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CFCW- 12/28/2014 
 

“The Hard Work of Ministry” 
(1 Corinthians 15:9-10; selected Scriptures) 

 
Introduction 
 

At Christ Fellowship, we often say that we want to be a church that makes much of Jesus Christ 
in Williamsburg.  Now that sounds good, but have you ever stopped to consider what that actually 
means?  It means that we want to be a church that is involved in actively promoting the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ in our community.  It means we want God to use our church to impact the people around us for 
Christ.  We want to see those who do not know Jesus come to know Jesus, and we want to see those 
who know Jesus grow in their relationship with Him.  In other words, we want to impact Williamsburg 
for Christ by making disciples of Jesus Christ.  But making disciples of Jesus Christ doesn’t just happen.  
It requires the members of the church to be actively involved in ministry to one another and to the 
community.  Frankly, it requires a lot of hard work. 

For many, the idea of church and hard work do not go together.  Some who attend churches are 
merely spectators.  They come because they enjoy the show—good coffee, good music, and an uplifting 
sermon.  But when the show is over, they leave.  They contribute nothing to the life of the church.  
Others who attend churches are merely students.  They love to hear sermons.  They love to grow in 
their knowledge of the bible and theology.  But they never serve others.  They do not minister their 
spiritual gifts for the good of the body.  Sadly, these people often become what Ed Stetzer calls “spiritual 
sponges.”  They sit there, soak up all the teaching, but ultimately turn sour.  They are spiritual cul-de-
sacs who receive the grace of God, but refuse to share that grace with others. 

Friends, church members are not to be merely spectators or students.  Church members are to 
be ministers, actively using their spiritual gifts, time, and resources to minister to others both inside and 
outside the church.  Ministry is hard work.  Those who would make much of Jesus in their lives must 
commit themselves to the hard work of ministry.   

This morning, as we look ahead to 2015, I want us to consider that God has work for us to do in 
Williamsburg and even beyond Williamsburg among the nations.  And I want us to rejoice that God’s 
grace is sufficient to enable us to do that work.  We will see hard work and God’s grace come together 
this morning as we look at the example of the Apostle Paul, who by the grace of God labored tirelessly 
as he made much of Jesus Christ throughout the Roman Empire.          
  
Background 
 
 This morning we are going to be studying the testimony of the Apostle Paul regarding his 
ministry in 1 Corinthians 15:9-10.  Referring to this portion of Scripture John Calvin commented that it 
was a “remarkable passage…both for laying low the pride of man, and for magnifying the operation of 
divine grace in us.”1  In this passage we see the Apostle magnifying the grace of God that enabled him 
to do the hard work of the ministry.   
 1 Corinthians is a letter from the Apostle Paul to the church at Corinth (Greece).   This church 
had been greatly gifted by God.  Paul said the Corinthian church was not “lacking in any gift” (1 Cor. 1:7).  
So the church was filled with spiritually gifted believers.  But it was also full of spiritual problems.  It 
was marked by disunity, lawsuits, immorality, marital strife, confusion about spiritual gifts, etc.  It was 

                                                           
1
 John Calvin, Commentary on the First Epistle to the Corinthians, vol. 2 in volume XX of Calvin’s 

Commentaries (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2003 reprint), 16.  
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also plagued by theological confusion.   Some in the church were denying the bodily resurrection of 
Jesus.  Paul responds to this denial of the resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15.  There, Paul reminds the 
Corinthians of the Gospel (Good News) he had preached to them and demonstrates that the 
resurrection is CENTRAL (at the heart of) the Gospel (15:1-4).  He also reminds them that Jesus had 
appeared bodily after His resurrection first to the apostles (15:5), then to more than 500 men and 
women (15:6), then to James, the half-brother of Jesus, and then to all the apostles (15:7).  Last of all, 
Jesus also appeared to Paul (15:8), on the road to Damascus (Acts 9).   

I Corinthians 15:9-10 is our passage for study this morning.  In this passage, Paul meditates on 
the grace of God that had called him to be an apostle and had enabled him to work hard in the 
ministry.  We are going to look at this testimony of Paul in order to learn about the hard work of 
ministry. 
 
1 Corinthians 15:9-10- “For I am the least of the apostles, unworthy to be called an apostle, because I 
persecuted the church of God. 10 But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was 
not in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God 
that is with me.” 
 
MIM:  Relying on the grace of God, a faithful church will work hard to make much of Jesus in its 
community and among the nations. 
 
This morning we are going to learn three truths about Paul’s ministry: 
-Paul’s ministry involved hard work. 
-Paul’s ministry was empowered by God. 
-Paul ministry was marked by humility. 
 
Brief Exposition of 1 Corinthians 15:9-10 
  
 In 15:9, Paul takes a step back from his defense of the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ.  He 
had been listing the people, many of whom were still alive, who had seen the resurrected Christ with 
their own eyes.  Paul was the last one to see the resurrected Christ and it was through that encounter 
with Jesus that Paul had been called to be an Apostle (15:8).  Meditating on his call to be an apostle, 
Paul humbly comments that he is the “least of the apostles,” and “unworthy to be called an apostle” 
because he had persecuted the Church (15:9).  Before he had been converted, Paul had been a self-
righteous and violent man who had mercilessly attacked the “church of God.”  Paul clearly still felt his 
past sins deeply.  Because of them, he didn’t feel worthy to be an apostle.  But by the grace of God he 
was an apostle and he was a hard-working apostle (“But by the grace of God I am what I am”; 15:10a).    

In 15:10b, Paul says that God’s grace “toward” him was “not in vain.”  Rather, he “worked 
harder than any of them”  “Them” refers to the other apostles.  Paul’s labors for the Gospel of Jesus 
were more numerous than those of the other apostles and the fruit God granted to Paul’s ministry 
was more abundant.  But ultimately, Paul knew what he had accomplished was not his own doing, but 
rather it was all of grace (“[I]t was not I, but the grace of God that is in me.”). 
  
In this brief passage, we see Paul bring together two realities: God’s grace and his own hard work.  In 
ministry, these two things always go together.  The work of the ministry is HARD work.  But behind, 
underneath, and throughout the hard work of ministry is the grace of God that alone enables anyone 
to do anything of spiritual value.   
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Let’s look at this passage and learn three realities about the hard work of ministry from the example 
of the Apostle Paul: 
 

I. Paul’s ministry involved hard work (15:10b) 
 
1 Corinthians 15:10b- “And his grace toward me was not in vain.  On the contrary, I worked harder than 
any of them.” 
 

A. The Apostle Paul is not grand standing here.  Rather, what we see in this passage is 
Paul giving an accurate assessment of the ministry he had accomplished.  When Paul 
said, “I worked harder than any of them” the word “worked” (Gk. κοπιάω; kopiao) 
doesn’t refer to light labor.  Rather, it refers to severe labor, even laboring to the 
point of exhaustion.2  This is the same Greek word Peter used when he told Jesus 
that he had toiled all night in fishing, but had caught nothing (Luke 5:5).  Paul used 
this verb and its related noun all throughout his epistles to describe his ministry: 

 
1 Corinthians 4:11-12- “To the present hour we hunger and thirst, we are poorly dressed and buffeted 
and homeless, 12 and we labor, working with our own hands. When reviled, we bless; when persecuted, 
we endure.” 
 
Philippians 2:14-16- “Do all things without grumbling or disputing, 15 that you may be blameless and 
innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and twisted generation, among 
whom you shine as lights in the world, 16 holding fast to the word of life, so that in the day of Christ I 
may be proud that I did not run in vain or labor in vain.” 
  
Colossians 1:28-29- “Him we proclaim, warning everyone and teaching everyone with all wisdom, that 
we may present everyone mature in Christ. 29 For this I toil, struggling with all his energy that he 
powerfully works within me.” 
 

B. Paul reluctantly described what the severe labor of his ministry looked like in 2 
Corinthians 11:22-29. 

 
2 Corinthians 11:22-28- “Are they Hebrews? So am I. Are they Israelites? So am I. Are they offspring of 
Abraham? So am I. 23 Are they servants of Christ? I am a better one—I am talking like a madman—with 
far greater labors, far more imprisonments, with countless beatings, and often near death. 24 Five times 
I received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one. 25 Three times I was beaten with rods. Once 
I was stoned. Three times I was shipwrecked; a night and a day I was adrift at sea; 26 on frequent 
journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from robbers, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, 
danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers; 27 in toil and 
hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure. 
28 And, apart from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety for all the churches.” 
 
 
 

                                                           
2 Gerhard Kittel, Geoffrey W. Bromiley, and Gerhard Friedrich, eds., Theological Dictionary of the New 

Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964–), 827–828. 
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C. And, of course, in all of this Paul was following the example of the Lord Jesus who 
worked tirelessly in preaching the Good News of the Kingdom to the multitudes, 
healing the sick, casting out demons, and instructing His disciples.  Jesus was 
absolutely driven in his ministry to others.   

 
John 9:4- “We must work the works of him who sent me while it is day; night is coming, when no one can 
work.” 
 
Jesus Christ is ultimately our example for hard work in the ministry.  And in his abundant labors, Paul 
was very much like Jesus.   
 
Objection: Now, I am a young preacher and young preachers tend to be zealous.  Am I saying that God 
has called every member in every church to the same life of toil and labor in ministry that the Apostle 
Paul endured?  Are we all to quit our jobs and become itinerant missionaries and suffer the same 
persecutions and tribulations for Christ?  No.  God has not called all of us to live Paul’s life.  Paul was a 
chosen instrument of God’s (Acts 9:15) who received God’s grace for a uniquely powerful ministry.  But I 
am saying that there should be SOMETHING of Paul’s toil and labor in the life and ministry of EVERY 
church member.   
 
Illustration:  I want to try to prove that to you from the Bible.   Listen to the way Paul commends the 
ministry of the Thessalonian church in 1 Thessalonians 2:1-7: 
 
1 Thessalonians 2:1-7- “We give thanks to God always for all of you, constantly mentioning you in our 
prayers, 3 remembering before our God and Father your work of faith and labor (Gk. κόπος; kopos) of 
love and steadfastness of hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. 4 For we know, brothers loved by God, that he 
has chosen you, 5 because our gospel came to you not only in word, but also in power and in the Holy 
Spirit and with full conviction. You know what kind of men we proved to be among you for your sake. 6 
And you became imitators of us and of the Lord, for you received the word in much affliction, with the 
joy of the Holy Spirit, 7 so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia.” 
 
Paul commended this church because when it had received the Gospel through the ministry of the 
Apostle Paul, it JOINED Paul in that ministry by both laboring and suffering for the sake of the Gospel.   
 
Application:  Christ Fellowship, obviously the point I am trying to make is that there should be 
something of LABOR in each of our ministries as well.  Someone well asked, “Did Christ go to heaven by 
way of the cross, and are we to go to heaven upon flowery beds of ease?”  No, brothers and sisters, like 
Paul’s, our ministry for Christ should cost us something.  There should be something of TOIL in it.  
Consider these examples: 
 

 It takes work to get to know your neighbors so you can share the Gospel with them. 
 

 It takes work to be exemplary at your job so that you have a platform from which to preach the 
Gospel as God gives opportunity.   

 

 Parents, it takes work to raise your children in the nurture and admonition of the Lord, making 
God’s word and prayer central to your home.   
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 It takes work to meet up with a brother or sister to study God’s word, pray for one another, and 
hold one another accountable. 

 

 It takes work, as a church, to come alongside parents and encourage and assist them as they 
seek to disciple their children.   

 

 It takes work to set up for our service and tear down afterwards so that people can come and 
hear the Gospel at Christ Fellowship. 

 
Real ministry involves hard work.  Christ Fellowship, God has called us together to accomplish the 
work of ministry. 
 

II. Paul’s Ministry was empowered by God (15:10) 
 
1 Corinthians 15:10- “But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was not in 
vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God that 
is with me. 
 

A. Looking again at 15:10, you see how careful Paul is to MAGNIFY the grace of God 
that enabled him to do the work of the ministry.  He surrounds his testimony to his 
own hard work with the reality that it was all of God’s grace.  God’s grace had made 
Paul who he was—a hard-working Apostle.  And it was only by God’s grace that Paul 
was able to do the work of the ministry.   This is one of the truths of Christianity 
that we need to embrace.  For us, ministry feels like hard work.  Yet, by faith, we 
know that any genuine ministry—anything that helps people come to know Jesus 
and helps people become more like Jesus—is only accomplished by the power of 
God. 
  

Philippians 2:12-13- “Therefore, my beloved, as you have always obeyed, so now, not only as in my 
presence but much more in my absence, work out your own salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it 
is God who works in you, both to will and to work for his good pleasure.” 
 

1. This means that God’s grace is the source of our strength for ministry.  It is 
only as God empowers His people that they are able to do the ministry to 
which He has called them.   

 
John 15:5- “I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears 
much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing.” 
 

2. This also means that God’s grace is the source of our wisdom for ministry.  
The testimony of the Bible and our own experiences convinces us that we 
are very much like children who desperately need God to give us wisdom.  
We need God’s grace if we are how to live well in this world.  Part of living 
well is ministering well in the lives of others.  We need God’s wisdom to 
know how to do this.   

 
Principle: Churches that realize their need for God’s power and wisdom will be quick to seek God’s grace 
in prayer.   
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Illustration: In 1866, the Lord put it on Charles Spurgeon’s heart to do a new work in the city of London.  
Addressing the members of his church at a Monday evening prayer meeting, he said:  
 
“Dear friends, we are a huge church, and should be doing more for the Lord in this great city.  I want us, 
tonight, to ask Him to send us some new work; and if we need money to carry it on, let us pray that the 
means also may be sent.”   
 
The church prayed fervently about the matter, and a few days later Spurgeon received a letter from a 
woman named Mrs. Hillyard who said she had 20,000 pounds that she wanted to give to Spurgeon so 
that he would begin an orphanage for homeless boys.3  This was a vast sum of money in those days, and 
in it you see that God not only gave Spurgeon and the Metropolitan Tabernacle wisdom on what new 
ministry to undertake, but also the monetary means to accomplish it. 
 
Application:  Friends, we are a new church in Williamsburg.  Lord willing, we are only at the beginning of 
a long life of ministry in Williamsburg and James City County and even to the nations.  We are in need 
God’s wisdom to show us how to engage in active ministry and we need God’s power to enable us to 
actually perform the work and so we must be committed to seeking God’s grace through prayer.  We 
can do nothing without the grace of God, but with God’s grace, we could have a significant ministry in 
our community and even among the nations.  
   
What might this ministry look like?  
 

 Could some of us commit to getting together regularly and praying through Operation World, 
asking God to bless the nations and build up His Church around the world? 
 

 Could some of us find a struggling local school and “adopt” it, seeking to bless the teachers and 
students?  

 

 Could some of us go through neighborhoods in Williamsburg and invite people to church?  We 
would need to be able to care well for them and their children when they come. 
 

 Could some of us find ways to minister to the college students of W&M and Thomas Nelson 
Community College?  At one church Missy and I attended, we had a monthly college lunch 
where we invited students to come to church and then fed them afterwards.  We also had an 
open time of Q&A about the sermon.   

 

 Could some of us go deeper in helping our church adopt missionaries so we could develop 
relationships with them and minister to them?  It would take meetings and prayer and 
coordination. 

 

 Could some of us take a missions trip to Turkey to strengthen and encourage the Taylors as well 
as distribute copies of the NT?  

  

 Could some of us get involved with Care Net Pregnancy Center in Williamsburg and help 
desperate mothers choose life for their unborn children? 

 

                                                           
3
 Arnold Dallimore, Spurgeon: A New Biography (Edinburg: Banner of Truth Trust, 2005 reprint), 126 
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Friends, with God’s wisdom and power we can accomplish much for the Lord in 2015! 
 

Give, collect, teach, exhort, visit, pray, according as God enables you.  Only make up your mind 
that all can do something, and resolve that by you, at any rate, something shall be done.  If you 
have only one talent, do not bury it in the ground.  Try to live so as to be missed.  There is far 
more to be done in twelve hours than most of us have ever yet done on any day in our lives.4 

 
          -J.C. Ryle 
 

III. Paul’s Ministry was marked by humility (15:9-10) 
 
1 Corinthians 15:9-10- “For I am the least of the apostles, unworthy to be called an apostle, because I 
persecuted the church of God. 10 But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me was 
not in vain. On the contrary, I worked harder than any of them, though it was not I, but the grace of God 
that is with me.” 
 

A. Brothers and sisters, in this passage we get a great look at genuine HUMILITY.  Here 
is the great Apostle Paul.  He had labored harder and had been more fruitful than 
any of the other apostles.  He had evangelized and planted churches throughout 
most of the known world.  He had suffered severe persecution for the cause of 
Christ.  But when you read these two verses you see the humility that 
characterized Paul’s entire ministry.  Why was Paul humble? 

 
a. First, Paul was humble because he remembered His past offenses against 

the Lord (“I persecuted the church of God”) 
   

“Though Paul never doubted his apostleship or hesitated to use the authority that office brought, he 
also never ceased to be amazed that, of all persons, Christ would have called him to that high position.  
He not only considered himself to be the least of the apostles, but not even fit to be called an apostle, 
because he persecuted the church.” 5 
 
         -John MacArthur 
 

b. Second, Paul was humble because he realized that it was only the grace of 
God that made him what he was (“But by the grace of God I am what I am”; 
15:10a).  Earlier in this epistle, he had reminded these Corinthians believers 
of the truth that everything we are and everything we possess has been 
given to us by God and so there is no room for boasting. 

 
1 Corinthians 4:7- “For who sees anything different in you? What do you have that you did not receive? If 
then you received it, why do you boast as if you did not receive it?”   
 

                                                           
4
 J.C. Ryle, Practical Religion (Lafayette: Sovereign Grace Publishers Inc, 2001 reprint), 146. 

 
5
 John MacArthur, 1 Corinthians in The MacArthur New Testament Commentary Series (Chicago: Moody 

Press, 1984), 405. 
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c. Third, Paul was humble because he realized that ultimately the strength 
for ministry was not his, but God’s (“though it was not I, but the grace of 
God that is with me”; 15:10c).  

 
Illustration:  If you have been following the news or any Christian blogs recently, you have probably 
seen people throw around the term “celebrity pastor.”  Celebrity Pastors are pastors of big churches 
with massive followings through their sermon podcasts and Twitter feeds.  Many so-called “celebrity 
pastors” are godly and faithful men.  We rightly look up to them because of their steadfast 
faithfulness to God.  But in recent days we have also seen headlines about churches that have been 
completely destroyed or severely wounded because of pride and arrogance in church leadership.   Such 
ministry is completely at odds with what we see in the Apostle Paul.  The Apostle Paul was like His 
Master Jesus, who came not to be served, but to serve and to give His life as a ransom for many (Mark 
10:45). 
 
Paul was amazed by God’s grace and, as a result, he was humble. 
 
Application:  For those of us who are Christians, looking at the humility of Paul, the obvious application 
is that we should pursue humility in our ministry as well.  It is an ugly thing to serve others so that they 
will recognize and praise us.  But it is a beautiful thing to long serve others well so that God might be 
praised through us.      
 
The Gospel 
 
 If you are with us this morning and you are not a Christian, you might find it surprising that 
Christians value humility so highly.  After all, humility is not often valued in our culture.  We do value 
humility, even though often we still struggle with pride.  We value humility because of our Savior Jesus 
Christ was humble.  We were created by God and made to love and serve Him.  But we had rejected 
God and instead, in our pride, we were living for ourselves.  We were sinners, separated from God.  But 
Jesus, the eternal Son of God, humbled Himself and became a Man.  He lived a perfect life in the place of 
sinners and then died on the cross bearing the penalty for the sins of all who would ever turn from their 
sins and trust in Him.  He then rose from the dead demonstrating that God had accepted His sacrifice.  
The bible teaches us that all who will humble themselves and turn from their sin and trust in Christ 
alone will be forgiven for their sins.  You can do that this morning.  If you would like to learn more about 
that, I would love to talk with you after the service this morning.   
 
Conclusion 
 

Friends, I don’t know what God will do in and through Christ Fellowship in 2015.  I am praying 
that He will see fit to use this church to accomplish great things for His great Name.  God certainly is not 
obligated to bless our ministry, but if He does, we should thank Him and we should be humbled.   

As we look ahead to 2015, may God help work hard in the ministry this year!  May God 
empower our ministry by His grace! And may our ministry be characterized by humility! 
 
It is a precious thing to be used by God.   
 
Let’s pray… 
 


