
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #12

“Practicing Spiritual Parenthood”

1 Corinthians 4:6-21

Becoming a parent is the hardest, most rewarding, most important thing any of us can ever do. This is true in the spiritual realm as well as in the physical. 

So far as we know, the apostle Paul had no physical children. He did, however, have many spiritual children—converts to the Christian faith. Because Paul took his responsibilities as a spiritual father very seriously, we find several practical reminders about how to shepherd as spiritual parents. We can apply these principles to those with whom we minister and with our own children.

Earlier in his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul compared the local church to a family (1 Cor. 3:1–4). But now the emphasis is on the minister as a “spiritual father.” In none of his letters did Paul ever call himself “father.” He was mindful of the Lord’s teaching against in Matthew 23:8–12. But in comparing himself to a “spiritual father,” Paul reminded the church of the important ministries he had performed on their behalf.

So is Paul contradicting Jesus? Is he doing what Jesus told us not to do? No, he is not. Jesus was telling us not to develop toward any Christian leader in the church the dependent relationship of children to their parents. The followers of Jesus are to grow into a healthy independence and interdependence. In other words, Jesus was forbidding that we assume the authority of a father; Paul, by contrast, is referring to a father’s affection for his children. In fact, in 1 Thessalonians 2:7 he also likens himself to a mother with her babies. It is a beautiful picture of love, self-sacrifice and gentleness.

When the apostle Paul heard the dreadful report about the Corinthians’ spiritually immature beliefs and behavior, he responded like a desperate father would when hearing about the dangerous attitudes and actions of a wayward child. After all, he was their original apostolic witness and therefore their spiritual “father” in the faith. He felt a deep, personal obligation for their spiritual growth and health, as any decent father would feel.

Yet Paul’s approach to spiritual parenting looked nothing like the namby-pamby approach to parenting we see so often today that coddles rather than corrects and pampers rather than reproves. Instead, Paul applied the heavenly Father’s approach to discipline, knowing that eternal benefits far outweigh the momentary suffering. We read in Hebrews 12:10-11, “Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness. No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.” With authority and love, Paul used his pen as a rod of correction to discipline the unruly Corinthians. Though we cannot hear the cries of these believers as they endured the pain of their reproof, we can read the stinging rebukes they received and see how they apply to us today.
 We will see that, like a father, Paul was an example, and encourager, and an enforcer for the church.

Like a Father, Paul was an Example

First, Paul was an example life a father to the Corinthians. We read in verse six,

Now, brothers, I have applied these things to myself and Apollos for your benefit, so that you may learn from us the meaning of the saying, “Do not go beyond what is written.” Then you will not take pride in one man over against another. 

Paul’s concern for the Corinthians comes out in addressing them as “brothers,” and the affirmation that what he has done is for your benefit.
 What had he done? He had set up himself and Apollos “figuratively” as examples for the Corinthians to see the kind of attitudes needed to carry out the Corinthians’ own selfless ministries with each other.
 J. B. Phillips renders this, “I have used myself and Apollos above as an illustration…”

That can be a scary thing. Later, in 1 Corinthians 11:1, Paul writes, “Follow me, as I follow Christ.” I remember reading that verse thinking, “You’ve got to be kidding, Paul. I would never say that!” Truth is, whether we say it or not, that’s exactly what’s happening. People are following us. The question is, “Are we following Christ?”

Paul then refers to a saying, “Do not go beyond what is written.” Commentators have long wrestled with the meaning of this statement.
 The definite article points to the following words as a well-known saying, possibly one used by the Corinthians or by Paul when he was at Corinth. Either way, it was familiar to both Paul and his readers. “What is written” is usually used by Paul when quoting Scripture. The problem is that there is no Old Testament passage that runs exactly like this. Accordingly some have suggested a reference to some other writing. This is possible, but it is more likely that Paul is referring to Scripture, even though he does not cite a particular passage.

At any rate, the Corinthians had gone far beyond scriptural respect for ministers and had developed factions that were virtually sects. As is often the case, the leaders were exalted for the followers’ own sakes, not for the leaders’ sakes. The leaders were not a party to their glorification but were simply used as a focal point for the Corinthians’ own pride. In fact, the humble example of their leaders was rejected; thus Paul had to remind them of his own humility and that of Apollos. The factions gave the Corinthians a means to become arrogant in behalf of one against the other.

When the Corinthians began to think they knew more than anyone else, including Paul and the other apostles, that meant big trouble. Why? Because they were supposed to be living examples of Christianity in the middle of a non-Christian culture. If they began showing selfish pride instead of love and concern for others, they would turn people away from the Gospel.

What kind of example was Paul (and Apollos, for that matter)? Verses 9-13 show,

For it seems to me that God has put us apostles on display at the end of the procession, like men condemned to die in the arena. We have been made a spectacle to the whole universe, to angels as well as to men. We are fools for Christ, but you are so wise in Christ! We are weak, but you are strong! You are honored, we are dishonored! To this very hour we go hungry and thirsty, we are in rags, we are brutally treated, we are homeless. We work hard with our own hands. When we are cursed, we bless; when we are persecuted, we endure it; when we are slandered, we answer kindly. Up to this moment we have become the scum of the earth, the refuse of the world.
The Corinthians thought of the church leaders as superstars; Paul suggests that they are “the scum of the earth.” This is not the testimony of a poor self-image, or even how God sees them, but what the world thinks of them. Secular culture saw them as weak, dishonored fools. Paul lists a series of humiliating, debilitating, and potentially crushing sufferings he endured in his quest to follow in the footsteps of Jesus Christ.
 Verse nine speaks of being put “on display at the end of the procession.” Other versions use the word “spectacle”—the Greek word translated “spectacle” gives us our English word “theater.” The Colosseum at Rome became the center for these “entertainments.” When the “main events” were ended, then the poorest and weakest prisoners were brought in to fight with the beasts. Nobody expected too much from their performance.

In his second letter to the Corinthians Paul cataloged his sufferings in the ministry:

I [was] in far more labors, in far more imprisonments, beaten times without number, often in danger of death. Five times I received from the Jews thirty-nine lashes. Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, a night and a day I have spent in the deep. I have been on frequent journeys, in dangers from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers from my countrymen, dangers from the Gentiles, dangers in the city, dangers in the wilderness, dangers on the sea, dangers among false brethren; I have been in labor and hardship, through many sleepless nights, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure. Apart from such external things, there is the daily pressure upon me of concern for all the churches. (2 Cor. 11:23–28)

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German pastor who was hanged in April 1945 in the Flossenbürg concentration camp, had experienced suffering himself. He wrote,

Suffering is the badge of the true Christian. The disciple is not above his master… Discipleship means allegiance to the suffering Christ, and it is therefore not at all surprising that Christians should be called upon to suffer.

Paul and his coworkers were treated like the scum of the earth by the world. Yet the Corinthians expected nothing but the best for themselves. Is our assessment of what it means to live as a disciple of Christ based on the Bible, or is it based on worldly views and assumptions? Are we willing to be dishonored for Christ, or do you expect to be distinguished and admired?
 For people, like the Corinthians, who are concerned for their own status, reputation and popularity, this kind of authentic Christian ministry is immensely difficult to accept, let alone to embrace. The truth that God’s strength is made perfect in our weakness gets through to us very slowly.

It is not hard for believers to get along in the world as long as they keep the gospel to themselves. But if they preach, teach, and live God’s full Word, the world takes great offense. It resents being under the light of truth. Satan is the god of this world and the ruler of darkness. His kingdom cannot stand the light of the gospel and will persecute and destroy if possible those who stand for it and live in it. The world will attempt to scour off and throw away anyone who boldly proclaims the Word.

In verse 16 Paul concludes, “Therefore I urge you to imitate me.” Continuing with this analogy of fatherhood, Paul challenges the Corinthians to look to him, their spiritual father, as an example to follow. Yet how few Christian leaders can truly say this? Far too many believers in positions of authority and responsibility do not have the spiritual maturity needed to provide a trustworthy example to others. They may be gifted orators, efficient organizers, or visionary CEOs, but when it comes to the character qualities of humility, self-sacrifice, and earnest determination to fulfill one’s calling regardless of the obstacles, not many modern Christian leaders come immediately to mind. Paul, however, could fit the profile of a Christian leader worthy of following.

 Children have a way of imitating their parents, either for good or for ill. The Greek word Paul uses literally is “mimics.” Little children learn first by example, then by explanation. Without a good example, a parent’s teaching cannot be effective. A spiritual father must set the example for his spiritual children, as Paul was careful to do. With confidence, but without bragging, he could say, be imitators of me. He not only could say, “Do as I say,” but also, “Do as I do.”

Like a Father, Paul was an Encourager

Secondly, Paul was an encourager like a father. We read in verses 14-17,

I am not writing this to shame you, but to warn you, as my dear children. Even though you have ten thousand guardians in Christ, you do not have many fathers, for in Christ Jesus I became your father through the gospel. Therefore I urge you to imitate me. For this reason I am sending to you Timothy, my son whom I love, who is faithful in the Lord. He will remind you of my way of life in Christ Jesus, which agrees with what I teach everywhere in every church.
Paul was an example, but he was also a good teacher. It takes both example and instruction to bring a child to maturity.
 Paul assures them that his purpose is not to shame them, but to encourage them. The Greek word for “shame” here is entrepo, which conveys the idea of turning against oneself, while the word “warn” (noutheteo) means to impress something upon the mind. In other words, this isn’t a guilt trip, but a call to repentance intended to straighten out their twisted thinking and erroneous behavior.

We see here that authority is not the same as authoritarianism. Authority is the ability to influence others—seeking their good, allowing them to flourish. Meanwhile, authoritarianism is enforcing strict obedience to authority at the expense of personal freedom. It is “showing a lack of concern for the wishes or opinions of others; domineering; dictatorial.”
 Yes, there are times when a parent must “lay down the law” so to speak. But even that is done for the benefit of the child, so that in time the child will be able to make good, responsible choices themselves. The goal of parenting is that the child will become self-disciplined, so that others will not have to do it for them.
Yet this needs to be done in an encouraging, positive manner. It is possible for a parent to raise a child in a way that tears down rather than builds up. As Ephesians 6:4 states, “Fathers, do not exasperate your children; instead, bring them up in the training and instruction of the Lord.” In the name of discipline, even Christian discipline, children can be provoked and abused in ways that leave permanent scars. They are often put down with criticism and punishment but seldom lifted up with instruction and encouragement.
 Paul was an encourager as a spiritual father for the Corinthian church.

Like a Father, Paul was an Enforcer

There are times, however, when a father must be an enforcer, and Paul took on that role with the Corinthians, too. Listen to the tone as well as the words in verses 7-8,

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? Already you have all you want! Already you have become rich! You have become kings—and that without us! How I wish that you really had become kings so that we might be kings with you!
In response to their arrogant attitudes and actions, Paul rebukes the Corinthians with rhetorical questions designed to blister their egos. First Paul asks, “For who makes you different from anyone else?” Answer: no one. The Corinthian church was on equal footing with all other churches. Second, “What do you have that you did not receive?” Answer: nothing. Originally they had heard the gospel from Paul, were saved by Christ, and were trained by Paul and Apollos. Everything had come from someone else. Third, “Why do you boast as if you had not received it?” This last question must have stung. As A. T. Robertson put it, Paul “punctures effectually the inflated bag of false pride.”

The best commentary on 1 Corinthians 4:7 is the witness of John the Baptist in John 3:27 and 30, “A man can receive nothing, except it be given him from heaven…He [Christ] must increase, but I must decrease.”

At the heart of the boasting at Corinth was the conviction that they were really a very successful, lively, mature and effective church. The Christians were satisfied with their spirituality, their leadership, and the general quality of their life together. They had settled down into the illusion that they had become the best they could be. They thought they had “arrived.” Hence the irony in Paul’s double Already in verse 8: “you are filled …you are rich…you are kings”—already! This indicates Paul’s own conviction that this is a valid part of the Christian message, but it is not one to be fully experienced in this life on earth: we have been filled, enriched, lifted to reign with Christ; but we shall not enter fully into that inheritance here and now.
 Everything for them is “already”; there is no corresponding “not yet.” Already they are eating and drinking and reigning. Paul wishes he could join them in the celebration. But he knows that the path to glory is suffering. It was for Jesus; it is for His followers too. They have forgotten the cross.

Paul used a bit of what Warren Wiersbe calls “sanctified sarcasm” in verse 8 when he described the Corinthians as kings. “I wish I could reign with you and be important!” he wrote.
 But he knew better. 

These Corinthians sound an awful lot like the Laodiceans, about whom Jesus said in Revelation 3:17, “You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’ But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked.” The Corinthians felt themselves secure and in want of nothing—a dangerous state to be in.
 They wanted to reign as kings who needed nothing, but those who live in pride and self-sufficiency do not submit to the divine King who requires that we live in dependence on Him to experience His blessing.

Paul continues in verses 18-21,

Some of you have become arrogant, as if I were not coming to you. 19 But I will come to you very soon, if the Lord is willing, and then I will find out not only how these arrogant people are talking, but what power they have. 20 For the kingdom of God is not a matter of talk but of power. 21 What do you prefer? Shall I come to you with a whip, or in love and with a gentle spirit?
Paul ends this section with a choice for the Corinthians (4:21): On the one hand, they could receive Paul as a stern, strict, harsh father with rod in hand to reprimand his wayward children—and for that, they needed only to continue in their headstrong ways. On the other hand, they could welcome him as a gentle, loving father ready to impart to them some spiritual blessing on his arrival—and for that, they needed to repent, turn from their selfish ways, and restore unity in the church through practicing humility.

In the end, the choice was theirs. We have the same choice today.

A faithful parent must discipline his children. It is not enough to teach them and be an example before them; he must also correct them when they rebel and refuse to obey. It is a principle of life that those who will not govern themselves must be governed. Paul gave the Corinthian church opportunity to set their household in order. In the following chapters, he explains how the local church ought to be governed in the will of God. Unfortunately, the church did not immediately obey. Paul had to make a quick visit to Corinth and that visit was very painful, according to 2 Corinthians 2:1; 12:14; 13:1). He then had to write them a very strong letter, according to 1 Corinthians 7:8–12; this was possibly carried by Titus.

In his dealing with that wayward church he loved so dearly, Paul demonstrates the elements for the effective discipling of spiritual children.
 First, we must set a godly example to be followed. Second, we must encourage spiritual growth and responsibility. Third, we must enforce the principles of Scripture when they are broken or ignored. Most of us would rather live in an igloo than confront a fellow believer, but we should never lose sight of the noble goal of correction: restoration of the wandering child’s fellowship with God and with others. If mature spiritual parents don’t rebuke and correct believers when they need it, who will do it?

Our calling as spiritual parents for those we mentor, teach, disciple, or otherwise influence is just as important as our physical parenting. When we self-sacrificially give ourselves to this task through our words and example, mustering the strength to confront the wayward, we will have fulfilled our obligation as spiritual parents.
 It truly is the hardest, most rewarding, most important thing any of us can ever do.
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