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Biblical Context 

Throughout the beginning of Paul’s letter to the Corinthians, he contrasted wisdom and folly as it applied to 
Jesus-centered church unity. Wisdom ( sophia ) was a central focus of Greco-Roman culture and the Corinthians 
thought they were walking in wisdom and maturity. On the heels of the stern warning against deliberate division 
through the pursuit and elevation of the world’s wisdom (1 Cor 3:16-17), Paul challenges this idea of worldly 
wisdom. He suggests that the one who considers himself wise, by the world’s standards, is a victim of self-deceit 
(3:18). To be wise by this world’s standards is nothing to boast about. Rather, Paul uses the imperative, “become a 
fool” (by the world’s standard) in order to become truly wise. The wisdom of God—the gospel—is considered 
folly to this world and the wisdom of this world is considered folly to God (3:19). Paul quotes Job 5:13, “He 
catches the wise in their craftiness.” This passage “declares God’s ability to frustrate the goals of those claiming 
to be wise” (cf. 1 Cor 1:19; Isa 29:14).  He also quotes Psalm 94:11, “The Lord knows the thoughts of the wise, 1

that they are futile.” In 1 Cor 1:18-25, Paul wrote that what God does in wisdom seems foolish to the world, and 
here declares the converse: what the world thinks is wise, God declares as foolish.  The texts Paul cited from Job 2

and Psalms testify to the futility of human thoughts apart from God’s revelation and the emptiness of human 
wisdom which supports Paul’s conclusion in 3:21a: “So then, no more boasting about human leaders!”  The 3

Corinthians do not need to pick sides, “For all things are yours...and you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s.” 
(3:21b-23).  This reframes the church’s earlier claims, “I am of Paul, I am of Apollos, I am of Cephas.”   4 5

Rather than the Corinthians regarding teachers like Paul, Apollos, and Peter (1 Cor 3:22) as famed 
rhetoricians, philosophers, or lords to be followed, Paul explains how they should be regarded—“as servants 
(ὑπηρέτης,  hyperetes )  of Christ and stewards (οἰκονόμος,  oikonomos )  of the mysteries  of God” (4:1). What is 6 7 8

required of the teachers, as stewards, is that they are found faithful (πιστός,  pistos ) to their calling and task.  They 9

must be found faithful by the one who has charged them; they are not accountable to the Corinthians for their 
faithfulness in stewardship, but to God (Heb 13:17). In 1 Cor 4:3, Paul dismisses any concern about being judged 
by the Corinthians or by “any human court” (ἀνθρωπίνης ἡμέρας,  anthropines hemeras , “day of man” or “human 
day”). This phrase stands in contrast to “the Day ( hemera )” of judgment that reveals the quality of one’s work and 
subsequent reward (3:13; 2 Cor 5:10). Paul is not concerned with how he is viewed in the eyes of others, nor is he 
concerned with his own self-assessment. Rather, he begins to focus on this idea of “self-forgetfulness” in light of 
what Christ has done. In 1 Cor 4:4 Paul says, “I am not aware of anything against myself, but I am not thereby 
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4 1 Cor 3:22 unpacks the “all things” in an ascending order—humans, the world, life/death, present/future. The Corinthians should not be so small 

minded by focusing on humans and “possessing leaders” when Christ has eternally accomplished for them in what no man can.  
5  The Greek of 1 Cor 3:23, ὑμεῖς δὲ Χριστοῦ, Χριστὸς δὲ θεοῦ ( humeis de Christou, Christos de Theou ), “you are of Christ, Christ is of God” reframes 

the Corinthians’ improper perspective in 1:12, “I am of Paul, I am of Apollos,” etc. (Ἐγὼ μέν εἰμι Παύλου, Ἐγὼ δὲ Ἀπολλῶ, Ἐγὼ δὲ Κηφᾶ, Ἐγὼ δὲ 
Χριστοῦ). The Corinthians do not belong to human leaders, they belong to Christ. Rather, the leaders actually belong to the Corinthians as servants of God 
and stewards of mysteries (4:1). 

6 The most commonly used words for “servant” in Paul’s letters are δοῦλος ( doulos ) and διάκονος ( diakonos ). Here, Paul uses the word ὑπηρέτης, 
( hyperetes ) which has a meaning more of “assistant,” “officer,” or “adjutant.” It only occurs here in his letters. Paul uses four words to describe the teachers 
in 1 Corinthians— diakonos  (“servant,” 1 Cor 3:5),  oikonomos  (“steward/manager,” 3:5),  synergos  (“fellow worker,” 3:9), and  hyperetes  (“attendant,” 4:1). 

7 “Stewards” (οἰκονόμος,  oikonomos ) is from two words,  oikos  (“house”) and  nomos  (“law”), the modern equivalent would be an estate manager. 
8 The word mystery (μυστήριον, mysterion) comes from the root word μυω (muō, “to learn the secret”), and occurs in Paul’s letters 21 times. In Paul’s 

letters, mystery ( mysterion ) is something that people cannot understand unless God reveals it (cf. Rom 11:25; Eph 3:3; Col 1:26). Here is it used in the plural 
and probably indicates other revealed truths beyond the gospel. 

9In an ancient document recording the commission of a manager, “the manager is charged with a range of tasks, to take the initiative and be proactive, 
to represent the master in a way that befits him, and to be reliable and of ‘good faith.’” Ciampa, 171. Paul writes in 4:17 that Timothy is also faithful ( pistos ). 

 



acquitted.”  His success and failure does not lie with his self-assessment or the assessment of others, but rather 10

with God.  His justification is not found in his own perceived innocence nor his guilt in others’ assessment. God 11

is the one who examines (ἀνακρίνω,  anakrino ) him. “Paul contrasts two illegitimate tribunals of judgment [self 
and others] with the sole legitimate one... The eschatological judge will bring to light not only hidden deeds (as in 
2 Cor 5:10) but also the hidden intentions of the heart (1 Cor 4:5). Only God’s verdict remains final and definitive, 
whether it refers to the justifying of a salvation with God or to the assessment of someone’s work as of abiding 
value and effect.”  In light of this, believers are not to judge one another (κρίνω,  krino ) before the Lord comes.  12 13

All things hidden will be brought to light and all thoughts and intentions of the heart will be disclosed. Each 
person’s approval does not lie in their own assessment or that of others, rather it is God who approves. 

In 1 Cor 4:6 Paul writes that he has “applied” (μετασχηματίζω,  metaschematidzo )  “these things” (ταῦτα, 14

tauta )  to himself and Apollos for the Corinthians’ good so that they would not go beyond what was written.  He 15 16

has used himself and Apollos as examples in his letter ultimately having the Corinthians in view with the intended 
result that the Corinthians would not become “puffed up”  in favor of one against another.  The Corinthians had 17 18

become prideful in their divisions, choosing one teacher over another and allowing that to become a point of 
contention in the church. They are divided and differentiating one another because of their pride. Paul asks three 
questions in 4:7, (Who? What? Why?). “Who makes you different from anyone else?”  The Corinthians’ division 19

was internal. “What do you have that you did not receive?” Anything that the Corinthians possess, they have 
received because of Christ, not because of the leaders they follow or because of their own wisdom. If the 
Corinthians are the recipients of the grace of Christ and all that comes with being found in him, Paul asks, “Why 
then do you boast (in human wisdom) as if you have not received it (the grace of Christ, true wisdom)?” “Their 
‘boasting’ is sure evidence that they have missed the gospel of grace. Instead of recognizing everything as a gift 
and being filled with gratitude, they rather possessed their gifts—saw them as their own—and looked down on the 
apostle who seemed to lack so much.”  Our boast should not be in man but in the Lord (1:31), and our faith 20

should not be in the wisdom of men but in the power of God (2:5). 
 
Connection and Application 

The Corinthians had allowed their pride and boasting in the wisdom of man to cause divisions among them. 
To pursue true wisdom they must pursue what is considered foolish by the world’s standards, the wisdom of God. 
Paul speaks of a “self-forgetfulness” that is neither concerned with how the Corinthians judged him, nor how he 
judged himself because God alone is the one who judges and approves. We are all susceptible of allowing pride to 
cause divisions on a number of levels. The remedy is to keep the focus on Jesus. Whatever man can offer pales in 
comparison to what Jesus has accomplished on the cross.   We must not be concerned how others view us, or even 
how we view ourselves—God is the one that approves and our approval is only found in Jesus. 

10 Lit. “For of nothing in myself am I with knowledge, but not by this have I been justified.” 
11 Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, New International Greek Testament Commentary 

(Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 2000), 339. 
12 Thiselton, 341. 
13 The word used here,  krino , “to pronounce judgment” is used 17 times in 1 Corinthians. 
14 “Applied” ( metaschematidzo ) occurs 5 times in the New Testament. In 2 Cor 11:13, false apostles are  disguising  themselves. In 2 Cor 11:14, Satan 

disguises  himself as an angel of light and his servants  disguise  themselves as servants of righteousness. In Phil 3:21, our bodies are  transformed  to be like 
that of Jesus. Paul has given examples of himself and Apollos as field workers and builders, but it was for the benefit and application of the Corinthians. 

15 In light of the meaning of “applied” ( metaschematidzo ), “these things” ( tauta ) may reference all of the examples he gave of himself and Apollos. 
16 Lit. “that in us you may learn to think not above what has been written.” This phrase is described as “one of the most difficult places of the whole 

epistle” (Thiselton, 352). The word “written,” γέγραπται ( gegraptai , from γράφω,  grapho,  “to write”), is in the perfect tense and passive voice. This form is 
used 31 times in Paul’s letters and almost always refers to the Hebrew Scriptures (or it’s Greek translation, the Septuagint). This occurrence is not followed 
by an Old Testament quotation and thus could refer to the Scriptures in general, the Scriptures just quoted, or it could reference Paul’s letter, itself.  

17 φυσιόω ( physioō ), “puffed up,” “inflate.” This word is used seven times in Paul’s letters with six of those occurrences in 1 Corinthians. 
18 In favor of teacher against teacher, faction against faction 
19 ESV “For who sees anything different in you?” “Different” διακρίνω ( diakrino ) comes from the root κρινω ( krino,  “to judge”) and is elsewhere 

translated “hesitate,” “doubt,” “interpret,” “make distinction,” “waiver,” “dispute,” “discern.” The main idea is to judge between things. 
20 Fee, 187. 

 


