1 Corinthians 4:15
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- is the conditional particle EAN, which introduces the protasis of a third class conditional sentence, which is translated “if, and it may or may not be true.”  This is followed by the postpositive explanatory use of the conjunction GAR, meaning, “For.”  Then we have the accusative direct object from the masculine plural adjective MURIOS, meaning, “ten thousand,” and the noun PAIDAGWGOS, meaning, “attendant (slave), custodian, guide, literally a ‘boyleader’, the man, usually a slave, whose duty it was to conduct the boy or youth to and from school and to superintend his conduct generally; he was not a ‘teacher’.  When the young man became of age the paidagwgos was no longer needed.”
  This noun is used as a metaphor for the pastor-teacher(s) that a person will have during their life.  The emphasis is on the leadership authority of the pastor, not upon his teaching function.  For believers in the Church Age, we come of age at the moment of physical death and the pastor-teacher is no longer needed.  Then we have the second person plural present active subjunctive from the verb ECHW, meaning “to have: you should have.”

The present tense is a descriptive present for what is now going on.


The active voice indicates that the Corinthian believers produce the action of having various pastor-teachers and leaders over them.


The subjunctive mood is used with EAN as a part of the third class conditional clause to introduce the element of contingency—something that may or may not happen in the future.

Then we have the prepositional phrase EN plus the locative of sphere from the masculine singular proper name CHRISTOS, meaning “in the sphere of Christ.”  This means in the spiritual realm as opposed to having custodians in the human realm.

“For if you should have ten thousand legal guardians in Christ,”
- is “the adversative particle ALLA, indicating a difference with or contrast to what precedes, in the case of individual clauses as well as whole sentences.  It is translated, but, yet, rather, nevertheless, or at least.”
  Then we have the negative adverb OUK, meaning “not” plus the accusative direct object from the masculine plural adjective POLUS, meaning “many” and the noun PATĒR, meaning “fathers.”  Ellipsis demands the insertion of the verb ECHW here in the apodosis to parallel its use in the protasis.

“nevertheless [you would] not [have] many fathers.”
- is the postpositive explanatory use of GAR, meaning “For” with the preposition EN plus the locative of sphere from the masculine singular proper names CHRISTOS and IĒSOUS, meaning “in the sphere of Christ Jesus.”
- is the preposition DIA plus the ablative of means [The ablative is used to indicate the impersonal means used in producing the action of a verb.] from the neuter singular article and noun EUAGGELION, meaning “through the gospel.”
 - is the nominative subject from the first person singular personal pronoun EGW, meaning “I” plus the accusative direct object from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning, “you.”  Finally, we have the first person singular aorist active indicative from the verb GENNAW, which means “to become the father of someone.”

The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which simply states the action as a fact without reference to its beginning, its end, or its progress.


The active voice indicates that Paul produced the action of becoming the spiritual father of the Corinthians.


The indicative mood is declarative for a dogmatic statement of fact.

1 Cor 4:15 corrected translation
“For if you should have ten thousand legal guardians in Christ, nevertheless [you would] not [have] many fathers.  For in Christ Jesus through the gospel I became the father of you.”
Explanation:
1.  This verse is about authority, not teaching.  The translation for PAIDAGWGOS as a “tutor” is completely incorrect.  The child in the Roman Empire at the time of writing could have many different slaves during his childhood who were responsible for his general welfare and safety.  However, this person was not his tutor, his teacher, or his mentor.

2.  Paul’s point is that the Corinthian believers could have a countless number of men in authority over them as guardians and protectors, but they will still only have one father.


a.  All of the pastors that went to the Corinthian church, like Timothy, Titus, Apollos, are analogous to the PAIDAGWGOS, the trusted slave, who had guardianship of the child.


b.  Paul is analogous to the father of the child and the owner of the guardian slave.  This is an appropriate analogy, since Paul did have the spiritual authority over those pastors who were sent to Corinth.

3.  Paul was the spiritual father of the Corinthians because he was the first one to come to them with the gospel and evangelize them.


a.  The difference can be easily seen in the two prepositional phrases concerning Christ.


b.  In the first prepositional phrase, we have “in Christ.”  The emphasis here is on the authority of Christ as the head of the Church, the royal family of God.


c.  In the second prepositional phrase, we have “in Christ Jesus.”  The emphasis here is on the humanity of Christ in conjunction with the authority of Christ as the king of Israel.  The emphasis on our Lord’s humanity points directly to the Cross and the message of the Cross—the gospel which Paul brought to the Corinthians.

4.  Therefore, Paul’s argument is that if anyone has the right to claim ultimate authority over the Corinthian church it is himself as their true spiritual father.  Paul is not claiming this authority or demanding it.  He is simply declaring the truthfulness of its existence, while not lording his authority over the Corinthians.  Paul has every right as an apostle to exercise his authority over the Corinthians, as we shall see in other passages, but he does not use this authority unless absolutely necessary.

5.  The Corinthians had a major problem with authority orientation, that is, recognizing real, delegated authority from God and responding to that authority with obedience.  Therefore, we all have the need for understanding authority orientation as a doctrine of Scripture.
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