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1 CORINTHIANS 4 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 Let a man regard us in this manner, as servants of Messiah and stewards of the 
mysteries of God. 2 In this case, moreover, it is required of stewards that one be 
found trustworthy. 
 
4:1 As has been witnessed in this letter, the Apostle Paul has been incensed at the 

Corinthians’ factionalism, especially as various people have used his name and Apollos’ name, 
to somehow claim importance in the assembly. Various Corinthians’ claims to be able to make 
final judgments upon figures like Paul, Apollos, or anyone else is something absolutely 
futile—as true judgment or evaluation ultimately comes from an impartial God alone. 
Continuing in his admonitions to the Corinthians, Paul chastises them for thinking that many 
of them are something, when in actuality they are not. Paul has to remind his audience how 
limited their judgment and sense of self-importance actually are, not being too rooted in 
future, Divine realities. 

Paul is clear to tell the Corinthians what the actual identity of Apollos and himself is, in 
relationship to them as fellow Believers, but most especially their relationship to God. He 
states, “We must be regarded as Christ’s subordinates and as stewards of the secrets of God” 
(NEB). The Goodspeed New Testament offers the slight paraphrase, “The right way for a man 
to think of us is as Christ's servants, and managers authorized to distribute the secret truths 
of God.” 

Two specific labels are employed to describe Paul and Apollos. They are first to be 
considered as hupēretēs, a term often regarding “an under-rower, under-seaman,” but 
“generally an underling, servant, attendant, assistant” (LS).1 They are secondly oikonomos, 
which would mainly be a “manager of a household or estate, (house) steward, manager” 
(BDAG).2 This was a figure who was supposed to be trustworthy in the affairs of 
administration, as Joseph was in the house of Potiphar (Genesis 39:2-19). We might also 
consider Yeshua’s inquiry, “Who then is the faithful and sensible steward, whom his master 
will put in charge of his servants, to give them their rations at the proper time?” (Luke 12:42). 

A major point made is that figures like Paul and Apollos are servants of the Messiah, not 
servants of the Corinthians. Whatever the Corinthians may think of them, or however they 

 
1 LS, 839. 
2 BDAG, 698. 
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have used them, is unimportant as Paul and Apollos’ exclusively accountability is to the Lord. 
In the estimation of Ben Witherington III, “According to Paul’s use of the metaphor, then, 
even leaders are servants and have their orders. Stewards must take care how they handle 
their owners’ property. Paul, then, was not free to proclaim the gospel in whatever form or 
fashion he pleased or that might please the Corinthians.”3 

What cannot go overlooked is how Paul and Apollos are oikonomous mustēriōn Theou or 
“stewards of the mysteries of God,” a status that the majority of the Corinthians quantitatively 
do not have. The theme of God’s mystery or mysteries is witnessed throughout this letter 
(2:6-8; 13:2; 14:2). For Paul’s ministry service, this involved his declaration of the good news 
as a mystery (Ephesians 6:19), as well as his presentation of other vital truths being revealed, 
or to be revealed, in salvation history (Romans 11:25; 1 Corinthians 15:51; Ephesians 3:4; 5:32; 
Colossians 2:2). 

4:2 Paul asserts how “it is required of stewards that one be found trustworthy,” although 
an alternative, legitimate rendering of pistos is “faithful” (NIV, HCSB). Throughout the 
discussion that follows, Paul will be focusing on the methods he has employed in serving the 
Lord, and the contrast that exists with the present Corinthian self-evaluation. While there 
might be a connection between Paul being a faithful or trustworthy steward, and the 
dishonest steward referenced by Yeshua (Luke 16:1ff), seen more readily in this section is 
Paul’s usage of ironic rebuke (vs. 8, 10) to the Corinthians. 
 

 
3 But to me it is a very small thing that I may be examined by you, or by any human 
court; in fact, I do not even examine myself. 4 For I am conscious of nothing against 
myself, yet I am not by this acquitted; but the one who examines me is the Lord. 5 
Therefore do not go on passing judgment before the time, but wait until the Lord 
comes who will both bring to light the things hidden in the darkness and disclose 
the motives of men's hearts; and then each man's praise will come to him from God. 
 
4:3 Addressing the Corinthians, Paul details, “I care very little if I am judged by you or 

by any human court; indeed, I do not even judge myself” (NIV). Even though there was 
factionalism centered around Paul’s name, there were others who did not regard Paul’s 
apostleship or service to be that important, or even legitimate (cf. 1:17; 2:3-4; 4:18-21). V. 3 is 
not the only place in this letter that Paul will use some legal language (6:1-8). While often 
rendered along the lines of “by any human court,” hupo anthrōpinēs hēmeras is more literally 
“by man's day” (YLT) or “by a human day [of judgment]” (Brown and Comfort).4 The contrast 
between such a human or mortal day, i.e., a time of human judgment, is the future day of 
God’s judgment or evaluation, already mentioned in this letter (3:13). The Day of the Lord is a 
major theme from the Tanach (Isaiah 13:6; Joel 1:15; Zephaniah 1:14), often depicting the time 

 
3 Witherington, pp 138-139. 
4 Brown and Comfort, 586. 
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when the Lord will come, vindicate Zion, inaugurate the Messianic Kingdom, and evaluate 
the works of His servants. 

The seriousness of God’s judgment, when compared to human judgment, leads Paul to 
the personal conclusion of “I do not even examine myself.” The thought of James 3:1 might 
come to mind, “Let not many of you become teachers, my brethren, knowing that as such we 
will incur a stricter judgment.” The type of self-judgment or self-evaluation which is in view, 
is one where self-evaluation leads to self-acquittal, and/or formulating ridiculous excuses for 
one’s ungodly behavior. Yet, as the prayer of David in Psalm 19:12-13 issues, “Who can discern 
his errors? Acquit me of hidden faults. Also keep back Your servant from presumptuous sins; 
let them not rule over me; then I will be blameless, and I shall be acquitted of great 
transgression.” 

Sometimes it has been suggested that Paul is confronting a Corinthian error of self-
examination of the kind conducted by the Stoics. As Seneca directed, 

“And how little of the real ugliness did that image reflected in the mirror disclose! If the 
soul could be shown, if it were in some substance through which it might shine, its back and 
mottled, inflamed, distorted and swollen appearance would confound us as we gazed upon it. 
Even as it is, though it can only come to the surface through flesh, bones, and so many 
obstacles, its hideousness is thus great—what if it could be shown stark naked?....Well, what 
then? The man who had gone to the mirror in order to effect a change in himself was already 
a changed man; while men remain angry no image is more beautiful than one which is fierce 
and savage, and such as they wish also to appear” (On Anger 2.36).5 

Noting some influence of Stoicim in Corinth, Richard B. Hays draws the conclusion, 
“If in fact the Corinthians were entranced by Stoic ‘wisdom,’ it is possible that they have 

been encouraged to engage in the sort of self-examination that Seneca recommends as a way 
of disciplining the emotions and developing character. Paul, by contrast, would regard such 
detailed self-assessment as fruitless navel-gazing; even if one’s own conscience is totally 
clean, that proves nothing, for our human capacity for rationalization and self-deception is 
boundless. The only judgment that counts for anything is the judgment of God, which will 
come soon enough.”6 

The kind of Stoic self-assessment is not one that is going to be that effectual. The answer 
is that people must turn to the God who created them, whose Spirit should convict men and 
women of the faults that they need to see remedied in their lives. For, there is a day coming 
when the works of Believers will be evaluated—a time of judgment that is far superior to any 
mortal judgment. Roy E. Ciampa and Brian S. Rosner usefully interject, “The estate manager 
may be criticized from many quarters, but in the end only the owner’s opinion counts and 
only the owner’s assessment should concern him or her. Human ‘days’ of judgment pale in 
comparison with ‘the Day which will bring it to light’ (3:13; cf. 1:8).”7 

 
5 Seneca: Moral Essays, trans. John W. Basore (London: William Heinemann, 1928), 249. 
6 Hays, 66. 
7 Ciampa and Rosner, 172. 
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Some might use Paul’s statement “I do not even interrogate myself” (Kingdom New 
Testament) as a means of not conducting any kind of spiritual self-evaluation or inventory of 
spiritual maturity. This is not the intent of Paul here. Conducting a spiritual self-inventory is 
not to be a regular, or even frequent practice; the frequent practice, for a figure like Paul, is 
to administrate God’s mysteries (v. 1), as a steadfast occupation of ministry service should see 
human and fleshly inclinations greatly reduced. Leon Morris keenly observes, 

“Introspection is not the way forward. Often people think that they know exactly what 
their spiritual state is and just what their service for God has affected. The result may depress 
beyond reason or exalt beyond measure; neither is relevant. It is not the task of the servant to 
pass such judgments, but rather to get on with the job of serving the Lord. This does not, of 
course, mean that there is no place for times of heart-searching and self-scrutiny with a view 
to more whole-hearted and more efficient service. It is the attempt to anticipate the verdict 
of the Lord that Paul is condemning.”8 

4:4 Paul informs the Corinthians, “For I know nothing against myself, yet I am not 
justified by this; but He who judges me is the Lord” (NKJV). The verb dikaioō is variably 
rendered as “aquitted” (RSV/NRSV/ESV, NASU), “innocent” (NIV), or even “vindicate” 
(Montgomery New Testament). Not to be overlooked is how the verb sunoida, “to share in 
knowledge, be cognisant of a thing, be privy to it” (LS),9 appears in the opening clause “I am not 
aware of anything against myself” (RSV). It is notably employed in the LXX rendering of Job 
27:6: “But holding fast to righteousness, I will never let it go, for I am not conscious within 
myself of having done anything amiss” (NETS). Paul himself would declare later before Felix, 
“I do my best always to have a clear conscience toward God and all people” (Acts 24:16, NRSV). 
And, as Paul would direct the Romans, in terms of some of their internal problems, “Who are 
you to judge the servant of another? To his own master he stands or falls; and he will stand, 
for the Lord is able to make him stand” (Romans 14:4). 

While a figure like the Apostle Paul sought only the final judgment or evaluation of 
Israel’s God as that which mattered, Stoic philosophy in stark contrast argued that it was the 
human conscience as that which acquitted a person.10 A human scale of evaluation is not at 
all appropriate for a figure like Paul. Anthony C. Thiselton observes, “Paul does not...advocate 
a thick-skinned indifference to public opinion; his point is a different one, namely, its 
fallibility, relativity, and limits which make it an unreliable guide on which to depend. 
Everything must be left with God in the last analysis, and one should not give privilege to 
one’s own introspective assessments.”11 While Paul notes in v. 4 how he is not aware of 
anything which he is perilously at fault for, in his interactions with various Corinthians, 
ultimately God will pronounce a verdict upon him. 

 
8 Morris, 73. 
9 LS, 778. 
10 Prior, 63. 
11 Thiselton, 341. 
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Not to be overlooked, though, is how while Paul in v. 4 is emphasizing the finality of 
God’s Divine evaluation and the relative meaninglessness of the Corinthians’ human 
evaluation—that in more modern times v. 4 can be abused as a means to dismiss all forms of 
human discipline in the Body of Messiah. When compared to an infantile and factitious group 
like the Corinthians, many of whom have subjected him to errant human (and even pagan) 
standards, the Apostle Paul can most certainly assert how his ultimate responsibility is not to 
them, but to God. This is to be differentiated from those who serve the Body of Messiah, and 
are in the company and accountability of mature and seasoned brothers and sisters, and then 
rebelliously assert a degree of unwarranted individualism, dismissing the input and 
correction of others. Craig Blomberg summarizes, 

“In our radically individualistic, highly democratic society, ‘Let your conscience be your 
guide’ sounds akin to biblical truth. Verse 4 makes it plain that it is not. The theological 
concepts of the ‘priesthood of all believers’ and of ‘soul competency’ have often been applied 
far more widely than their Reformation-era framers ever intended. The Bible does teach the 
ability of each individual to relate directly to God, to understand enough of Scripture to come 
to salvation, and to be valued in God’s eyes as much as any other human being. But these 
themes have increasingly been distorted to support idiosyncratic, personal interpretations of 
the Bible and to challenge the right of Christian institutions to uphold standards by exercising 
discipline and removing unrepentant offenders.”12 

4:5 Paul’s direction in v. 5 is stock full of key concepts, regarding the Corinthians’ 
preoccupation of thinking that they can appropriate a position of judgment, that not only 
belongs to God alone, but is widely intended for a specific, future time in history. Paul says, 
“Therefore judge nothing before the appointed time; wait till the Lord comes. He will bring to 
light what is hidden in darkness and will expose the motives of men's hearts. At that time 
each will receive his praise from God” (NIV). Judgment being in the ultimate hands of God is 
something that the Corinthians need reemphasized, in various ways (also 3:13; 11:32). 

Human judgment is, at best, something limited (Matthew 7:1; Luke 6:37; Romans 2:1; 
14:4-5), because the judgment of God, when present, will expose the things of darkness. The 
judgment of God will bring forth things that people have hidden and kept secret from 
others—but are surely known to their Maker! Yeshua Himself directed, “This is the 
judgment, that the Light has come into the world, and men loved the darkness rather than the 
Light, for their deeds were evil” (John 3:19). The gift of prophecy, as Paul will later describe, 
helps to expose evil and convict people of their sin (14:24-25). God is the only One who knows 
all of what is present in the human heart (Psalm 44:21; Proverbs 24:12; Jeremiah 11:20). That 
there is a time coming in the future when the conduct of Believers will be evaluated, which 
Yeshua at His First Coming did not enact (cf. John 8:15b), is certain. Rather than think too 
highly of themselves, Believers like the Corinthians ought to instead look for a future moment 

 
12 Blomberg, 98. 
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in time when commendation is offered by the Lord, in the corporate company of all the 
righteous. 
 

 
6 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. 
 
4:6 The Apostle Paul informs the Corinthians, “I have applied all this to Apollos and 

myself for your benefit, brothers and sisters, so that you may learn through us the meaning 
of the saying, ‘Nothing beyond what is written,’ so that none of you will be puffed up in favor 
of one against another” (NRSV). Even with some variance of views over how to approach 
different terms and statements appearing in v. 6, Hays is entirely correct to indicate, 
“Everything that Paul has said indicates in fact that the relationship between Apollos and 
himself is harmonious. Nor is there the slightest evidence in the context that Paul perceives 
any conflict with Cephas or his adherents.”13 While there were factions that had erupted in 
Corinth (1:12), there is no indication at all that the people whose names were appropriated, 
are themselves at odds. 

Paul has directed how what he has previously stated about himself and Apollos is “in a 
figure transferred” (American Standard Version). The verb metaschēmatizō would neutrally 
mean “to change the form of a person or thing,” but also “to transfer as in a figure, N.T.” (LS).14 
The Brown and Comfort interlinear actually has “I made into a figure [of speech].”15 In the 
view of TDNT, though, “In 1 Cor. 4:6 the use is literary. Paul does not mean that he is putting 
things in a figure of speech but that he is expressing the matter in another form, i.e., showing 
what the attitude of believers should be from the example of Apollos and himself.”16 

Much discussion actually surrounds how to approach the clause hina en hēmin mathēte 
to mē huper ha gegraptai, “not [to go] beyond what things have been written” (Brown and 
Comfort),17 which is seen in a variety of renderings: “of the saying, ‘Do not go beyond what is 
written’” (NIV), “and learn to ‘keep within the rules’” (NEB), or even “not to go beyond what 
the Tanakh says” (CJB). More neutrally, though, this clause in v. 6 is, “that you may learn by 
us not to go beyond what is written” (RSV). Some have argued that this statement, or perhaps 
a reverse statement, was made by a presumed “Messiah faction.”18 Yet at the same time, this 
statement could just as well be normative to the letter, with a strict intention issued by Paul 
to the Corinthians. 

 
13 Hays, 68. 
14 LS, 504. 
15 Brown and Comfort, 586. 
16 J. Schneider, “metaschēmatízō, “ in TDNT, 1130. 
17 Brown and Comfort, 587. 
18 Cf. Prior, 65. 



1 CORINTHIANS 4 

- 111 - 

Many do feel that hina en hēmin mathēte to mē huper ha gegraptai is a statement made by 
Paul in serving the Corinthians,19 or a statement that would have been familiar to the 
Corinthians.20 While it would seem natural to take ha gegraptai or “what is written” to refer 
to some place involving Tanach Scripture, another approach, where Tanach Scripture is not 
so much in view, would see this as a reference to some sort of popular maxim. David E. 
Garland mentions, “Like maladroit grammar school children, they are writing outside the 
lines and are admonished to trace their letters correctly. It would mean ‘do not go above or 
below the lines.’ Paul presents Apollos and himself as models of constructive cooperation 
whom they are to imitate.”21 However, Garland himself goes on to conclude, “The problem 
with this view is that this adage is not found anywhere else, which weakens the argument 
that it was a well-known cliché.”22 

With the Tanach Scriptures involved in the Corinthians not exceeding what is written, 
then as W. Harold Mare concurs, “‘it is written,’ used often to introduce OT quotations—
seems to be a general statement advising the Corinthians not to go beyond any written 
doctrine in the OT.”23 Given the presence of quotations from the Tanach issued five times 
(Isaiah 29:14 in 1 Corinthians 1:19; Jeremiah 9:24 in 1 Corinthians 1:31; Isaiah 64:4 in 1 
Corinthians 2:9; Job 5:13 in 1 Corinthians 3:19; and Psalm 94:11 in 1 Corinthians 3:20), others 
have proposed a more limited application. This would involve either the Tanach passages 
quoted thus far in 1 Corinthians,24 or in what is communicated by “this witness of Scripture” 
(Ciampa and Rosner),25 which could seemingly involve both the Tanach quotations and 
embedded themes Paul offers. 

Even with some of these details to be considered, what would have been the major reason 
that Paul had to issue such an admonition regarding for the Corinthians to stay to “what is 
written”? F.F. Bruce interjects, “the absence of a verb gives it the appearance of a familiar 
saying, ‘Not beyond what is written!’ or ‘Keep to the book!’—not, probably, a current proverb, 
but a saying well known in the Corinthian church, where some were disposed to go beyond 
the gospel of Christ crucified and risen, which they had received ‘in accordance with the 
scriptures’ (15:3f.), and to add to it elements more in accordance with secular wisdom.”26 
While surely a rebuke of those who would have disregarded the authority of Israel’s Holy 
Scriptures, it would also serve as a rebuke of those Corinthians who would go beyond the 
scope of such Scriptures, going beyond the text in favor of their own self-revelations. Further 
correspondence does reveal the presence of false apostles (2 Corinthians 11:13). 

 
19 Cf. Morris, 75. 
20 Hays, 69. 
21 Garland, 134. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Mare, in EXP, 10:212. 
24 Cf. Fee, 169. 
25 Ciampa and Rosner, 176. 
26 Bruce, pp 48-49. 
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It has sometimes been thought that Paul’s assertion in v. 6 about not going beyond what 
is written, has a parallel in 1 Enoch 104:10-11 in the Pseudepigrapha: 

“And now I know this mystery: for they (the sinners) shall alter the just verdict and 
many sinners will take it to heart; they will speak evil words and lie, and they will invent 
fictitious stories and write out my Scriptures on the basis of their own words. And would that 
they had written down all the words truthfully on the basis of their own speech, and neither 
alter nor take away from my words, all of which testify to them from the beginning!”27 

Making a reference to Romans 12:3, “For through the grace given to me I say to everyone 
among you not to think more highly of himself than he ought to think; but to think so as to 
have sound judgment, as God has allotted to each a measure of faith,” Hays draws the 
conclusion for v. 6, “the witness of Scripture places a strict limit on human pride and calls for 
trust in God alone. What would it mean to go ‘beyond’ (hyper) this witness of Scripture? It 
would mean, quite simply, to boast in human wisdom by supposing that we are, as it were, 
smarter than God.”28 
 

 
7 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? 8 You are 
already filled, 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. 
 
4:7 The Apostle Paul issues some key questions to the Corinthians, in particular for them 

to evaluate what their motives actually are: “For who makes you different from anyone else? 
What do you have that you did not receive? And if you did receive it, why do you boast as 
though you did not?” (NIV). The thrust of what is communicated, is that the Corinthians are 
hardly special compared to other groups of Believers, as figures like Paul had come to them, 
and declared to them the good news that they received. The Corinthians are hardly in a position 
to argue that they are self-sufficient, independent agents, disconnected from others in the wider Body 
of Messiah. Gordon D. Fee offers the English paraphrase, “Who in the world do you think you 
are, anyway? What kind of self-delusion is it that allows you to put yourself in a position to 
judge another person’s servant?”29 Broadly speaking for the statements that will follow, 
Garland directs, 

“Using hyperbole, as he does throughout this chapter...Paul undermines the 
Corinthians’ misplaced boasting in themselves by juxtaposing it with the touchstone of the 

 
27 E. Isaac, trans., “1 (Ethiopic Apocalypse of) Enoch,” in James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament 

Pseudepigrapha, Vol 1 (New York: Doubleday, 1983), 85. 
28 Hays, 69. 
29 Fee, 171. 
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apostles’ cruciform behavior. The apostles live in the wisdom of the cross; the Corinthians 
imbibe the wisdom of this age and pass themselves off as kings.”30 

4:8 V. 8 hardly includes statements that should be quoted isolated by themselves by 
today’s Bible readers, as it has been preceded with Paul having inquired about, “Who made 
you so important?” (v. 7a, New Jerusalem Bible). Paul informs them, “Already you are filled! 
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!” (RSV). The closest parallel to this in the 
Apostolic Scriptures is probably Revelation 3:17: “Because you say, ‘I am rich, and have 
become wealthy, and have need of nothing,’ and you do not know that you are wretched and 
miserable and poor and blind and naked.” The contents of v. 8, as should be obvious, are 
intended by the Apostle Paul as a significant rebuke of the Corinthians. 

Examiners have not always been unified in labeling the tenor of Paul’s communication 
in v. 8, with some describing it as sarcasm,31 but with others leaning toward irony or ironic 
rebuke being employed.32 Fee is one who thinks, “he launches into an ad hominem argument 
against both their exalted status and their improper view of apostleship.”33 Certainly all 
readers can agree, as Norman Hillyer indicates, “The Corinthians are perilously self-satisfied 
(Rev. 3:17; cf. Mt. 5:6).”34 

Supporting the view that irony is being employed by Paul in v. 8, Witherington keenly 
observes, “the irony is such in this section that it is quite impossible to take these statements 
as straightforward social commentary...Paul is saying that the Corinthians have gotten 
something in advance of and without the help of their ‘father’ [v. 15].”35 Thiselton further 
states, “The supreme irony lies in Paul’s expostulation: ‘So it has all come about already...and 
without us,’ i.e., either without our cooperation or ahead of us, poor apostles!”36 Those rebuked 
in v. 8—thinking that they are filled, satisfied, and reigning as kings—a status that apostles 
like Paul do not have, are of course of a condition the exact opposite of that which is stated. 
Daniel 7:18 was hardly in full force in First Century Corinth: “But the saints of the Highest 
One will receive the kingdom and possess the kingdom forever, for all ages to come.” 

What should not be overlooked for v. 8, is how the terms Paul uses to admonish the 
Corinthians are most likely lifted from Cynic and Stoic philosophy:37 

 
“But some thing that the Stoics are jesting when they hear that in their sect the wise man 
is termed not only prudent and just and brave, but also an orator, a poet, a general, a rich 

 
30 Garland, 137. 
31 Cf. Keener, 45; Ciampa and Rosner, 178. 
32 Soards, 93; Lander, in Jewish Annotated New Testament, 293. 
33 Fee, 165. 
34 Hillyer, in NBCR, 1057. 
35 Witherington, 142. 
36 Thiselton, 357. 
37 Hays, pp 70-71. 
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man, and a king; and then they count themselves worthy of all these titles, and if they 
fail to get them, are vexed” (Plutarch On Tranquility of Mind 472A).38 
 
“How do I treat those whom you fear and stand in awe of? Do I not treat them like slaves? 
Who, when he sees me, does not think that he is seeing his own king and master?...For 
to be worthy of being numbered amongst his friends, a person must be another Cynic 
like himself; he must share the sceptre with and the kingdom, and be a worthy minister, 
if he is to be honoured with his friendship, as Diogenes became the friend of Antisthenes, 
and Crates of Diogenes” (Epictetus Discourses 3.49, 63).39 
 
Concurrent with how many of the Corinthians who thought they were reigning as kings, 

could be how the slogan “Everything is permitted for me” (6:12, TLV; 10:23), is possibly 
connected to how the Emperor Caligula is noted as telling his grandmother, “Bear in mind 
that I can treat anyone exactly as I please!” (Suetonius Caligula 29).40 

Recognizing a subversion of terms appropriated from Stoic philosophy in v. 8, Hays 
comments, “the Stoics were commonly understood to make about themselves precisely the 
claims that Paul imputes to the Corinthian sophoi. Thus, the most natural inference is that 
Paul is scolding the Corinthians for adopting an inflated self-understanding based on a 
philosophy alien to the gospel.”41 It is reasonable, of course, for Paul to take a description like 
reigning with kings, and via ironic rebuke intend to communicate to the Corinthians that 
they are decrepit. For Hays, he goes on to state how many of the Corinthians “were creating 
an uncritical mixture of ideas, or even arguing that Christianity was the true wisdom that 
enabled them to attain the aims of the philosophers.”42 In some ways, various Corinthians 
thinking that finding Israel’s Messiah was the true aim of the pagan philosophers they could 
have been appreciating, is not too different than various works of Philo of Alexandria, who 
often argued that the Torah of Moses was the philosophy that many of the classical figures 
tried to reach, but were unable to. 

The statements of v. 8 not only were subversive to pagan philosophical expectations, but 
also give important clues as to how many of the Corinthians were influenced by an errant 
form of realized eschatology. The Moffat New Testament offers the useful paraphrase, “You 
Corinthians have your heart's desire already, have you? You have heaven's rich bliss already! 
You have come into your kingdom without us! I wish indeed you had come into your 
kingdom, so that we could share it with you!” The Corinthians thought they had “arrived” at the 
paramount of spirituality, while Paul and his colleagues were still awaiting it. Blomberg notes, “If 
all the blessings of the messianic age had really come all at once, then Paul and his companions 

 
38 Plutarch: Moralia, Vol VI, trans. W.C. Helmbold (London: William Heinemann, 1962), pp 207, 209. 
39 Epictetus, The Discourses, pp 194, 195-196. 
40 Suetonius, The Twelve Caesars, 168; cf. Garland, 137. 
41 Hays, 71. 
42 Ibid. 
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would have been experiencing the same freedom from imperfection that these Corinthians 
claimed.”43 

How have commentators approached the Corinthian problem of an overly-realized 
eschatology? While some realities of the future Messianic Age have broken into the present, 
they have hardly reached their completion. Fee credits the Corinthians’ arrogance and 
unbalanced spirituality to such a framework: 

“Paul’s perspective, which he shares with the rest of the NT writers, is one of ‘already 
but not yet’ held in tension; theirs [the Corinthians’] is one of ‘already’ with little room for 
‘not yet.’ Having received the Spirit, they have already arrived; for them spirituality means 
to have been transported into a new sphere of existence where they are ‘above’ the earthly, 
and especially ‘fleshly,’ existence of others. Thus, ‘already you have what you want’...Not only 
do they boast in what is a gracious gift, but they are ‘satiated’ with their gifts, including 
‘wisdom’...”44 

Bruce also recognizes the Corinthians’ problem with an overly-realized eschatology, 
drawing out how “Some of Paul’s Corinthian friends...[held to] an ‘overly-realized’ 
eschatology (cf. 15.12; 2 Th. 2.2; 2 Tim. 2.18), [and] were speaking and acting as if they had 
already attained the kingdom and the glory simultaneously with the gift of the Spirit. In this, 
it has been suggested, they anticipated the second-century followers of Prodicus, self-styled 
Gnostics, who claimed to be ‘by nature sons of the first God’ and therefore ‘royal sons far 
above the rest of mankind’ (Clement of Alexandra, Stromateis iii.30).”45 There might not be 
any direct connection, of course, but the point taken by Bruce is that “Paul’s reaction to the 
Corinthians’ pretensions is to say that it is a pity they are wrong because, if only they were 
right, he and his-fellow apostles would know that for them too suffering was a thing of the 
past.”46 

Later in this letter, the Apostle Paul will address a proper employment of the spiritual 
gifts (chs. 12-14). Surely for many of the Corinthians, the supernatural experiences—very 
legitimate and from the One True God for sure—led many to think that His Kingdom had fully 
arrived. They failed to fully understand that more was to come. Fee asserts, “As with the spiritual 
gifts with which they have been enriched, so also with the kingdom of God. They have indeed 
entered the kingdom, of which the Spirit is evidence. But they have not yet fully realized the 
End, of which the resurrection will be the evidence (cf. chap. 15).”47 While the overly-realized 
eschatology of the Corinthians did cause a problem, it may not have been so much the claim 
to be kings that upset Paul. After all, as he would say in Ephesians 2:6, the Father “raised us 
up with Him, and seated us with Him in the heavenly places in Messiah Yeshua.” Marion 

 
43 Blomberg, 90. 
44 Fee, 172. 
45 Bruce, 49. 
46 Ibid., 50. 
47 Fee, 173. 
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Soards instead thinks it was the actions resultant of their presumed reigning as kings that 
was the major issue: 

“It [is] not so much their identity as their activity that Paul critiques; he focuses not on 
who they claim to be but on what they claim to be doing. They claim for themselves the 
privilege of the promised gift of God, that the saints would share in God’s (the one true King’s) 
reign in the age of eschatological fulfillment.”48 

Once various people think themselves to have spiritually “arrived,” they can then 
manifest an attitude of superiority and indolence toward others. Paul’s rebuke in v. 8 is quite 
clear that a wide number of the Corinthians were not at all who they thought themselves to 
be. 

While many of the Corinthians had problems with an overly-realized eschatology, in 
falsely believing that the fullness of the future Messianic Kingdom had arrived, today’s 
Messianic people, at least in this writer’s experience, tend to have some of the reverse 
mistakes. Rather than holding to a healthy degree of realized eschatology, being conscious of 
future Kingdom realities already operative in the present age—too many Messianic people 
might be said to have been influenced by a dispensational framework, whereby very little of 
the future age is operative at present. Many, among those who are continuist and believe in 
the operation of the gifts of the Spirit, just need some theological adjusting. Others, however, 
need some significant theological adjusting—especially given James the Just’s own 
declaration that the words of the Prophets were taking shape (Acts 15:15). 

The Apostle Paul and his colleagues were not those who were able to “reign,” as the 
presumptuous Corinthians. In later correspondence, Paul will describe, “For just as the 
sufferings of Messiah are ours in abundance, so also our comfort is abundant through 
Messiah” (2 Corinthians 1:5). If Paul had been one able to “reign,” then he would have been 
free of hardships, suffering, and stress. David Prior, addressing some application for the more 
contemporary situation of today’s Believers, draws out how a life of truly serving the Lord is 
one of being both kings and paupers, with tension present between the present evil in the 
world, and the inevitably of God’s Kingdom fully breaking in on the future horizon: 

“[A]ll Christians are, at one and the same time, both kings and paupers, i.e. it is the 
authentic Christian experience to be wealthy in Christ and yet despised by the world. We 
never reach our perfect bliss here: we shall not have perfect health, we shall not have instant 
guidance, we shall not be in constant, beautiful contact with the Lord. We are still human; we 
are still in the world; we are still mortal; we are still exposed to sin, the world, the flesh and 
the devil; we must still wrestle and watch and pray; we shall still fall and fail. There is victory; 
there is power; there is healing; there is guidance; there is salvation—but we have not yet 
arrived.”49 
 

 
48 Soards, 94. 
49 Prior, 67. 
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