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Biblical Context 

The first three chapters of Paul’s letter have been primarily concerned with the divisions in the church and the 
need to unify around the message of the gospel.  The precipitating issue was that the Corinthians had the wrong 1

perspective about their leaders. Rather than be unified around Jesus, they were divided over which teacher they 
followed, which teacher baptized them, or which teacher spoke more eloquently (1 Cor 1:12-17). In 1 Corinthians 
4, Paul reframes how Christian leaders should be regarded—as servants and faithful stewards of the mysteries of 
God (4:1-2).  They are under God’s authority and entrusted with the message of the gospel. Success is not 2

determined by self-assessment nor the assessment of others (4:3-4), as God is the one to whom they must give 
account and God is the one who approves (4:5). The Corinthians were walking by man’s standards and judging 
the leaders by the same rubric. Their boasting in worldly wisdom puffed them up and divided them (4:6). They 
were divided and judging amongst each other, yet God, through his servants, had given them all they need through 
the simple, foolish message of Christ crucified, not by the wisdom of man (3:5; 4:7). Paul rhetorically asks the 
“who, what, and why” of their misplaced boasting in the gifts they had ultimately received from God alone (4:7). 

The Corinthians were trying to achieve by the wisdom of man what they could never achieve apart from 
Christ. Though Paul did not attempt to win the Corinthians by eloquent words of wisdom when it came to the 
gospel (1 Cor 1:17b; 2:1, 4, 13), Paul uses rhetoric in his letter to address the church. In 4:8, Paul launches “three 
sarcastic and derisive statements further to humble and correct the Corinthians” to complement the three 
rhetorical questions of 4:7.  Paul says “ Already  (ἤδη,  ede ) you have all you want!  Already  (ἤδη,  ede ) you have 3

become rich! Without (χωρίς,  chōris ) us you have become kings!” (4:8).  The Corinthian church had an 4

“overrealized eschatology” in that they were convinced they had already arrived in ultimate spiritual maturity.  5

They thought the kingdom of God had already come.  In one sense, the Corinthians were boasting in all they had 6

already  come into, and Paul picks up on this.  The verb translated, “you have all you want” is κορέννυμι 7

( korennumi ) meaning “satiated, fed-to-the-full, glutted” is applied to the “bloated” ( physioō , “puffed up”) 
Corinthians (4:6).  While the Corinthians were thinking they had reached spiritual maturity in the kingdom come, 8

Paul and the other leaders remained anchored in reality. Tongue-in-cheek, Paul says, “I wish you actually  were 
reigning as kings because we would be right there with you!”  The reality, however, is that the apostles were not 9

yet reigning as kings, nor were the Corinthians. While the Corinthians thought (δοκέω,  dokeō ) they had become 
wise (3:18), in contrast Paul states, “I think ( dokeō ) that God has exhibited us apostles as last of all, like men 
sentenced to death, because we have become a spectacle to the world, to angels, and to men” (4:9).  In light of 10

1 While the first section (1 Corinthians 1-4) concerns divisions in the church, the entirety of the letter is a call to unify around the gospel. 
2 The word used for “servant” is not one of the typical words used ( doulos  or  diakonos ). The word used here, (ὑπηρέτης, hyperetes) denotes an assistant 

who also acts on behalf of the one served. The word translated “stewards” is οἰκονόμος ( oikonomos ), and the modern equivalent would be an estate manager. 
3 Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner, The First Letter to the Corinthians, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, 

U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2010), 178. “Paul now begins a series of antitheses between them and himself, to which shame is the 
intended and only suitable response.” Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, ed. Ned B. Stonehouse et al., Revised Edition., The New 
International Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2014), 187. 

4 “Already” (ἤδη,  ede ) indicates that the Corinthians had an “overrealized” eschatology (the end had already come). “‘Rich’ and ‘reigning’ were 
catchwords of the Stoics ever since Diogenes, whose tomb was shown at Corinth, had taught a Stoic to maintain, ‘I alone am rich, I alone reign as king in the 
world.’” Thiselton, 357. 

5 Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, New International Greek Testament Commentary 
(Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 2000), 357.  Eschatology  is defined as study of the “last things” (i.e., “end times”). 

6 Throughout the New Testament is the idea of “already, but not yet.” The kingdom of God is “already” because the Spirit dwells in us, yet the kingdom 
has “not yet” come in its fullness. The Corinthians thought they were walking in the fullness of the kingdom, hence their misplaced arrogance. “Theirs is one 
of ‘already’ with little room for ‘not yet.’” Fee, 188. 

7 Cf. Rev 3:17, “For you say, I am rich, I have prospered, and I need nothing, not realizing that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked.” 
8 In extant contemporary Greek literature κορέννυμι ( korennumi ) was used figuratively as “the farmyard metaphor of overfed animals.” Thiselton, 357. 
9 The Greek word ὄφελον ( ophelon ), “would that,” expresses an unfulfilled desire. “You wish you were reigning, but are not yet.” 
10 The visual, here, is the public event of gladiators in a coliseum. These men were deemed criminals and on exhibition as spectacles to the watching 

crowd (“to the world, to angels, and to men”). Going last of all the gladiators, criminals who were facing capital punishment must fight to the death. The 
word ἐπιθανάτιος ( epithanatios ) “sentenced to death” is used in Greek writings for those thrown to the lions. “If the Corinthians think they are reigning, the 
apostles’ lives are marked by struggle, disgrace, and failure, not unlike their Lord, who was literally executed as a criminal.” Ciampa, 182. Cf. 2 Cor 1:9. 



 
1:26-28, Paul goes on to contrast the apostles with the Corinthian church—“We are fools for Christ’s sake, but 
you are wise in Christ.  We are weak, but you are strong.  You are held in honor, but we in disrepute”  (4:10). 11 12 13

“Paul effectively rebukes the Corinthians for their inflated self-esteem that takes no account of the lowly message 
of the cross. Appearances and reality are shown to be on collision course in view of the experience of the 
apostles.”  Paul is calling the Corinthians to match their conduct with their confession. If the Corinthians are 14

already  full, rich, and reigning (4:8), then Paul counters in 4:11-13 that his current experience is the opposite. 
Where the Corinthians claim to be full, Paul says the apostles hunger and thirst (4:11). Where the Corinthians 
claim to be rich, the apostles labor, working with their own hands (4:12). Where the Corinthians claim to reign as 
kings, Paul says that he and the apostles are rather “like the scum of the world, the refuse of all things” (4:13).  

Paul takes the Corinthian claims of reigning in wisdom, strength, honor, fullness, and wealth and reveals their 
self-deception. His point is not to make them ashamed, but rather to admonish (νουθετώ,  noutheteō )  them as 15

“beloved children” (4:14), to bring about change for their good.  This is a responsibility of church leaders (1 Thes 16

5:12) and also a responsibility of believers (1 Thes 5:14; Rom 15:14; Col 3:16), motivated by love. Paul’s 
admonishment is from a fatherly heart. Though the Corinthians have “countless guides” (μυρίους παιδαγωγοὺς, 
myrious paidagōgous,  “a myriad of pedagogues/teachers”), they do not have many fathers in the faith (1 Cor 
4:15). In the Greco-Roman world, pedagogues (teachers, guardians, correctors) were attendants and supervisors of 
a child that were motivated by pay or the instructions of a slave’s master, not by love for the child. Paul, as a 
“father in Christ,” admonishes them as “beloved children.”  Moreover, as a father in Christ, Paul is living in such 17

a way to call them to be “imitators” (μιμητής,  mimetes ) of him (4:16) and later goes on to clarify, “as I am [an 
imitator] of Christ” (11:1).  Paul’s call for the church to model him is not based on his own ability, but on his 18

dedication to model Jesus and becoming a father in Christ through the living out of the gospel (4:15). He calls out 
the naysayers—“some are arrogant (φυσιόω,  physioō ; cf. 4:6, 5:2; 8:1; 13:4), as though I were not coming to 
you,” (4:18) but when he comes he will “find out not their talk (λόγος,  logos ) of these arrogant people but their 
power (δύναμις,  dynamis )” (4:19).  The “spiritually mature” Corinthians claimed to be above the weaknesses that 19

characterized Paul’s life, yet Paul, by the power of the cross, lived in the weaknesses that characterized Jesus. 
 
Connection and Application 

The Corinthian church had an improper view of their church leaders, holding them to a worldly standard and 
dividing over their carnal judgments. They saw their church leaders as personalities and lords to be followed 
rather than godly authorities called to serve the church family. The Bible tells us how we should see church 
leaders—as servants  of  God and servants  to  the church, charged with the responsibility of faithfully shepherding 
the church with the mysteries of God—the depths of the gospel. They are not ultimately determined to be faithful 
by the judgment of man, but by God who brings all things to light (1 Cor 4:5; Heb 13:17). Church leaders, like all 
of us, are sinners in need of Savior. God has placed them as examples of his applied grace, believers who we 
model as they are to model Christ. They are trustworthy not by their own merit, but because they are willing to 
take on the thankless task of leading God’s people with Jesus as their model and call us to model Jesus as well. 

11 This is meant sarcastically. Paul’s opinion of the Corinthians’ wisdom is found in 1 Cor 3:18 (Cf. 1:18, 20, 21, 23, 25, 27). 
12 Paul boasts in his weakness as it shows the power of the gospel (2 Cor 12:9; 13:4). 
13 In 1 Cor 1:26-28, Paul wrote that God chose what is foolish to shame the wise, the weak to shame the strong, dishonorable to shame the honorable. 
14 Ciampa, 182. Cf. Acts 5:41, “The apostles left the Sanhedrin (having been flogged), rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering 

disgrace for the Name.” 
15 “To counsel about avoidance or cessation of an improper course of conduct, admonish, warn, instruct.” BDAG, 679. 
16 “‘This issue is all the more sensitive and intelligible when we recall that the Corinthians lived ‘within an honor-shame cultural orientation, where 

public recognition was important’; many were ‘status-hungry people.’” Thiselton, 369.  
17 The word for “beloved” (ἀγαπητός,  agapetos ) comes from the word αγαπαω ( agapaō ) which is an unconditional, self-sacrificing, divine kind of love. 

This word occurs 20 times in 1 Corinthians. This is differentiated from other Greek words for love:  eros, philia, ludus, pragma, philautia, storge. 
18  Paul had sent Timothy, his beloved (ἀγαπητός,  agapetos ) and faithful (πιστός,  pistos ) child to the Corinthians as a model of Paul’s way of life, which 

models Christ (1 Cor 4:17; 11:1). Timothy is not currently in Corinth, at this time but had already come, and would come again. Cf. Acts 19:22; 1 Cor 16:10. 
19 In the introduction (1 Cor 1:4-9), Paul mentions their speech ( logos ), but in the letter challenges their “speech” ( logos ), “words ( logos ) of wisdom,” 

“lofty speech ( logos ),” contrasting with the “word ( logos ) of the cross,” (1 Cor 1:18) and the Spirit’s “utterance ( logos ) of wisdom and knowledge” (12:8).  


