, nor he who waters, but God who gives the increase. 8 Now he who 
plants and he who waters are one, and each one will receive his own reward according to his 
own labor. 
 
IV. LEADERSHIP IN THE KINGDOM OF GOD 

A. What is Paul, what is Apollos? 

1. Ministers = servants – we are servants, we serve you – the body of Christ 
2. Does that make leaders glorified waiters? 

a) Planting the word (gospel) and watering (expounded on it) - God is 
instrumental and indispensable in the growth of an individual 

 



3. Without out the sun doesn’t matter how great the seed is and how pure the water 
is 
4. A leader’s responsibility is to point people towards the Son 

 
9 For we are God’s fellow workers; you are God’s field, you are God’s building. 10 According 
to the grace of God which was given to me, as a wise master builder I have laid the 
foundation, and another builds on it. But let each one take heed how he builds on it. 11 For no 
other foundation can anyone lay than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ. 12 Now if 
anyone builds on this foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw, 13 each 
one’s work will become clear; for the Day will declare it, because it will be revealed by fire; and 
the fire will test each one’s work, of what sort it is. 14 If anyone’s work which he has built on it 
endures, he will receive a reward. 15 If anyone’s work is burned, he will suffer loss; but he 
himself will be saved, yet so as through fire. 
 

B. This is not an individualistic passage 

1. We as leaders are building – what are we building? The church. 
2. There is only one foundation that the true church can be built on – Jesus Christ  
3. All the houses were made from wood, hay, straw (unless you were royalty) 

a) It was not uncommon for cities to burn and be rebuilt multiple times 
4. The building is the church, the builders are the leaders 

a) Church leaders can build churches out of eternal materials or we can build 
churches out of perishable materials  
b) Eternal materials are the things that last forever – soul shaping, lifesaving 
things  
c) Perishable materials are superficial things – things that are passing – 
entertainment, the fancy lighting and stages, bricks with people’s names on it, 
pictures of pastors and their parking spots, the stain glass, the VIP section  
d) Those things will not survive the Day – the Day of the Lord – the day 
Jesus returns and ushers in the Kingdom of God, the day when the dead are 
raised and we all stand before God – that fire is the day of judgement 
e) On that day, the work of church leaders will be tested, the quality of the 
materials they used 
f) I want to build with the good stuff. 

 
16 Do you not know that you are the temple of God and that the Spirit of God dwells in you? 
17 If anyone defiles the temple of God, God will destroy him. For the temple of God is holy, 
which temple you are. 
 

C. You are the temple 

1. You is plural. Paul is speaking to the church  
2. What he is saying is staggering because, at the time, the temple was still 
standing in Jerusalem – and he is saying “Not anymore, God’s home is in the midst of 
us” (Paul goes on to say our body is His temple) 
3. Church - the gathering of the called-out ones 
4. God’s temple is now the gathering of the called-out ones 

a) That gathering, “one another” – spoke ill of it, many have a low view of it 
b) Jesus doesn’t share that view 

 



D. If anyone defiles (ruin, destroys) that temple, God will destroy Him 

1. We are talking about Jesus’ bride, and He cares deeply about His church 
2. Doesn’t me people have not been hurt in the church or power hasn’t been 
abused – none of that justifies undermining that gathering of believers  

 
18 Let no one deceive himself. If anyone among you seems to be wise in this age, let him 
become a fool that he may become wise. 19 For the wisdom of this world is foolishness with 
God. For it is written, “He catches the wise in their own craftiness”; 20 and again, “The Lord 
knows the thoughts of the wise, that they are futile.” 21 Therefore let no one boast in men. For 
all things are yours: 22 whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas, or the world or life or death, or 
things present or things to come—all are yours. 23 And you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s. 

 
V. CLOSING 

A. It’s time to grow up and put foolish things behind us 

1. Stop boasting in men – we follow Jesus – we have the Spirit of God living inside 
of us – who is any man in comparison to God? 
2. All things are yours, stop saying I’m Paul’s, or I’m Apollos’, or I’m Peter’s – no we 
are yours! All things are yours because you are Christ’s and Christ is God’s. 
3. John 3 The Father loves the Son and has given all things into his hand and in 
Christ we have been given everything we need.  


