
1 Cor 4:1 - 21 
 
 
READ:  1 Cor 4:1-7 
Q:  v2 tells us that Christian leaders should be trustworthy, an unremarkable expectation in itself.  
But v 3 says our judgement on Christian leaders is a small thing, and v5 says we should not 
pronounce judgement.  Why is this? 

- Paul is expecting that the only accountability that matters is the one from The Lord, in 
Judgement 

- Paul is keen that trustworthy stewards are not deflected by Corinthian social criticism.  And 
that we should not be either.  Peer pressure, social criticism of unpopular views, (and even 
legally sanctioned persecution). 

 
 
Q:  I Cor 5:3, 13, indeed the whole chapter is full of Paul’s trenchant critique of lifestyle choices.  So 
why do we have no judgement on Paul or other Christian leaders, but plenty of judgement on a 
member of the congregation.  Double standards? 

- Tricky.  And historically, the Church has sought to defend the un-defendable on the basis of its 
authority. 

- But Paul’s authority depends on the authority of his source.  That Paul stands under the 
authentic voice of Jesus (as an apostle, argued earlier). 

 
 
Q:  v6-7, what is the key idea Paul wants them to understand? 

- Every understanding you have-  has been given to you 
 Against to the intellectualism of some (earlier chapters) – they did not work this out for 

themselves.  Danger of intellectual boasting, v6 “puffed up”. 
- Helpful to us too, faith is clear on the basics, but beyond which, we must not be dogmatic, v6b. 

 
 
 
READ:  1 Cor 4:8-13 
Q:  In this section Paul clearly satirises.  But is making a strong point with reference to a particular 
military custom.  What point?  What military custom? 

- Military Custom: Roman victory parades are led by the victorious general, then marching 
legions, followed by wagons of loot, slaves and at the very end, defeated chieftains, to be 
publically executed in front of the masses. E.G. Caesar’s “Triumph” on Vercingetorix of Gaul, 12 
Apr 45BC 

- V9 the apostles have become a spectacle (both to heaven and to earth), men sentenced to 
death.  V10 expands this – becoming fools to the world, weak, held in disrepute. 

- The Corinthians have become “kings”, rich, before God.  Because the apostles have publically 
expended themselves to ridicule, and to risk to life. 

- This is an exercise in humility that the Corinthians should recognise. 
 
 
Q:  v12 has an amazing standard “when reviled we bless, when persecuted we endure.”  To what 
extent is this way of working recognised positively in history? 

- Non-violent protest, Gandhi’s Satyagraha, Martin Luther King Civil Disobedience, Aldermarston 
marches, Greenham Common, much current civil protest. 

 



Note: worth noting that we respect (if not always agree) with these approaches because the 
Christian model has exalted them.  It was not always so…  Aristotle declared that the highest virtue is 
“megalopsuchia”, or great-heartedness, a virtue that will not let the bearer allow himself to be 
insulted.  To the ancient world, humility was not a virtue of the good or strong. 
 
Q:  v12 has an amazing standard “when reviled we bless, when persecuted we endure. V13 when 
slandered we entreat.”  What has been our experience of this?  How do we cope with this? 

- …. 
 
 
READ:  1 Cor 4:14-21 
Q:  We already know that the church in Corinth has heard many good Christian leaders.  V15 talks of 
“countless guides in Christ”.  This helps explain some of the unnecessary factionalism already 
described.  In these verses, what is Paul’s solution? 

- V16 “be imitators of me”.  V17 follow Timothy, my beloved, “to remind you of my ways in 
Christ”. 

- Of many (good ) voices, follow the one you know best. 
 
Q:  v15 Paul describes himself as “your father in Christ Jesus”.  Who is yours?  Or do “you have 
countless guides in Christ”?  Who are they? 

- …. 
 
Q:  Paul urges the “imitator” or be-like-me argument here v16 and also 7:7, 11:1.  Who do we 
imitate?  Should we “imitate another anyway? 

- Individual(s) …. 
- Perhaps with so many sources of good teaching as well as a firmly established canon of New 

Testament teaching, we need not “imitate” anymore??? …. 
 
Q:  v18-21 does not introduce new thoughts but revisits a problem already referred to earlier.  What 
is the problem?  Is it relevant to us? 

- V18 “arrogant” (+5:2), v19 “arrogant people”, v6 “puffed up”, v7 “boast” +5:6”boasting. 
- They have had a lot of teaching, and from (good) different sources.  Has this led to spiritual 

pride?  Can we become so “sound” that we become arrogant? 
 
Q:  v19 and 20 says Paul will come with a rod of power (v19, v20).  Paul refers to “power” elsewhere 
in 1 Cor (2:4, 5; 5:4).  Is he referring to strong words of something more dramatic? 

- We do not know.  But considering the case of Annias and Sapphira, plus the power of the Holy 
Spirit in the Corinthian church in particular, whatever paul is offering iwas something to 
beware of!. 

- We do not have that power today.  Excommunication (ch5) will not have the same “bite” 
 
 
Final Thought 
Q:  v7 “What did you possess that you did not receive?”  What big principle can we see here, and 
what does it mean for us? 

- St Augustine saw the whole doctrine of grace in here 
- … 
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