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It’s one thing to tell someone what they are doing wrong, but it’s quite 

another to give them a vision for how to do it right. This is an especially 

important distinction in parenting. It’s easy to point out the negatives—

what our kids are doing wrong. But authentic training is the result of 

teaching and modeling the right behavior and attitudes.  

 

As we come to 1 Corinthians 4, Paul writes to the Corinthian church as a 

spiritual father, not only addressing their faulty view of spiritual leaders, but 

not also teaching them a proper response to spiritual leaders as servants of 

Christ. 

 

Paul is going to lay out four ways that a church should respond to spiritual 

leaders and servants of Christ. Along with those, I also want to draw out the 

corresponding implications for spiritual leaders themselves.  

 

1. Spiritual leaders should be regarded as servants of Christ and therefore 

stewards of the gospel (vs. 1-2).  

 

[vs. 1] It’s important for us to see here that our attitude and response to 

those in spiritual leadership will be a reflection of our heart toward God. On 

the one hand, if we don’t view them as servants under Christ, then we may 

hold them too high and fall into the trap of prideful idolatry. This is what 

was happening in Corinth as they elevated their favorite teachers. Hence, 

Paul had to correct their thinking in chapter 3 to say, “neither the one who 

plants nor the one who waters is anything, but God who causes the 

growth.” If we idolize our spiritual leaders, it will reflect a heart that fails to 

exalt God to His proper place. Spiritual leaders are not independent agents 

but mere servants under Christ.  

 

On the other hand, Spiritual leaders are servants of Christ. They are called to 

represent the Lord in their ministry much like an ambassador represents a 

king. If the ambassador is treated poorly, it is a reflection of the people’s 

heart toward their king. In Corinth, the believers we not only elevating their 

favorite teacher but at the same time they were demoting others. This was 

a reflection of their failure to honor God by failing to listen to those sent in 

His name. So the fact that spiritual leaders are servants of Christ should 

provide an equilibrium that keeps the church from esteeming them too 

highly or too lowly.  

 

Furthermore, vs. 1 says that servants of Christ as stewards of the mysteries 

of God. We know from chapters 1-2 that the mystery Paul has in mind is the 

gospel—the good news of Christ crucified. It’s a mystery in the sense that as 

God’s eternal plan, it had to be revealed to us and is now made known 

through the gospel. As stewards of God’s word, the focal point of their 

ministry is the content of the message they carry, not their personal style or 

persona. So don’t let, personal, outward characteristics distract you (or over 

impress you) in a way that detracts from the message they bring. If spiritual 

leaders are servants of Christ and stewards of the gospel, then as a church 

we must carefully weigh their message with open, responsive hearts as their 

message proves true to the Holy Scriptures.  

 

Corresponding charge: Spiritual leaders must be trustworthy stewards of 

God’s word (vs. 2). 

 

[Vs. 2] We know from chapter 2 that spiritual leaders will be held 

accountable for their ministry, whether they built up the church gold, silver, 

and precious stones, or if they damaged the church by building with the 

wood, hay, and stubble of human wisdom.  

 

Spiritual leader are not called to be successful in the world’s eyes. They are 

called to be faithful and out of faithfulness comes fruitfulness. Faithful to 

what? Faithful to the Scriptures as they point to Christ as Savior and Lord,  

Faithful to the gospel. Faithful to the whole counsel of God.  

 

This is something that as a pastor, I have had to wrestle with quite regularly. What is my life 

and ministry producing? Am I being “successful”? And what does true success look like in 



ministry? Does it look like building a big church, and gaining growing recognition and 

influence? No, not really (though God has entrusted greater levels of influence to some than 

to others). Yet, we don’t want to merely maintain a functioning church, either. We should be 

producing fruit, but that fruit is the result of persevering faithfulness to teach the Word, 

preach the gospel, and influence those whom we can for the kingdom of God.  

 

So as a church, on one hand we need to guard ourselves against being impressed or driven by 

the American “successful church” mentality. On the other hand, we should not be content to 

merely maintain church ministries without having our eyes set on the fruit of harvest. May 

God spare us from being impressed with outward appearance and implant in us a passion to 

see the kingdom of God steadily advancing in our community through the conversion of 

souls. With the rise of secularism and liberalism that has replaced the gospel in so many 

churches in America, may God give us a jealousy for the souls in our community to 

experience the saving and transforming power of the gospel!  

 

2. Spiritual leaders should be entrusted to God for ultimate evaluation  

    rather than judged by personal standards (vs. 3-5).  

 

[vs. 3-5] Don’t be put off by Paul’s initial statement that he seemingly takes 

with a grain of salt how he is examined by others or even himself. This is not 

a proud refusal to be accountable but rather a humble recognition that the 

most severe criticism or even the highest praise from men (or self) has no 

bearing—it’s meaningless—if it isn’t aligned with God’s evaluation of his 

ministry.  

 

We know from vs. 2 that Paul cannot be suggesting that there is no place for 

examination or testing in the church. How do you know if a man is 

trustworthy and should be regarded as a true steward of Christ if you don’t 

carefully examine his life and ministry?  

 

We know from many other places in Scripture that there is a proper place 

for spiritual leaders to be examined so as to be found trustworthy. Thus, 

there is a proper place for ordination counsels to carefully examine a man’s 

theology and character. How can we apply the qualifications for elders in 1 

Tim and Titus if we don’t examine a man’s life? As a pastor, I need regular 

evaluations from my fellow elders. Even those who serve as deacons in the 

church are to first be tested to ensure that their lives are above reproach (1 

Tim 3:10). Churches have a responsibility to search the scriptures in order to 

confirm that what they are being taught is fully supported by the Bible. 

There is no other way for us to guard against false teaching and expel it 

from the church without proper examination. If fact Paul will go on in 

chapter 5 to call for church discipline in a particular matter that requires a 

measure of godly examination and judgment.  

 

But the problem in Corinth was not that they were testing the orthodoxy of 

what was being taught (Paul and Apollos both had sound doctrine and 

exemplary character). The problem is that they were judging one to be 

better than the other based on personal standards and preferences. So Paul 

commands them in vs. 5 to stop passing judgment on their leaders when 

God alone is the one who knows all things and can weigh the motives of 

men’s hearts. In other words, our role in the church is not to rate our leaders (as though 

we were an expert ministry consultant) but to take to heart their ministry of the Word as it 

points us to center our lives on Christ. By the way, gossip really is damaging and rarely is its 

damage reversed. One of the best things you can do for your leaders is to watch our lives and 

ministry close enough that your judgments/discernment about our ministry is based not on 

what other people say of us but by what you yourself see. And when you see a besetting 

fault, love us enough to tell us about it.  

 

Corresponding charge: Spiritual leaders must fear God more than they fear 

people or trust self and they must long for God’s approval more than 

man’s praise (vs. 3-5).  

 

There are times in my life as a pastor when I can think too highly of myself 

and other times when I can be overly critical of myself. Like Paul, I can think 

I have a clear conscience, but God is the only one who actually knows my 

heart and deepest motives—and that is what matters in the end. Even when 

I am not aware of outstanding sin in my life, I can be grossly ignorant or self-

deceived.
1
 That is precisely why I need trusted individuals to walk along side 

of me who can help me examine my life by seeing what I’m blind to and 

lovingly speak the truth into my life. I need the most honest help I can get to 
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grow in holiness and effectiveness because “the One who examines me is 

the Lord.” At the same time, we can praise God that He is infinitely more gracious than any 

self-appointed judge in the church.
2
  

 

Criticism can be cutting but it can also be helpful. I need the help of godly 

brothers and sisters to weigh out the difference. There are also times in 

ministry when I don’t want to preach or to do certain things because I know 

that they will not be popular with some. Yet I must fear God and long for His 

approval more than the approval of others. So pray for me to fear God more 

than I fear you. Pray for me to love God and to love you more than your 

approval of me.  

 

3. Spiritual leaders should be followed as they humbly walk in  

    the way of the cross (vs. 6-17).  

 

[vs. 6-17] Generally speaking, I’m pretty cautious of using sarcasm because 

it’s like estimating how much gun powder to use when you are reloading 

ammunition. There’s the ever looming possibility that it might blow up in 

your face by hurting someone else. However, there can be a proper place 

for sarcasm to communicate truth when it is wisely applied. And that is 

precisely what Paul is doing here. He is using the sharp point of sarcasm to 

show the Corinthians just how distasteful their arrogance has become.  

 

The sarcasm is in vs. 8. But he doesn’t just throw it at them. He sets them up 

for it. In vs. 6 he clarifies that the analogies he used in chapter 2 regarding 

Paul and Apollos were meant to teach them “not to become arrogant in 

behalf of one against the other.” In other words, don’t become so jealous 

for Paul as your favorite that your arrogantly put down Apollos (vice versa).  

 

What is arrogance? It is seeing yourself as superior to someone else. So Paul 

says in vs. 7, “who regards you as superior?” The answer is obvious: they 

do—they see themselves as superior. Pride is always about self and nothing 
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more. Paul probes further: “what do you have that you did not receive? And 

if you did receive it, why do you boast as though you did not receive it?” In 

other words, when everything you have is a gift of God’s grace, how is it 

that you see yourself as better than someone else. The only thing you can 

lay claim to and boast in is God’s undeserved grace!  

 

Now comes the sharp point of sarcasm in [vs. 8]. What’s Paul driving at? 

The Corinthians are living as though they are already in the next age, 

glorified and reigning with Christ! When in reality they are still living in the 

age of the cross. Glory will come later, but for now we are called to follow 

Christ in the way of the cross, dying daily to be like Him.  

 

Paul goes on in vs. 10 to highlight the contrast between how the apostles 

are actually living in this age of the cross and how the Corinthians are falsely 

viewing themselves. [vs. 10] Paul’s purpose here is to bring the Corinthians 

back to their spiritual senses so that they will stop arrogantly living like 

someone they are not and follow Paul’s example in the humble way of the 

cross. In vs. 16 he urges them to imitate him and then in vs. 17 he promises 

to send Timothy to set the example for them. But first He reminds them of 

what life in the way of the cross looks like for Paul: [vs. 11-13] There is no 

pride in living like that! It takes the humility of Christ to selflessly go without 

basic necessities. It takes the humility of Christ to bless those who mistreat 

you. It takes humility and grace to endure persecution. It takes deep 

humility to seek to win over those who slander you! This is not a road for 

the arrogant. It’s the way of the cross.  

 

So the church’s proper response to their spiritual leaders is to follow their 

example as they see them walking humbly in the way of the cross. Not living 

for glory in the moment, but deflating self to exalt Christ now, so that we 

can share in His glory later. As Paul said in Romans 8:17, we are “heirs of 

God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in His sufferings in order 

that we may also share in His glory.”  

 

What does that look like for us today? It may not be homeless and hungry, 

but it may mean sacrificing to meet someone’s need or to get the gospel 



around the world. It may not mean the kind of persecution Paul faced, but if 

definitely means responding in humility to those who offend us or hurt us, 

whether it’s our spouse or our enemy. It means choosing the way of 

humility wherever necessary to serve and imitate Christ.  

 

Corresponding charge: Spiritual leaders must embrace the hard and 

humble way of the cross. (vs. 6-13) 

 

As spiritual leaders, we must never forget that we follow a crucified 

messiah. We lead not with superiority but with the strength of humility—as 

bondslaves of Christ and his Word.  

 

4. Spiritual leaders should be regarded as ambassadors of the Lord, both in  

     their encouragement and in their discipline (vs. 14-21).  

 

Let’s pick up in vs. 18 [18-21]. Apparently some influential people in the 

Corinthian church were undermining Paul’s authority as an apostle by 

brushing off his words rather than taking them to heart, suggesting that he 

wasn’t going to come anyway. But Paul assures them that he will come to 

enforce purity in the church. Paul is embracing the conflict necessary to 

ensure that the church be purified of prideful rebellion that by its very 

nature undermines the gospel.  

 

His words are strong—they need to be. He will test the power of those who 

speak so arrogantly. What kind of power is Paul talking about? The power of 

the gospel from chapter 1, the power of the gospel to bring true conversion. 

He will test whether or not their lives are bearing evidence of the kingdom.  

 

In vs. 21 Paul presses them to consider the discipline they may face. [vs. 21] 

The severity of their discipline will depend on their response to Paul’s 

admonishment. Paul is not speaking of a literal rod, but figuratively to refer 

to severe discipline as opposed to milder correction that only requires a 

loving spirit of gentleness. The severity of discipline will be determined by 

the hardness of their prideful hearts—the harder their hearts and pride, the 

harder the discipline.  

 

What we must not overlook is that discipline is not merely confrontation. It 

is an expression of love. Is verse 21 an expression of love? It is if we take it 

in the context of the preceding verses. [vs. 14] Paul is writing to wayward 

children that he loves. His intent is to “admonish” them, to correct them 

and encourage them in the right way. In vs. 15 he’s writing to them with the 

care and heaviness of their spiritual father—the one who brought the 

gospel to them with great sacrifice. In vs. 16 he is setting the example for 

them of how they are to follow Christ. In vs. 17 he sends Timothy to remind 

them of how he has taught them. So church discipline is not done in a 

vacuum. It involve love, admonishment, exhortation, modeling, and 

teaching, all as from a father’s heart to his child in need of rescue.  

 

“Bringing the people of God to consistent Christian living in light of the 

gospel of the crucified messiah is so important to Paul that he will not turn 

aside from his goal. If he moves people in this direction by encouragement 

and admonition,” great; but if severer discipline is necessary, he will not 

flinch.”
3
 Such is Paul’s love for the church and His loyalty to Christ.  

 

Corresponding charge: Spiritual leaders must love those they lead enough 

to lovingly exercise church discipline. 

 

As we will see next week in chapter 5, Paul is going to proceed to carry out 

church discipline with the intent of rescuing wayward believers. Certainly 

church discipline is the most unpleasant aspect of church leadership—but it 

may be one of the most rewarding when a sinner is turned from the error of 

his way.  

Will our love for one another, will our devotion to the gospel, will our 

loyalty to Christ compel us to rescue one another from  sin’s destructive 

power with tough love from tender hearts?   
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