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YOUR SUCCESS IS MEASURED BY GOD
Today’s Text: 1 Cor. 3: 1- 15; 4: 1-5
Extracts:
Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos, but ministers through whom you believed, as
the Lord gave to each one? I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the increase. So
then neither he who plants is anything, nor he who waters, but God who gives the
increase… For no other foundation can anyone lay than that which is laid, which is
Jesus Christ. Now if anyone builds on this foundation with gold, silver, precious
stones, wood, hay, straw, each one’s work will become clear; for the Day will declare
it…If anyone’s work which he has built on it endures, he will receive a reward….
Therefore judge nothing before the time, until the Lord comes who will both bring to
light the hidden things of darkness and reveal the counsels of the hearts. Then each
one’s praise will come from God [1 Cor. 3: 5-7, 11-14; 4: 5]
Exodus International is a prominent US-based Christian ministry that has used prayers
in the last 30 years to encourage homosexuals to give up their lifestyle and return to true
fellowship with God.1Recently, however, it announced that it was shutting down. Its
President, Alan Chambers, issued a public statement entitled, “I am sorry,” to apologise
to the gay community for the “trauma” that his organisation had caused them.
The ministry’s action could have been influenced by recent developments. For example,
the psychiatrist that published a 2003 study that had validated the efficacy of the work of
Exodus International and such-like groups has now recanted and apologized. In
September 2012, the State of California passed a law to ban Exodus’ kind of “therapy”
for minors. Of course, the gay lobby is now a big political force in American politics,
especially with huge victories at the US Supreme Court only this past week. But has
Exodus International failed? In human eyes, that it is going out of business suggests
that. But has God seen it that way? Only He can measure your success, not man. In this
week’s Bible verses, Paul makes the strong point that he and Apollos merely planted and
watered respectively, but that it was God that gave the increase. That should give you
much hope. People may be putting you down; you may be putting yourself down. You
have been discouraged by the results of your efforts in raising a family or building a
career or a ministry. Who says that you have failed? Only God can measure your
success. Let us find out more on the subject from this week’s interesting study.
1

Based on “’Ex-gay’ group Exodus International shuts down,” BBC World News, 20 June 2013;
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-22992714

Weekly Bible Study Series, Vol. 14, 2013 © I.C. Imoisili

2

1. Background: You work but let God measure!
It was a dark and dreary night for Prophet Elijah. Alone in the wilderness and
frustrated by the death sentence hanging over his head as he sat down under a
broom tree, Elijah prayed that he might die, saying, “It is enough! Now, LORD,
take my life, for I am no better than my fathers!” [1 Kgs 19: 1-4].
It had been an adventurous period in Elijah’s prophetic ministry in Israel during
the reign of a wicked king, Ahab, and his more wicked wife, Jezebel, who had
made the worship of Baal a national religion [1 Kgs 16: 28-34]. God sent the
prophet to pronounce a drought that lasted for three years and six months [Jam.
5: 17]. The duel between Ahab and Elijah was finally resolved when the prophet
challenged the king and his 450 prophets of Baal to a spiritual duel. The God that
answered by fire should be regarded as the true God. Of course, the God of Elijah
beat Ahab and Baal hands down. So, with the help of the impressed onlookers,
Elijah killed all the false prophets of Baal [1 Kgs 18: 20-40]. That act infuriated
Queen Jezebel who sent a messenger to Elijah, saying, “So let the gods do to me,
and more also, if I do not make your life as the life of one of them by tomorrow
about this time” [1 Kgs 19: 1-2]. That was what sent the prophet running for his
dear life.
Was Elijah’s ministry a success? In human eyes, it was not. Idolatry remained in
Israel. In spite of his famous miracles, nothing much happened. Now, in the
evening of his life, he had to run for his dear life. In frustration, he prayed for
death. But from God’s perspective, it was a different story. When God revealed
Himself to Elijah in a still small voice, the prophet complained, saying, “I have
been very zealous for the LORD God of hosts; because the children of Israel have
forsaken Your covenant, torn down Your altars, and killed Your prophets with the
sword. I alone am left; and they seek to take my life.” But God responded, “Yet I
have reserved seven thousand in Israel, all whose knees have not bowed to Baal,
and every mouth that has not kissed him” [vv. 8-18]. Was that not a measure of a
huge success for Elijah? In addition, he was one of only two human beings in
recorded Scriptures (the other was Enoch-Gen. 5: 24) taken to heaven without
first dying [2 Kgs 2:11]. John the Baptist, the precursor of Jesus the Christ, came
in the spirit of Elijah [Matt. 11: 10-14]. So, from God’s perspective, Elijah’s
ministry was a huge success.
Right now, you are engaged in some noble thing- a marriage, career, ministry or
charitable work. The going is hard. You face disappointments and
discouragements all around you. You have been tempted several times to give it
all up because you see failure all around. You think that you are wasting time. But
is that really true? Who is measuring your success? How did you come to the
conclusion that you have failed or are not quite succeeding? Well, Elijah’s story
tells us that only God can measure your success, especially if you are doing what
He has led you to do. That is what we shall learn from this week’s study, based
on the 3rd and 4th Chapters of Paul’s First Letter to the church at Corinth.
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As we have seen in our study of the Book of Acts, God used Paul a great deal to
spread the gospel of Christ to the Gentiles. Thirteen of the twenty-seven books of
the New Testament (48%) were authored by him. I do not know of any other
apostle that could come close to such a feat. Yet, he is telling us that, when it
comes to the believer’s service, only God can measure your success. In his
words, “I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the increase” [1 Cor. 3: 6]. Let
us analyse each part of that sentence to assess its weightiness:
a) Paul planted
Speaking of his own effort, Paul wrote, “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” [v. 10]. The planter is like a pioneer.
S(he) chooses the field, clears the land and prepares it properly for the
seeds to do well when planted later. A wrong move in the choice of
direction or location can spell doom for the whole effort. To avoid such
mistakes, Paul made sure that Jesus Christ was the foundation of his
planting [v. 11], the fertile soil on which to plant his seeds. It has little to
do with how much material wealth (“gold, silver, precious stones, wood,
hay, straw” [v. 12]) are at your disposal.
When Jesus sent Ananias (in a vision) to go and open Saul’s (Paul’s) eyes,
blinded after his encounter with the Lord on the road to Damascus, Jesus
said, “Go, for he is a chosen vessel of Mine to bear My name before
Gentiles, kings, and the children of Israel. For I will show him many
things he must suffer for My name’s sake” [Acts 9: 10-16]. When the time
came for him to go on his first missionary journey, it was the Holy Spirit
that spoke it to prophets in the church at Antioch, saying, “Now separate
to Me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them” [Acts
13: 1-2]. We learn from there that the one who sends you to plant should
be the one to measure whether you have done well or badly.
b) Apollos watered
Paul says, “He who plants and he who waters are one, and each one will
receive his own reward according to his own labour” [1 Cor. 3: 8]. Paul
specifically mentioned Apollos as a disciple that watered what he (Paul)
had planted.
Paul first heard of Apollos when he came back to Ephesus during his third
missionary journey while Apollos was away at Corinth [Acts 19: 1]. In
fact, Paul’s first visit to Ephesus was during his second missionary
journey. He came there with a Jewish couple, Aquila and Priscilla, who
were fellow tentmakers like himself. He left them at Ephesus after a long
stay to return to Jerusalem for a coming feast [Acts18: 1-21]. Therefore,
Paul can be credited with planting the seed that Apollos came to water.
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A Jew from Alexandria, Apollos was “an eloquent man and mighty in the
Scriptures.” He began to speak boldly in the synagogue at Ephesus, “being
fervent in spirit [and] he spoke and taught accurately the things of the
Lord.” Since he knew only about the baptism of John, two senior members
of that congregation, Aquila and his wife, Priscilla, took him aside and
explained to him “the way of God more accurately.” As he desired to go
over to Achaia, he had so impressed the brethren at Ephesus that they
highly recommended him. There, “he vigorously refuted the Jews
publicly, showing from the Scriptures that Jesus is the Christ” [Acts 18:
24-28].
We know that Apollos’ ministry flourished, judging by the fact that, even
in the Corinthian church, some members began to see themselves as
followers of Paul or Peter or Apollos or Jesus [1 Cor. 1: 12], a tendency
that Paul condemned as “carnal” [1 Cor. 3; 4]. Nevertheless, s(he) who
plants and s(he) who waters are one, and God alone who gives the increase
measures their work and how to reward it [vv. 7-8]. We learn from this
that you have nothing to water if the original seed planted by somebody
else was bad or did not germinate. The seed that Paul had planted was the
word of God that fell on good ground [Lk 8: 11-15]. If your predecessor
plants lies, deceit and hypocrisy, no amount of spiritual watering can make
them prosper!
c) But God gave the increase
Concluding, Paul said that each one’s praise will come from God because
there is nothing that we have that we did not receive [1 Cor. 4: 5, 7].
Indeed, we are all labourers in the Lord’s vineyard and the harvest is ripe.
Jesus taught His disciples, “Pray the Lord of the harvest to send out
labourers into His harvest” [Matt. 9: 37-38].
In sum, it is not in your place to grade your effort. The word of God says, “Let
another man praise you, and not your own mouth; a stranger, and not your own
lips” [Prov. 27: 2]. A stranger is somebody you do not know or may never have
met. You have never met God or His Son, Jesus Christ, in person! Therefore, only
God can praise you without any iota of hypocrisy. So what lessons can you take
away from Paul’s experience?
2. Lessons for true believers’ success
If you sincerely want a good “report card” from God, the following lessons,
among others, should be very helpful:
a) Be sure you are doing the work you have been called to do
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Speaking of himself and Apollos, Paul wrote to the Corinthian church,
“We are God’s fellow workers; you are God’s field, you are God’s
building. 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”
[1 Cor. 3: 9-10]. Clearly Paul and Apollos were not pursuing their
personal dreams and aspirations but what God had instructed or led them
to do for Him. Remember that it is God that recruits labourers into His
vineyard [Matt. 9: 38]. Remember that it is the Holy Spirit that distributes
spiritual gifts to each one “individually as He wills” [1 Cor. 12: 11].
Remember it was Jesus who chose us and ordained us to bear fruits; we
did not choose Him [Jn 15: 16].
Therefore, you may need to examine your work for God for, indeed,
whether you are raising a family or running a ministry or serving as a
political office holder, you are doing God’s work. But is that what He has
asked you to do for Him, to glorify His name? Are you doing it for the
material benefits, such as pay or power or influence or even corrupt
enrichment? Are you relying on God’s power or demonic spirits to get
results? If God is not in it, there is no way that God can measure it as
success.
b) Have a life-time view of it
Paul also wrote, “Judge nothing before the time, until the Lord comes,
who will bring to light the hidden things of darkness and reveal the
counsels of the hearts. Then each one’s praise will come from God” [1
Cor. 4: 5]. In other words, God’s measure of your success comes at the
end of your life on earth. Therefore, you should have a life-time view of
your work for God for what does it profit a person if he gains the whole
world but in the end suffers the loss of his/her soul in hell [Matt. 16: 26]?
So, be careful not to count short-term gains, such as an early start in career
or wealth or a huge congregation as evidence of success. What counts is
what God will say of you on the day He calls you home- to eternal life in
heaven or everlasting punishment in hell [Matt. 25: 46].
c) Finally, do it as a duty!
In Paul’s words, “Neither he who plants is anything, nor he who waters,
but God who gives the increase” [1 Cor. 3: 7]. Therefore, wherever you
find yourself working for God, it is a rare privilege that you cannot afford
to squander. You are on duty because to “fear God and keep His
commandments” is the whole duty of man “for God will bring every work
into judgment, including every secret thing, whether good or evil” [Eccl.
12: 13-14].
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When you are on duty, your comfort or convenience is not important.
Your job satisfaction does not come in at all. You must hold your ground
to keep the system running efficiently. If you cannot or refuse to do it,
they will put another person to replace you. For example, Saul failed as
the king of Israel and God replaced him with David [1 Sam. 16: 1-13].
Judas Iscariot betrayed Jesus and Matthias was chosen to replace him as
one of the twelve apostles [Acts 1:15-20]. So, you should look up to the
One who is measuring your success, not those Joneses that you are
pursuing and may never catch up with!
Here is the conclusion of the matter: success as seen by man is unattainable at
any speed. It is ever elusive or, at best, ephemeral. But when you lay your
treasures in heaven, God will reward you accordingly. In the words of Jesus, the
master does not thank the servant because he did what was commanded him; “so
likewise you, when you have done all those things which you are commanded,
say, ‘We are unprofitable servants. We have done what was our duty to do’” [Lk
17: 9-10]. So, let God measure your success and your reward.
3. Conclusion: Salvation is the ultimate measure of your success on earth!
Those who commend themselves are not approved “but whom the Lord
commends” [2 Cor. 10: 18]. The rich young ruler that came to Jesus thought he
was a success already. He was by human standards- very rich and quite religious.
He asked Jesus what he needed to do to enter eternal life. The Lord asked him to
keep the commandments. He replied promptly, “All these things I have kept from
my youth. What do I still lack?” When Jesus asked him to sell all he had and give
to the poor so as to “have treasure in heaven,” he walked away sad because he
had great possessions [Matt. 19: 16-22].
The lesson of that story is that success is best measured at the end of your life on
earth. In that sense, human standards cannot apply or suffice. Therefore,
salvation is the ultimate measure of your success on earth. You cannot work for
it because it is by grace- thanks to the atoning blood of Jesus shed on Calvary.
All He requires of you is to accept Him as your Lord and Saviour. If you truly
do, then you will love God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength, and
your neighbour as yourself [Mk 12:29-31]. That is the only ministry God has
given you on earth. Go for it and Jesus will say to you on that day you are
called home, “Come, you blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared
for you from the foundation of the world” [Matt. 25: 34].
Alleluia!
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