
CGYG & LIFE Bible Study: 1 Corinthians4:8-21 
 
In 1 Corinthians chapters 1-4, Paul addresses the issue of divisions within the Corinthian church. In chapters 1 & 2, he 
started by addressing one of the main causes for these divisions, namely the Corinthians’ reliance on worldly wisdom 
rather than God’s wisdom as demonstrated at the Cross. In chapter 3, he showed them the folly of these divisions, 
warned them of the potential consequences, and called on them to labor together as fellow servants building God’s 
temple. Here in chapter 4, Paul returns to address another root cause of the Corinthians’ problems and exhorts the 
Corinthian believers to follow his example, warning them of consequences if they don’t. 
 
Read 1 Corinthians 4:1-21 
 
For review:  
What attitude within the Corinthian church is Paul addressing in this chapter? 

-pride, which led to them judging Paul & the other leaders, and presumably one another as well 
 -they were ‘puffed up’ (4:6) and arrogant (4:18) 

-some (many?) thought very highly of themselves (4:8-10) and looked down on Paul & others – ‘puffed up in favor of one 
against another’ (4:6) 

 
-In this chapter, Paul uses 3 images to characterize himself and his ministry (v.1, 9, 15).The first image is of a household 
steward (v.1-5). What’s a steward, and what does this image tell us about Paul and how he viewed his ministry? 

-A servant/steward – i.e. a household steward entrusted with managing/directing the affairs of the house on behalf of his master 
 -a servant, yet one with delegated authority to take care of his master’s business, in accordance with the master’s will 
  -accountable to his master for how he discharges his duties as the steward – must prove trustworthy 

-Paul deeply aware of the need to be faithful in the way he fulfilled the trust given to him by God 
 -entrusted with the Gospel of Christ and responsible to proclaim that faithfully 
 -accountable to God for how he discharged his duties, not to the Corinthians or others who might judge him 

 
Read 1 Corinthians 4:7-13 
-In v.7-10, how does Paul characterize the Corinthians’ view of themselves? Have you noticed similar attitudes in 
yourself? How does this relate to the problem of divisions in the church? 

-puffed up with pride (v.7); saw themselves as king - satisfied/full, rich, kings/reigning (v.8); wise, strong, honored (v.10) 
-the Corinthians probably wouldn’t have thought they were viewing themselves this way, but their judging Paul & the other 
leaders showed the exalted view they had of themselves (i.e. that they were looking down on others and in a position to pass 
judgment on others) 

 
-What’s the irony in their view (cf. 1 Cor. 1:26-29)? Why might they have viewed themselves this way? (cf. Eph. 1:15-21, 
2:4-6; also 1 Cor. 1:4-7, 4:7) 

-ironic because this is precisely what they were not, when they were called (1 Cor. 1:26ff – not many were wise, powerful of noble 
birth, etc.; but God chose the foolish to shame the wise; He chose the weak to shame the strong, etc. 
 
-Why might they have thought this way? 

-No doubt Paul had thought them of the riches we have in Christ (e.g. Eph. 1:15-21), and that we have been raised with Him 
and seated with Him in the heavenly places (Eph. 2:4-6) 

-however, probably they misunderstood what we’ve already received in Christ, and what we’ve not yet received (and 
won’t receive until Christ returns - i.e. yes, in status we have been seated with Him; but will not enjoy the fullness of 
the riches or of sharing in that reign with Him until He returns) – ‘over-realized eschatology’ 
-similar views may be active today, e.g. in prosperity gospel  we are children of the King and should live as such 

-They had been highly blessed with many spiritual gifts (1 Cor. 1:4-7), but had forgotten that these were gifts of grace that had 
been given to them (v.7), not something intrinsic to themselves, and not something they could boast about 
 

-In contrast to the Corinthians’ high view of themselves, what picture does Paul use to characterize himself and the other 
apostles (v.9-13)? 

-Paul characterized himself & the other apostles as prisoners condemned to die in the arena 
-in Rome, prisoners of war were paraded through the streets behind the victorious army 

-those last in the procession were often of low class, destined to be killed by wild beasts or gladiators 
 -speaks of how Paul & the apostles suffered hardship & persecution because of their ministry 
  -derided & scorned by the world (and even by churches like the Corinthian church), rather than being held in honor 
  -speaks of his willingness to suffer for the sake of the Gospel 
-they were men who were held up for contempt by the world because of their faithful witness for Christ 

-fools for Christ’s sake; weak; held in disrepute – in contrast to the Corinthians’ view of themselves as wise, strong, & honored 
-because the word of the Cross is considered foolish, weak & disreputable in the eyes of the world (1:18-31) 

 -yet in reality, they are the ones who are truly wise, strong & honored in God’s sight (cf. 1:24-25) 
-in contrast to the Corinthians’ view of themselves as royalty, the were hungry & thirsty, poorly dressed, buffeted, homeless; 
had to work with their own hands  Scum of the world; the refuse of all things 
-answered persecution & insult, not in kind, but with kindness and grace  

 



Read 1 Corinthians 4:14-21 
-In these verses, Paul pictures himself as a father to the Corinthian church (4:15). In what sense is he a father to them, 
and how does that set him apart from the other ‘guides’ (or ‘guardians, NIV) that they might have in Christ? 

-“I became your father in Christ Jesus through the Gospel” - Paul is the one who brought the Gospel to them  became their 
‘father’ in Christ when they believed and were born again in Christ 
-‘guide’ or ‘guardian’ – refers to someone that a father in those days would entrust their children to, to be educated and trained 

-had responsibility for helping raise & train the child 
-but didn’t have the same authority as the father; also not necessarily the same concern or love for the child as a father would 
-the Corinthians would have many guides in Christ (e.g. teachers, leaders, etc.), but very few fathers like Paul 

 
-In his role as a father to them, how does Paul instruct and warn the Corinthian believers? 

-calls on them to imitate him (4:16) – in particular his description of himself in the previous section (v.9-13) 
-was unable to visit them at the time in person of his writing 1 Corinthians, so would send Timothy (who was also Paul’s child in 
the faith), to remind them and show/model for them Paul’s way of life in Christ 
 -the implication being that Timothy had closely imitated Paul, and would thus be able to show them 

-what Paul was asking of the Corinthians was not unique to them (he wasn’t picking on them!), but was what he taught to all 
churches everywhere 

-warns the Corinthians that he himself will be coming back soon – and will give them a spanking if they don’t smarten up! 
-some of the Corinthians had become arrogant, thinking Paul wouldn’t be coming back (and so wouldn’t be able to correct 
them/set them straight) 
 -but like a father coming home and disciplining an errant child, Paul threatened to do the same 

 
-What is the power that Paul speaks of in 4:19-21? (cf. 1:17-18, 24-25; 2:4-5) How does Paul’s assertion that ‘the kingdom 
of God does not consist in talk but in power’ (v.20) relate to the problem of divisions in the Corinthian church?  

-God’s power that is at work in saving the lost through the message of the Gospel --> the power of God for the salvation of those 
who believe 
 -manifest in Christ’s death and resurrection 
-the Corinthians were enamored with words/wisdom of words, i.e. mere talk resulted in them dividing into factions following 
different leaders 
 -in contrast, God’s kingdom is about power – God’s power to save sinners through the word of the Cross (chapters 1-2) 

 
-How does Paul’s talk of power relate to his threat to discipline those who were arrogant (v.21)? Should the Corinthians be 
afraid? (cf. 1 Cor. 5:1-5; you might also consider Acts 5:1-11; 13:6-12) 

-the same power of God is at work in church discipline 
-Paul pivots from speaking about coming to the Corinthians with a rod, into a situation calling for discipline in 5:1-13 
 -God’s power is present in the church when it gathers in discipline of an unrepentant brother/sister (5:4) 

-Paul warns that he will come with a rod if necessary – would come with demonstration of God’s power in their midst 
 -presumably speaking of disciplining those who were arrogant, if they didn’t repent 

-this should have concerned/frightened the Corinthian believers, if they were aware of God’s power at work through 
the apostles, in accounts such as Acts 5 (Ananias & Sapphira) or Acts 13:6-12 (Paul striking Elymas with blindness) 

-Paul threat to come with a rod was not an idle threat 
  
-What does Paul’s example in today’s passage (1 Cor. 4:8-21) teach us about Christian life and leadership? 

-Christians (and Christian leaders in particular) must be willing to suffer for the sake of Christ and the Gospel 
-imitating the example of Paul & the other apostles– becoming fools for Christ by embracing the Cross and proclaiming & 
embodying its message 
-not to follow the Corinthians’ example, of living/acting here & now like we’re kings  

-the importance of ‘spiritual parents’ – following their (godly) examples, and being examples for our spiritual children 
 
 
Reflection and application 
Paul’s example is a powerful reminder of how we ought to live and serve as servants of Christ.  In contrast to the 
Corinthians, who were puffed up with pride and acting as if they were kings, Paul saw himself as a humble servant, a 
mere steward of His Master’s household. His life and his ministry were lived out in light of the fact that he would one day 
give an account to God for how he had discharged the trust committed to him. As a result he was willing to endure 
hardship as a “fool for Christ” (4:10), to suffer hardship and deprivation for the sake of the Gospel, and to care for the 
Corinthians as a father cares for his children. As a spiritual father to the Corinthians, he called on them to stop their 
childish ways and to imitate him, lest God’s discipline fall upon them. 
 
In your own service to God, who do you resemble more, Paul or the Corinthians?  Are you, like Paul, willing to lay all 
things down, becoming the scum of the world and the refuse of all things for the sake of the Christ and the Gospel?  Or 
are you, like the Corinthians, becoming puffed up with pride, judging other fellow servants, and expecting others to treat 
you like a king?  Repent of any wrong attitudes you might be harboring and seek to imitate the examples of Paul and the 
apostles. 


