
“Tough and Tender” (1 Corinthians 4:6-21) 
 

Do you remember the last time you were spanked? It was probably more years ago than you care to recall, 
but try. Perhaps you were discovered in a lie, or caught stealing candy from a neighborhood drugstore, or 
sent home from school for fighting. Whatever the reason, you found yourself face-to-face with an angry 
parent whose look of disappointment or rage let you know that your behavior was unacceptable. Still 
pleading for amnesty, you turned your back—or, more likely, were firmly turned until your backside was 
in a vulnerable position—and winced as you felt the sting of the first stroke. Other swats followed, until 
your bottom throbbed like it had just been attacked by a swarm of bees. But you know, despite your anger 
and excuses, that your mother or father had done the right thing. 
 
If you’re a Christian you realize that correction doesn’t stop with your earthly parents. Your heavenly 
Father disciplines you so that you can “share in His holiness” (Heb 12:10b). But unlike your parents—
who may have punished you wrongly at times—the Lord always chastens you for the right reason, in the 
right way, at the right time, and to the right degree (Heb 12:10-11). He never makes mistakes. And He 
disciplines you to show His love for you (Heb 12:6).1  
 
In 1 Cor 4:6-21, God is going to lovingly spank our spiritual bottoms through the pen of the apostle Paul.2 
Paul lives by the principle spare the rod; spoil the church.3 In the passage that follows Paul will unpack 
two challenging truths about spiritual maturity.  
 
1. Spiritual maturity requires humility and sufferi ng (4:6-13).4 In this section, Paul explains that for 
the Corinthians to make spiritual headway they must learn to humble themselves before God and others. 
Additionally, they must prepare themselves to suffer like the apostles. In 4:6, Paul writes, “Now these 
things, brethren, I have figuratively applied to myself and Apollos for your sakes, so that in us you 
may learn not to exceed what is written, so that no one of you will become arrogant in behalf of one 
against the other.” Paul informs the Corinthians that they have an arrogant attitude because they have a 
theological misunderstanding.5 As always, our attitudes and actions stem from what we believe or 
perceive. In this case, the Corinthians are playing games of spiritual “one-upmanship.”6 The phrase “what 
is written” (4:6) refers to the five Old Testament Scriptures that Paul has quoted in the previous three 
chapters.7 These passages place a strict limit on human pride and call for trusting God alone.8 The 
Corinthians were arrogant against each other because they were not obeying the Scriptures. Paul’s point 
is: Scripture is meant to form the boundary for the conduct of the Christian life. If we humble ourselves 
and depend upon God we will experience greater unity in our body.9 
 
This ought to motivate us to study the Old Testament Scriptures. The Old Testament is full of stories and 
principles that will humble us before God and man, which will lead to maintaining unity in the church. 
When we ignore reading the Scriptures or listening to God’s Word preached, we can become proud. 
Therefore, we need to increase our familiarity with the Old Testament in all of our children’s, youth, and 
adult ministries.10 We must know and apply the Old Testament. We must make sure to run ethical issues 
through the grid of the Old Testament. We then must make a commitment to not “exceed what is written.” 
We must keep it between the lines.  
 
In 4:7, Paul explains why the Corinthians should not be arrogant: “For who regards you as superior? 
What do you have that you did not receive? And if you did receive it, why do you boast as if you 
had not received it?” Paul paddles the Corinthians by asking three convicting rhetorical questions, 
designed to damage their egos. He reminds the Corinthians that they are not intrinsically superior to 
anyone else. Three times Paul uses the word “receive” to remind the Corinthians that God is the one who 
gave them everything they have. Consequently, they should be grateful, not boastful.  



What explanation is there for your conversation, for your growth, and for your ministry? Who made you 
different, and why? It is God who revealed the gospel to you and drew you in. He is the sole explanation. 
This is to have a humbling affect on the heart of the Christian. These questions are an invitation to reflect 
on God’s grace. “What do you have that you did not receive?” This is a life-transforming question; and 
the answer is “absolutely nothing.” The gifts of God are everywhere in our lives, and we are not only 
undeserving, but ill-deserving recipients. 
 
In 4:8, Paul shifts tone abruptly and unleashes a bitter diatribe, dripping with irony and sarcasm. He does 
not spare the rod; spoil the church. Listen to his words: “You are already filled11 [with spiritual wisdom 
and perfection], you have already become rich, you have become kings without us; and indeed, I 
wish that you had become kings so that we also might reign with you.” The first couple of clauses 
speak of the illusion that they need nothing more. The word “filled” means satiated or engorged. It has to 
do with eating a huge meal. They are so full they couldn’t eat another bite. The second phrase speaks of 
material wealth. They have everything they need. The Corinthians believe that they have it all. This 
describes their spiritual self-appraisal. They have a strong sense of having arrived in their Christian 
lives.12  
 
We face the danger of religious arrogance—believing ourselves to be spiritually filled and rich because 
we attend a Bible-teaching church, listen to Christian radio, spend money on a lot of resources at 
Christian book stores, and watch Christian television. Individually, we can pride ourselves on knowing a 
lot about the Bible. As fat, well-fed Christians, we can become puffed up with our own knowledge. That 
will evidence itself in argumentativeness when it comes to biblical or spiritual issues; that is, the love of 
theological debate for its own sake. Watch out for those signs of self-satisfied spirituality and 
impenetrable smugness. 
 
This past year we took a church health survey. One of the findings of the survey was that 98.5% of us 
think we know what we believe and why. Now that can be a wonderful thing, if it is really true. But the 
disturbing thing is: We believe that only 75% of the church knows what they believe and why. This 
finding can suggest that as a church we are a bit judgmental and smug. We need to be aware of this so 
that we can humble our hearts before God and others. We must learn to be humble, broken, transparent, 
and vulnerable people.  
 
In 4:9-13, Paul now begins to outline what his life is really like. It is a resume of suffering.13 If anything 
characterizes how he lives, it is suffering. Paul writes, “For, I think, God has exhibited us apostles last 
of all, as men condemned to death; because we have become a spectacle to the world, both to angels 
and to men. We are fools for Christ’s sake, but you are prudent in Christ; we are weak, but you are 
strong; you are distinguished, but we are without honor. To this present hour we are both hungry 
and thirsty, and are poorly clothed, and are roughly treated, and are homeless; and we toil, 
working with our own hands; when we are reviled, we bless; when we are persecuted, we endure; 
when we are slandered, we try to conciliate;14 we have become as the scum of the world, the dregs of 
all things, even until now.” In these five verses, Paul contrasts the apostles and the Corinthians. He 
explains that the apostles are a public spectacle to everyone. Furthermore, their lives will result in death.15 
From the world’s perspective the apostles are “fools,” “weak,” and “without honor.” To make matters 
worse, they are hungry, thirsty, poorly clothed, roughly treated,16 homeless,17 and hard working.18 Who 
would ever sign up for this job? Very few! Paul also informs the Corinthians that the apostles understood 
how to respond when they were persecuted. They blessed, persevered, and encouraged. Regardless, they 
were still considered the “scum19 of the world, the dregs of all things.” The word “scum” means filth or 
rubbish. It’s what you sweep or scrape off of something that you’re cleaning. The word “dregs” means the 
scrapings-off of a plate after a meal. Paul says we’re garbage in the eyes of the world. That term has 
become common among young people; for instance, when they watch a highly-paid professional athlete 
make a mistake, they yell, “You’re a piece of garbage!” 



This is what a person gets for following Christ in this life. It is not glamorous and there are few promises 
of prosperity, despite the teachings of Christian television. Yet, despite this seemingly discouraging 
resume of suffering, we need to be reminded that “prosperity has often been fatal to Christianity, but 
persecution never.”20  
 
Are you willing to follow the apostles in their suffering? Will you take on ridicule and rejection for 
Christ? How will you respond when your family, friends, neighbors, coworkers, and acquaintances 
persecute you? Will you be gracious? Will you be respectful?  
 
Paul concludes this first major section of the epistle (1:10-4:21) by reasserting his apostolic authority, 
which had led to his correcting the Corinthians’ shameful conduct and carnal theology. He changed the 
metaphor again, and now appealed to them as a father to his children. He ended by warning them that if 
they did not respond to his gentle approach he would have to be more severe.21 
 
[We have seen that spiritual maturity requires humility and suffering. But what else does spiritual 
maturity require?] 
 
2. Spiritual maturity requires mimicking and mentor ing (4:14-21). Paul informs us that if we are to 
grow spiritually we must follow an example and be an example. He writes, “I do not write these things 
to shame you, but to admonish you as my beloved children.” Paul wants to communicate that it is their 
values and behavior, not their personhoods that are unacceptable.22 By using the term “beloved” Paul is 
expressing respect as much as affection. He wants to instill in them a sense of self-worth that comes from 
God’s grace and power in their lives. The word in 4:14 that is translated “admonish” can also be 
translated “warn.”23 It’s what a father24 does in hopes that his children will see the error of their ways and 
change.25 It implies counsel and appeal. His desire isn’t to criticize and punish but to admonish and 
encourage. In this appeal to follow his corrective instruction he conveys a wonderful confidence that they 
can change and that they will want to.  
 
The reason that Paul writes the way he does is because he is their spiritual father. In 4:15, Paul writes,  
“For if you were to have countless tutors in Christ, yet you would not have many fathers, for in 
Christ Jesus I became your father through the gospel.” Paul states that the Corinthians have 
“countless tutors” but only one father. In Paul’s day a “tutor” (paidagogos) was the personal attendant 
who accompanied the child, took him to school and home again, heard him recite his lines, taught him 
good manners, and generally looked after him. The tutor was entitled to respect and normally received it, 
but there was no comparison between his relation to the boy and that of the boy’s father.26 Paul is saying, 
“I’m not your tutor, I’m your father! I have a personal, relational, familial interest in you.” Paul could 
make this claim because God used him to lead many of the Corinthians to faith in Christ.  
 
In our church, we need some spiritual fathers and mothers who will step up and help others grow in 
Christ. What if I telephoned this week and said, “I have a baby Christian who needs to grow. Can you 
help?” What would you say? Paul would say, “There’s only one right answer: be a father or mother.” 
Today, will you begin to look for one person who you can help in his or her spiritual walk?  
 
Paul informs the Corinthians and us that he is still willing to be an example. In 4:16, Paul writes some 
surprising words: “Therefore I exhort you,27 be imitators of me.”28 Again, there is gentleness here. He 
is not laying down apostolic orders. He uses the word “exhort.” Exhortation doesn’t mean using a raised 
voice, with a finger wagging in someone’s face, saying, “You’d better shape up or else!” It literally means 
to call to one’s side. Exhortation means putting your arm around someone’s shoulder, walking along with 
them, saying, “Would you consider this? Can we talk about this?” That’s the appeal that Paul is making. 
He’s not boxing these people in; he’s giving them choice in the matter. He respects them.  
 



However, Paul is confident in the Holy Spirit’s work in his life so he can declare, “Imitate me.” If you 
were to perform a word study, you would discover that the word translated “imitate” actually comes from 
the Greek word mimetai, from which we get the words mimic and mimeograph. Paul is urging people to 
mimic his life because he practices the things that he presses upon the Corinthians. If they watch him they 
will see that he does not glory in Greek wisdom. He does not live for human praise.29 Rather, he calls the 
Corinthians to a radically Christlike life. They are to give up their hankering for high status and accept the 
lowliness that Paul models. They are to welcome being regarded as fools for Christ, and as weak and 
dishonored. They are to return abuse with blessing, slander with conciliation, and to endure persecution 
(4:10-13). They are to recognize that all that they are and have comes to them as a grace-gift from God 
(3:10), and that they are not inherently extraordinary (4:7). They are to think of themselves as no better 
than menial field hands (3:5) and servants (4:1), awaiting God’s judgment to determine if they were 
faithful (4:5). They are to rid themselves of all resentments and rivalries with coworkers so that they can 
toil together in God’s field (3:5-9). They are to resist passing themselves off as wise or elite by using lofty 
words of wisdom or aligning themselves with those who do, and to rely instead on the power of God that 
works through weakness, fear, and trembling (2:1-4). The ultimate aim is not to be Paul-like, but 
Christlike (11:1).30  
 
Be careful to not perform a “spiritual skip” and blow right over this verse. God expects you and me to be 
worthy of imitation. In our marriage, family, work, school, and church, God wants us to be able to say, 
“Mimic me.” I recently saw a bumper sticker that said: “Dear Lord, save me from your followers.” Isn’t 
this sad? We should set out to change this bumper sticker to read: “Dear Lord, help me to mimic your 
followers.”  
 
A young boy looked up at his grandfather and wondered aloud, “Grandpa, how do you live for Jesus?” 
The respected grandfather stooped down and quietly told the boy, “Just watch.” As the years went by the 
grandfather was an example to the boy of how to follow Jesus. He stayed rock-steady in living for Him. 
Yet the grandson often lived in a way that was not pleasing to God. One day the young man visited his 
grandfather for what both knew would be the last time. As the older man lay dying, his grandson leaned 
over the bed and heard his grandpa whisper, “Did you watch?” That was the turning point in the boy’s 
life. He understood that when his grandpa had said, “Just watch,” he meant, “Imitate me, just as I also 
imitate Christ.” He vowed that from then on he would live as his grandfather did—striving to please 
Jesus. He had watched, and now he knew how to live. 
 
Is somebody watching you? When people watch your life what do they see? What are your priorities? 
What are your views? Are there younger Christians who need to see that it is possible to live for Jesus 
every day and in every way? Challenge them—and yourself. Challenge them to “just watch.” Then show 
them the way.31  
 
One of Paul’s disciples, Timothy, exemplifies what the Corinthians are called to be. Therefore, Paul 
writes, “For this reason I have sent to you Timothy,32 who is my beloved and faithful child in the 
Lord, 33 and he will remind you of my ways which are in Christ, just as I teach everywhere in every 
church” (4:17). The Christian life is spoken of as a “way” or “ways.” It is a manner of life or pattern of 
life, and is characterized as “the ways that are in Christ” (4:17). It is not a mere list of doctrines that we 
nod our heads to. It is a revolutionary way of life, or one that is intended to transform us. In order to pull 
off this kind of supernatural life we need mentors. Mentors are not optional, they are critical. Typically, 
those who are making great strides for God have mentors. To presume that you can become a mature 
Christian apart from learning from someone else is arrogant. Today, will you commit yourself to being a 
mentor and to being mentored? These are two commitments that will change your life forever. You will 
never look back on these decisions and say, “I wish I had not done this.” You will be changed from the 
inside out by investing in someone else and by being invested in.  
 



In 4:18-20, Paul hunkers down and talks some good old-fashioned trash! Take a look at these words: 
“Now some have become arrogant, as though I were not coming to you. But I will come to you 
soon,34 if the Lord wills, and I shall find out, not the words of those who are arrogant but their 
power. For the kingdom of God does not consist in words but in power.” The arrogance of the 
Corinthians is not in open rebellion against Paul’s authority. Their arrogant self-importance is like that of 
little children who have the house to themselves when the parents have slipped out for a minute. Paul 
warns them that the father will be coming home soon, and he had better find everything in order.35 
Some, supposing Paul would not come himself, have become inflated with self-importance. Paul warns 
them, “I’m on my way…you better be ready. Talk is cheap! You had better be able to back up your 
mouth!” Paul is saying, “Show me your power, not your talk.”  
 
Arrogance will always misrepresent the truth, and arrogance will always fail in the end. Hot air will not 
avail much when action is required. Helium balloons are fun to play with the first day they are inflated. 
They rise effortlessly to the ceiling and remain there, colorful and out of reach. But after a few hours the 
helium begins to leak out and they descend to the floor. Paul is writing to a body of believers who are on 
a high. They are “balloon Christians.” But the time has come when they must either put up or shut up.36 
 
You may be thinking this is just too much. Paul is realizing a lot of pent-up anger and frustration. While it 
may seem like that, nothing could be further from the truth. Again, he is a spiritual father who loves the 
Corinthians. He simply wants what’s best for them. He knows that if he spares the rod, he will spoil the 
church. Pastor Mark Driscoll of Mars Hill Church in Ballard, WA likes to say, “Hard words make soft 
people and soft words make hard people.” This is the honest to goodness truth! If we love our church we 
will speak the truth in love (Eph 4:15).  
  
Paul closes this section in 4:21 with these challenging words: “What do you desire? Shall I come to you 
with a rod,37 or with love and a spirit of gentleness?”38 Paul may be small but he carries a big stick. 
He leaves the Corinthians with two options: the road or a spirit of gentleness. Which would you prefer? 
Why do you do what you do? 
 
…“The board of education.” Those words still strike fear into my heart. When I was 12 years old, my 
parents took my brother and me on a six-week vacation around the United States. Contrary to popular 
belief, I wasn’t always the perfect child. In fact, I remember one particular episode when I rashly let fly a 
four letter word directed to my dad. Now my dad is 6’2 ½,” and he used to love playing baseball. Well, he 
pulled over on the side of the freeway and laid me down on the backseat and hit a home run on my 
bottom. After this ordeal was over and I could finally sit down, I couldn’t help but think, “I know my dad 
loves me.” He risked getting himself in trouble to teach me a lesson in respect.  
 
God wants us to respect Him because He is our Father. He loves us and wants what’s best for us. That’s 
why He will not spare the rod. Instead, He will teach us to humble ourselves before Him and depend upon 
Him for everything. May we follow in God’s footsteps and refuse to spare the rod and spoil the church.  
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Scripture Reference  
1 Corinthians 4:6-21 
2 Corinthians 10:4-6 
Amos 6:1-7 
Matthew 5:6 
Philippians 2:1-11 
Revelation 3:17-18 
1 Peter 3:8-12 
 
Study Questions  
1. How well do I understand the Old Testament (4:6a)? In what specific ways does God’s Word form the 

boundary for the conduct of my Christian life? 
 
2. When have I recently exhibited arrogance with a brother or sister in Christ (4:6b-8)? How do I deal with 

arrogant people? Where do I need to grow in my own conduct and treatment of others?  
 
3. What grips me the most about Paul’s suffering (4:9-13)? Read Romans 12:17-21. How does this section of 

Scripture parallel 1 Corinthians 4:9-13? How have I suffered in the past as a Christian? How am I presently 
suffering for the cause of Christ? Am I being poorly treated or slandered by others because of my commitment 
to Jesus Christ? What have people said about me? Am I suffering because others have seen evidence of Christ 
in my life, or rather is their criticism of me deserved? 

 
4. How do I respond when someone confronts a wrong in my life (4:14-21)? How do I confront someone else 

about their wrongdoing? Would others say that I am a balance of “tough and tender?”  
 
5. Do I feel comfortable encouraging other Christians to “imitate me” (4:16)? Why or why not? In what areas of 

my life am I weak? Do I keep short accounts with God and others when I sin (1 John 1:9)? Who am I currently 
mentoring (4:17)? Who am I being mentored by? 

 
6. Where is the power of God evident in my life (4:20)? Where is God’s power lacking? How can I ensure that the 

expression of the kingdom of God in my life is more than mere talk?  
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