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Human Inclinations 

Reading from the Old Testament: Deuteronomy 30:15-20 

Reading from the New Testament: 1 Corinthians 3:1-9 

Somewhere in first Century Corinth, by the light of a candle on a 

late winter’s evening, a church member sits down to pen a note. Dear 

Paul, knowing you to be an aggressive tourist, I hope this letter finds 

you, and if so, finds you well. While we are grateful for your continuing 

correspondence, I regret to inform you that there is trouble brewing 

here in our congregation. There are signs of increasing tensions 

between the adult Sunday school classes. To put it bluntly, they are not 

speaking to one another and refuse to acknowledge each other in the 

narthex before worship. There are reports of incendiary anonymous 

letters being found in each other’s classrooms along with insulting and 

inappropriate drawings on the chalkboards. 

It all started in the adult education committee meeting with a 

heated debate over what curriculum to use for the upcoming annual 

Panhellenic Lecture Series. One class refuses to consider any material 

other than direct correspondence from you, while the other, more 

adventurous and independently minded class (I think they call 
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themselves Presbyterian) is intent on developing a survey class that 

would include the ideas of a diversity of contemporary voices.  

To be quite frank with you, Paul, the tension evolved from a sense 

among our members that your teachings, while helpful, do not require 

the intellectual rigor to which we are accustomed. Remember, we are 

the heirs of Plato, Socrates, Pericles, Sophocles, and all the other Cles. 

Does the simple narrative of your encounter with the resurrected Jesus 

offer the calories to satiate our mental diet? Would you consider sending 

us a 2.0 version of your theology? Curious minds want to know. 

Sincerely, Thanos, Clerk of Session, First Corinthian Church. 

Thankfully, Paul discarded the first draft of his response: Dear 

Corinthians, You’re a bunch of idiots. Luv ya, Paul. And yet, there is a 

bit of an edge in Paul’s counsel to those combustible Corinthians. “And 

so, brothers and sisters, I could not speak to you as spiritual people, but 

rather as people of the flesh, as infants in Christ. 2 I fed you with milk, 

not solid food, for you were not ready for solid food. Even now you are 

still not ready, 3 for you are still of the flesh. For as long as there is 

jealousy and quarreling among you, are you not of the flesh, and 

behaving according to human inclinations?” 
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Like New Englanders too accustomed to Patriot success, the 

Corinthians, in Paul’s mind, could use a slice of humble pie, although 

preferably pureed, Gerber’s style. Listen, Paul could say, you can wear a 

#12 blue jersey, but that doesn’t make you Tom Brady; and living in the 

shadow of the Acropolis doesn’t make you Socrates.  

Yes, the Corinthians might be heirs of the seminal philosophers 

and thinkers of the Age, but Paul wanted them to know their DNA did 

not equip them to know the mind of God. Paul knew his scriptures: 

“When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and 

the stars that you have established; what are human beings that you 

are mindful of them, mortals that you care for them?” “You discern my 

thoughts from far away … Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is 

so high that I cannot attain it.” “For as the heavens are higher than the 

earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than 

your thoughts.” “The unfolding of your words gives light; it imparts 

understanding to the simple.” 

Paul wanted the Corinthians to see that the moment they 

assumed they had grasped the mind of God; the notion that their 

perspective was spot on, to the exclusion of all other perspectives, might 
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actually be the moment they were furthest from the mind of God. Such 

awareness is what led a chastened Job to admit, “I have uttered what I 

did not understand, things too wonderful for me, which I did not know.” 

How many times a day would honesty require us to make such a 

confession? “I have uttered what I did not understand…” How seldom 

are we willing to admit it? How far are we willing to go to deny it? 

Tragically, in today’s environment it is assumed that volume and venom 

somehow make you right. Nothing could be further from the truth. If 

anything, the volume and the venom reveal your insecurity about being 

wrong; an attempt to mask insecurity with bravado. The volume and 

the venom reveal not strength but weakness. What had the Lord 

revealed to Paul? "My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made 

perfect in weakness."  

Paul knows full well the damage that results when our convictions 

are supported by pride rather than love. Pride based convictions, when 

questioned, spark defensiveness, conflict, aggression, and anger; along 

with a desire, an urge, a compulsion to attack, insult, demean, 

persecute. Formerly known as Saul, Paul had been most zealous in his 

dedication to the law of God. He became an expert, a scholar, an 
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apologist, a guardian. So, when the gospel of Jesus threatened the order 

and discipline and tradition of that world, the old Saul not only took 

offense, he went on the offensive, persecuting those who questioned the 

convictions he held so dear, thinking that if they disagreed with his 

perspective, they were enemies of God; and he as God’s guardian would 

eliminate them. The old Saul would stir the crowds up to the point that 

they would pick up stones to attack and even kill those who followed the 

ways of Jesus. And it was this Jesus, risen from the dead, who would 

confront the old Saul’s zealotry, not with violence, but with love, 

converting his heart, reimagining his calling, even changing his name to 

Paul. 

Yes, Paul knows full well the damage that results when our 

convictions are supported by pride rather than love, and so, throughout 

Paul’s writings we see an emphasis on the marriage of humility and 

faith. To the Galatians, he would write, “Let us not become conceited, 

competing against one another, envying one another.” To the Romans, 

he would write, “For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among 

you not to think of yourself more highly than you ought to think, but to 

think with sober judgment … do not claim to be wiser than you are.” To 
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the Ephesians, it is written, “by grace you have been saved through 

faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God — not the 

result of works, so that no one may boast.” And to these same 

Corinthians, Paul would say, “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. 

Anyone who claims to know something does not yet have the necessary 

knowledge; but anyone who loves God is known by him.” 

Somewhere between hissy and fit, the murmurings of malevolence 

in Corinth had reached the attention of Paul. Reportedly, there were 

factions developing within the congregation according to individual 

preferences for the different evangelists who have influenced the 

community. “As long as there is jealousy and quarreling among you, are 

you not of the flesh, and behaving according to human inclinations? 4 

For when one says, "I belong to Paul," and another, "I belong to 

Apollos," are you not merely human? What then is Apollos? What is 

Paul? Servants through whom you came to believe, as the Lord assigned 

to each. I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. So neither 

the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only God 

who gives the growth.” 
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It is far too common a mindset among people today to hold that 

the willing suspension of disbelief that faith requires is somehow a 

sacrifice of intellectual integrity. Well, that so-called intellectual 

integrity of which you may be so proud, is actually intellectual laziness, 

an unwillingness to fathom the infinite scope of all you do not know and 

the inability to conceive of a mind greater than your own imagination.  

In a classic takedown from the turn-of-the-century series, West 

Wing, the President’s communication director, Toby, is pressuring the 

Vice President to reveal to him if he has any secret knowledge to which 

Toby has not been privy. The Vice President looks him directly in the 

eyes and says, “Toby, the total tonnage of what I know that you don’t 

could stun a team of oxen in its tracks.” We know many things, but the 

total tonnage of what we cannot grasp from the mind of God would not 

only stun a team of oxen in it tracks, but also leave them singing the 

Hallelujah Chorus … in French.  

If our theological observations do not lead us into deeper, more 

meaningful conversations, they should always lead us to humility. 

When opinion dons the coat of arrogance, we are surely traveling away 
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from the Lord. For in the presence of God, there is only one possibility, 

to be lost in wonder, love, and praise. Amen.   


