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Fact vs. Fiction 
1 Corinthians 4:8-21 

Some Humor 

What’s the Theme? 

• Things are not always as they 
appear. 

1 Corinthians 4:8-11 
8 Already you have all you want! Already you have 
become rich! Without us you have become kings! And 
would that you did reign, so that we might share the 
rule with you! 9 For I think 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. 10 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.     
11 To the present hour we hunger and thirst, we are 
poorly dressed and buffeted and homeless,  
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1 Corinthians 4:12-16 
12 and we labor, working with our own hands. When 
reviled, we bless; when persecuted, we endure;         
13 when slandered, we entreat. We have become, and 
are still, like the scum of the world, the refuse of all 
things.  

 14 I do not write these things to make you 
ashamed, but to admonish you as my beloved children. 
15 For though you have countless guides in Christ, 
you do not have many fathers. For I became your 
father in Christ Jesus through the Gospel. 16 I urge 
you, then, be imitators of me.  

1 Corinthians 4:17-21 

17 That is why I sent you Timothy, my beloved and 
faithful child in the Lord, to remind you of my ways 
in Christ, as I teach them everywhere in every church. 
18 Some are arrogant, as though I were not coming to 
you. 19 But I will come to you soon, if the Lord wills, 
and I will find out not the talk of these arrogant 
people but their power. 20 For the kingdom of God 
does not consist in talk but in power. 21 What do you 
wish? Shall I come to you with a rod, or with love in a 
spirit of gentleness? 

Hermeneutical Questions: 

• What would Scripture be missing if 
this passage was omitted? 

• What does this passage teach us about 
ourselves? 

• What does this passage teach us about 
God? 

• How does this passage of Scripture 
point us to Jesus? 

Outline 

1.  Kings vs. Apostles (8-13) 

2.  Guides vs. Fathers (14-17) 

3.  Talk vs. Power (18-21) 

Kings vs. Apostles (8-13) 

•  The Corinthians think they 
have arrived (verse 8): 
•  Already   you are filled? 
•  Already   you are rich? 
•  Without us  you have 

   begun to rule 

•  Ironically, Paul wishes they had 
begun to rule; unfortunately, 
what they thought was fact 
turned out to be fiction. 

Paul’s Savage Irony… 
•  Points to the Corinthian’s self-

delusion. 

•  ‘You say, “Already we are filled, 
already we are rich,” but you are 
actually “babyish,” “deficient in 
the Spirit” and “fleshly”. 

•  Paul responds: “Can I remind 
you of your crass individualism, 
your splinter groups and the 
jostling for power and influence 
among your leaders and 
teachers?” 

•  The gifts they had received had 
gone to their heads! 
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What is Reality? 
•  God has made the apostles 

“last of all” (v. 9a). 

•  Paul says that he has been 
“sentenced to death” and been 
made “a spectacle” (v. 9b). 
•  Which is a metaphor taken 

from the savage gladiatorial 
arena. 

•  Paul is intentionally graphic 
and gruesome because he 
wants to show how difficult 
life becomes for those who 
preach Christ crucified. 

Fact vs. Fiction 
•  Paul’s words come as a sharp rebuke: 

•  We are fools,   but you are wise. 
•  We are weak,   but you are strong. 
•  You are honored,  but we are despised. 

•  Paul then goes on to describe what life 
as an apostle has been like: 
•  He’s been hungry, 
•  Thirsty, 
•  Poorly clothed, 
•  Beaten, 
•  Constantly on the move, 
•  Laboring with his own hands day and night. 

Christ-Like Reality 

•  As Christ cried out to God the Father on the cross, “Father forgive 
them…” (Luke 23:34) so we are to bless when attacked. 

•  Hence Paul says in vv.’s 12-13: 
•  When reviled   we bless. 
•  When persecuted  we endure. 
•  When vilified   we speak gently. 

Real Power 
• There is no power 

so apparently 
weak, and yet in 
reality so strong, 
as the power 
shown in 
forgiving those 
who have done 
you wrong. 

Not Royalty, but Scum 

• Far from being kings, “We 
have become… like the 
scum of the world, the 
refuse of all things” (v. 13). 

•  It is easy for us to be lulled 
asleep by the comforts of 
this world, but Paul urges 
us all to remember that if 
you follow Christ things 
will get uncomfortable for 
you in this world. 

Guides vs. Fathers (14-17) 
•  Paul is not trying to shame 

them, but to warn them… 

•  As a parent warns a child. 

•  More often than not we will not 
warn people of their bad 
decisions because we are more 
concerned with being liked, but 
not a parent.   

•  Their love for their child 
overrides any need to be 
liked because they know 
that to fail to warn could 
lead to disaster. 
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The Difference Between A 
Father & Teacher 

•  A teacher may care, but not to the 
same degree as a loving father! 

•  Paul says in v. 14, “Though you have 
ten thousand guides, you do not have 
many fathers.” 

•  Paul is saying that they only have one 
father—Christ—because Paul begat 
them through the Gospel. 

•  Pedagogues is the Greek word for 
guides. 

•  They were usually educated slaves 
who taught children. 

•  These guides, like teachers today, 
care for children, but not to the 
same degree as a parent. 

Children follow their Parents’ Example 

• Paul lived out certain key 
aspects of Christian 
behavior in order to set an 
example. 
• Much like a parent sets an 

example for their 
children. 

• This is not arrogance but 
insight into the reality that 
a living example is more 
powerful than words. 

What Example did  
Paul Want them to Imitate? 

•  Namely, his example of 
preaching Christ and 
Him crucified. 
•  This has been his 

emphasis through 
the opening chapters 
(1:17, 18, 23, & 2:2). 

•  Connected to this truth 
is the reality that 
following Christ is 
costly. 

Talk vs. Power (18-21) 

•  We come now to the climax 
of this section. 

•  Paul goes back to his earlier 
reference in verse 6 to those 
who are “inflated”, literally, 
“puffed up”. 
•  Apparently, some 

individuals concluded that 
Paul would not return to 
Corinth, and that the church 
was theirs. 

•  They were now no longer a 
Pauline church. 

“The Corinthian Error” 
•  Bishop Paul Barnett believes 

that this error still persists 
today. 

•  It is the error of rejecting 
Paul’s teaching of how to live 
out the Gospel in an 
unbelieving culture. 

•  Even today, many churches 
look to the Gospels but 
downgrade Paul—using only 
passages like the “love 
chapter” of 1 Cor. 13. 

What’s at Issue? 
•  Today, as then, people’s issue with Paul is his directness of 

teaching about being a Christian in a pagan environment. 

•  This is a failure to grasp the differing functions of a Gospel as 
opposed to a Letter. 

•  A Gospel has a narrow goal, to inform readers about Jesus, His life 
and teachings, and to call us to faith and repentance. 

•  The Letters of the NT, however, address a breadth of day-to-day 
issues in the church; for example: 
•  Do Gentiles need to follow Jewish practices like circumcision, 

dietary food laws, and Sabbath observance. 
•  Sexual ethics 
•  Division in the church 
•  Governing the church 
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Paul Puts the Troublemakers on Notice 

•  “But I will come to you soon, if the 
Lord wills, and I will find out not the 
talk of these arrogant people but their 
power” (v. 19). 

•  Paul is going to come and find out what 
sort of power these troublemakers 
wield. 

•  Application: 
•  Where do we find our power: 

•  In ourselves? 
•  In our possessions? 
•  In our position of authority? 

Verse 20: “For the Kingdom of God does 
not consist in talk but in power.” 

•  Some believe that this is referring 
to miracles, but that does not 
align with the previous 4 
chapters. 

•  The “talk” that Paul speaks of is 
the “wisdom of this world” spoken 
by “puffed up” people. 

•  Paul is not referring to 
miraculous “power” here; rather, 
he is emphasizing the “power” of 
“Jesus Christ and Him crucified” 
which is the only message He 
preached while in Corinth (2:2). 

The Power of God 
•  The message of Christ crucified 

is the power of God unto 
salvation (1 Corinthians 1:18, 
22 & Romans 1:16-17). 

•  Unlike the “wisdom” preachers 
of Corinth, Paul will not preach 
the “world’s wisdom” because 
it is no wisdom at all. 

•  The power of Christ crucified, 
according to Paul, is both the 
church’s foundation and 
superstructure. 

What Does this Passage 
Teach Us About Ourselves? 

• We are easily 
deluded. 

• We are weak and 
crave strength. 

What Does this Passage 
Teach Us About God? 

• God alone is 
powerful. 

• God works 
through weakness. 

Where is Christ in the 
Passage? 

• Christ is the power of 
God unto salvation! 

• The power that Paul is 
referring to is Christ 
and Him crucified 
(2:2) 

• As Christ came in 
humility and 
weakness, so will all 
those who follow 
Him. 
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The Gospel 

• To the extent that 
we understand that 
God alone is our 
Power will be the 
extent by which we 
cease living deluded 
lives. 

November 1st Study 

1 Corinthians 5:1-13: Immorality and the Church 


