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The Ministry of Rebuke – and How to Receive It 
 

by Shaun Willcock 
________________________________ 

________________________________________________ 

________________________________ 

 

“Let a man so account of us, as of the ministers of Christ, and stewards of the 

mysteries of God.” – 1 Corinthians 4:1 
 

  No one likes to be rebuked.  From childhood, our natures rebel against any form of reproof, rebuke, 

or censure.  But in the course of our lives we may experience rebukes, at different times, which wise 

men and women will take to heart for their own good: children will be rebuked by their parents, at 

times employees will be rebuked by their employers – and at times Christians will be rebuked by 

ministers of the Gospel.  This is, in fact, a vital duty of the Christian ministry, although it is by far the 

most unpleasant one, and very difficult for any minister.  Yet do it he must, at times, even though he 

risks the anger and resentment of those he has to rebuke.  On this the Scriptures are clear: 

 “Till I come, give attendance to reading, to exhortation, to doctrine” (1 Tim. 4:13). 

   “Preach the word; be instant in season, out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort with all longsuffering 

and doctrine” (2 Tim. 4:2). 

  “Wherefore rebuke them sharply, that they may be sound in the faith” (Tit. 1:13). 

  “These things speak, and exhort, and rebuke with all authority.  Let no man despise thee” (Tit. 2:15). 

  “What will ye? shall I come unto you with a rod, or in love, and in the spirit of meekness?” (1 Cor. 

4:21). 

  “Therefore I write these things being absent, lest being present I should use sharpness, according to 

the power which the Lord hath given me to edification, and not to destruction” (2 Cor. 13:10). 

  These Scriptures are as plain as day.  It is part of the ministerial work to issue reproofs and rebukes 

when necessary; even, on certain occasions, using sharpness in doing so.   

 

  But how should the true Christian respond to such rebukes, when he or she is on the receiving end of 

them? 

  It is perfectly natural, according to the flesh, that the initial feeling may be one of resentment, 

indignation, self-justification, or even anger.  I say it is natural according to the flesh; but it is not right.  

It is very difficult for a minister to issue a rebuke, and it is usually very difficult for a believer to be at 

the receiving end of one; but even so, the Bible is very clear as to what his response should be.  Among 

many other Scriptures, consider the following: 

  “Let a man so account of us, as of the ministers of Christ, and stewards of the mysteries of God” (1 

Cor. 4:1).  Christians are to view true Gospel ministers as ministers (servants of the Lord, for their 

sakes); men who are stewards in the Lord’s house, being divinely called to their office, and thus men 

for whom they, as believers, should have much esteem. 

  “And we beseech you, brethren, to know them which labour among you, and are over you in the 

Lord, and admonish you; and to esteem them very highly in love for their work’s sake” (1 Thess. 

5:12,13).  Admonitions must be issued by the shepherds; and their ministry among the flocks should be 

highly esteemed by the flocks, as should they themselves.   

  “Let the righteous smite me; it shall be a kindness: and let him reprove me; it shall be an excellent oil, 

which shall not break my head” (Psa. 141:5).  What a humble, submissive attitude David displayed 

here!  If a righteous man “smote” him – meaning, not with his fists but with reproofs and corrections – 

David viewed it as a great kindness towards him, an excellent oil, something for his good.  And this 

“smiting” of the righteous is also expressed in these words: 

 “Open rebuke is better than secret love.  Faithful are the wounds of a friend” (Prov. 27:5,6).  A true 
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friend sometimes has to “wound” one he loves, by rebuke.  Secret love – keeping silent when one sees 

a fault that needs rebuking – is of no value.  A Gospel minister shows himself to be a true friend of a 

professing believer when he faithfully “wounds” him if need be, knowing there is a risk in doing so, 

given the natural tendency of men to hate reproof; but it is the scorner who hates reproof, and the wise 

man who loves the rebuker, for he sees it is for his good (Prov. 9:8).  Truly, “A reproof entereth more 

into a wise man than an hundred stripes into a fool” (Prov. 17:10).   

 

  Sadly, it is all too frequently the case that when a Gospel minister issues a rebuke, the professing 

believer who is at the receiving end of it responds in a fleshly, and thus sinful, manner.  Doubtless 

every true servant of the Lord can testify to this.  Certainly it has been the present writer’s experience 

on a number of occasions.  Many professing Christians appear willing to be in subjection to the Gospel 

ministry, but this is only the case as long as the ministrations of the shepherd do not touch a sensitive 

chord; the moment they do, there is an angry, self-justifying response that is completely unbiblical.  

And all too often this leads to a parting of the ways.   

  A particular source of resentment and anger among many professing Christians is when the minister 

uses a degree of sharpness or severity with them, because of some error they have imbibed or sin they 

have committed.  Oh how they kick at this, and retaliate by “shooting the messenger” instead of 

heeding the message he brings!  Then the accusations fly that he is “too harsh”, “too censorious”, etc.  

  It is true of ministers that they “have this treasure in earthen vessels” (2 Cor. 4:7); meaning they are 

but men, “men of like passions with” other men (Acts 14:15), and therefore their ministrations towards 

the saints will be mixed with imperfections.  But when a messenger of the King brings a royal message 

to his subjects, it is not for the subjects to say to the messenger, “We don’t like the language in which 

you have delivered the message”, or, “You should have been more gentle”; much less should they take 

him out and shoot him!  Yet this is precisely what so many professing Christians do when one of the 

Lord’s messengers speaks to them about some fault of theirs.  They focus on the messenger instead of 

the message.  They fail to remember that the messenger has the King’s treasure in an earthen vessel.  

They fire away at the messenger, and ignore the message! 

  When Arthur W. Pink once used very plain speaking in dealing with a man to whom he was 

ministering, he wrote to him: “A postman may be gruff, even surly, but that is (relatively) a trifling 

matter if he hands you a valuable letter!  I am an ‘earthen’ and not a golden vessel.  I may not be as 

suave as you might wish, I may even appear harsh, but I hope you will not suffer such defects in your 

would-be physician to prejudice you against his treatment of your case.  This is a day which calls for 

plain dealing, not Judas-like kisses.”1 

  When Paul wrote his epistle known as 1 Corinthians to the church at Corinth, he had some very 

strong words of rebuke for them.  Any reading of this epistle will show how severely he chastised them 

for their errors.   In 1 Cor. 4:21 he writes, “What will ye? shall I come unto you with a rod, or in love, 

and in the spirit of meekness?”  This shows that he certainly did have the authority to use sharpness 

and severity when it was required, like a father chastising his children with the rod, though of course 

he would much prefer to use love and meekness.  And this is repeated, with somewhat different words, 

in his next epistle to them: “Therefore I write these things being absent, lest being present I should use 

sharpness, according to the power which the Lord hath given me to edification, and not to destruction” 

(2 Cor. 13:10).   

  Throughout 1 Corinthians he is frequently hard on them, using language that would offend the overly-

sensitive ears of so many modern professing Christians: “And I, brethren, could not speak unto you as 

unto spiritual, but as unto carnal, even as unto babes in Christ... For ye are yet carnal” (3:1,3); “Now 

some are puffed up” (4:18); “And ye are puffed up” (5:2); “Your glorying is not good” (5:6); “I speak 

to your shame” (6:5); “Now therefore there is utterly a fault among you” (6:7); “Nay, ye do wrong” 

(6:8); “Now in this that I declare unto you I praise you not, that ye come together not for the better, but 

for the worse” (11:17); “Thou fool” (15:36); etc.  But in 2 Corinthians, Paul rejoices that they took his 

words in his previous epistle to heart, they mourned over their sins, they repented with true, godly 

repentance.  See 2 Cor. 7:6-16.  

  It can be easily imagined, however, how different it would be with so many professing Christians 
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today!  With what indignation they would receive a message such as this!  When a Gospel minister 

either speaks or writes to professing Christians to point out some fault or sin, even though he does so, 

like Paul, “out of much affliction and anguish of heart... with many tears” (2 Cor. 2:4), many today 

react angrily, accusing him of being “rude”, “harsh”, or “censorious”.   

  Why is this?  Why, so often, do those who profess to be the Lord’s own people react so wrongly to 

the ministrations of those called into the Christian ministry? 

 

  In earlier times, it was often the case that professing Christians erred by putting a Christian minister 

on such a pedestal that he was viewed as something of a superman, a man whose feet seemed to hover 

above the ground with wings projecting from his back, and an aura of bright light around his head; and 

he was fawned upon and treated almost as the priest of a heathen religion would be.  This was wrong.  

But today the pendulum has swung in the very opposite direction: today, professing Christians often 

treat the minister with practical contempt.  And this error is just as wrong as the former one.  They do 

not hesitate to criticise him for what they perceive to be minor wrongdoings on his part; they justify 

themselves, and are quick to use hard language on him when he seeks to carry out his duty and reprove 

or rebuke them; etc.  In a word, they demonstrate little or no high esteem for him, as commanded by 

the Scriptures (1 Thess. 5:12,13).  

  Why this pendulum-swing?  How have professing Christians gone from exalting the minister higher 

than the Scriptures warrant, to hardly esteeming him at all, especially when he reproves or rebukes 

them? 

 

  Partly this is a consequence of the democratic world we live in, where everyone thinks they have 

“rights”, and that no one has the “right” to “tell them what to do”, and also where no one likes to feel 

that they must submit to proper oversight and authority, or respectfully give heed to what those in 

authority may say to them.  In fact, often the very concept of authority is frowned upon.  Thus what the 

Scripture teaches about proper church government is set aside.  In this way the spirit of the world is 

permitted to enter into the church, with a great democratic levelling taking place, which is contrary to 

the Scriptures.  It is a shocking state of affairs that should never occur, and yet, tragically, it does.  The 

Bible speaks of those who “despise government” (2 Pet. 2:10).  By no means is any Gospel minister to 

be a lord over God’s heritage (1 Pet. 5:3), and no Christian is required to submit to a false minister, nor 

to the teaching of even a true minister if in a particular instance his teaching is false; but when a true 

minister of the Word reproves a professing Christian, the latter should very carefully weigh what has 

been said to him, and only reject it if it is plainly contrary to the Word of God; and furthermore, this 

should be done with meekness and due respect. 

 

  And partly also, the problem lies in the fact that we live in the day of the “instant expert.”  There is a 

tendency, extremely widespread in this day and age, for almost every professing Christian to think he 

or she is an “expert” on biblical matters, possessing spiritual knowledge at least equal to that of any 

minister they may know.  Although the minister is the one called by God into the ministry of the Word; 

although he is the one who “gives himself continually to prayer and to the ministry of the Word” (Acts 

6:4); although he devotes himself to the continual study of the Scriptures; none of this matters to so 

many self-assured “experts”, who criticise him, despise his reproofs, and accuse him of faults and sins 

whenever they feel “picked on” by his faithful ministry towards them.   

  Now it is of course true that every Christian is to search the Scriptures daily for himself, and to 

compare what he reads there with what any minister teaches, and to reject the teaching if it is found to 

be unscriptural; and it is also sadly true that many of those in the ministerial office are not diligent in 

studying the Scriptures.  The many false ministers of the times are certainly not to be esteemed highly 

or heeded in their ministrations.  They are to be shunned for the hypocrites, the wolves in sheep’s 

clothing, that they are.  But this does not alter the fact that the Lord still raises up certain men to be 

teachers of the Word, and those who are so called into the ministry are to be recognised as such, and 

treated as the Scriptures command. Believers are to heed their teaching, exhortations, and reproofs, 

insofar as their ministrations are biblical.  But there is a massive tendency today for professing 
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Christians to kick against this biblical order, to rebel against it, and to assert their own opinions and 

puff themselves up with their own knowledge. 

  It is a strange thing; when men are sick in body they go to a doctor, and treat him with the respect he 

is due for his knowledge of medical matters, recognising that he has studied for years to gain that 

knowledge and is more qualified than they are to diagnose and to prescribe; but today many professing 

Christians have such a high opinion of their own spiritual knowledge that they have convinced 

themselves they know at least as much as the Gospel minister, and therefore do not need to heed him.  

They all too often do not esteem him highly or treat him with respect, and even go so far as to despise 

his ministrations towards them if these cut too deeply.  They give more respect and deference to their 

car mechanic or to their electrician than they do to their minister.  Most people do not presume to have 

greater knowledge of electrical matters than an electrician, or of their vehicle than a mechanic – 

otherwise they would not call in these men when they are having problems with their house’s wiring or 

with their vehicle.  But when it comes to the Gospel minister, their attitude is entirely different and 

disgraceful. 

  We see this shocking state of affairs over and over again.  Certainly in the present writer’s own 

ministry over a period of some thirty years now, he has experienced this a number of times: criticism, 

accusations, unkind words, lack of esteem, etc.  And doubtless every minister of Christ can testify to 

the same things.  

 

  The priesthood of all believers is a precious scriptural doctrine; but the fact that every single 

Christian, great or small, young or old, male or female, is a spiritual priest unto God does not mean 

that the Lord does not raise up certain men to be pastors, teachers, elders, overseers.  He does!  And 

their office is a very important one.   

  John Gill taught these things very clearly in the eighteenth century.  He wrote: 

 “As pastors of churches have a work to do, which is both honourable and useful; so there are duties 

incumbent on those who are under their care, with respect to them, for their work’s sake.  Though they 

are nothing, with respect to God, to whom they owe all they have, 1 Cor. 3.7. and with respect to the 

churches, they are theirs, for their use and service; yet they are not to be reckoned as nothing by them, 

and to be treated with contempt; Let a man so account of us, as of the ministers of Christ; made such 

and put into the ministry by him, being furnished from him with gifts and graces for it, and as such, to 

be highly accounted of; and though they are not lords and masters in the family of God, yet they are 

stewards in it, the highest officers in the house of God; and therefore are to be accounted of as 

stewards of the mysteries of God, having the secret and hidden things of God entrusted with them; the 

mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, the sublime as well as plainer doctrines of the gospel, which they 

are to minister: and since it is given them of God to know them and make them known to others, they 

are worthy of respect on that account, 1 Cor. 4:1.... 

  “To know them [1 Thess. 5:12,13] is to take notice of them, to shew respect to them, to hold such in 

reputation, as the apostle advises, Phil. 2:29.  to give them the honour that is due unto them; not to 

know Christ, his ministers, and his people, is to despise them, and to treat them in a disrespectful 

manner, 1 John 3:1.  Luke 10:16.... 

  “To know them is to shew a concern for their comfort and welfare, their safety and protection, Psalm 

142:4.  people should be concerned for the safety of their minister in the discharge of his office; to 

protect him from the insolent attempts of wicked men, that he may be with them without fear, while he 

ministers to them; as the apostle exhorted the Corinthians, with respect to Timothy, 1 Cor. 16:10. and 

they should be careful to preserve his credit and reputation, and defend his character from the false 

aspersions of men, and not suffer, even among themselves, anything to be whispered to his discredit, 

and to the hurt of his usefulness; nor any accusation to be brought in public against him, without 

sufficient evidence, 1 Tim. 5:19.... 

  “They admonish the saints, with whom they are concerned, or put them in mind, as the word signifies; 

of their former experiences, which are delightful and refreshing to them; and of the doctrines of the 

gospel they have been instructed in, and have received, and are food to their souls; and of the duties of 

religion, which are incumbent upon them, the observance of which makes for their peace and good, 
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and for the glory of God: and they admonish, warn, rebuke, and reprove; they warn of approaching 

danger from their spiritual enemies, sin, Satan, and the world; and rebuke and reprove for errors and 

immoralities they may fall into, for the recovery of them.  On all which accounts they are deserving of 

respect. 

  “It is the duty of church-members not only to know their pastors; but to esteem them very highly in 

love for their work’s sake, or superabundantly, as the word signifies; over and above common esteem 

and affection, and above common christians, in honour preferring them to others; they are to think 

highly of them, and entertain a high opinion of them, of their grace, gifts, and abilities for their work; 

for if they think meanly, and entertain a contemptible opinion of them, their ministry is not likely to be 

of much use unto them.... and they should speak respectfully to them, with a becoming decency, 

considering the character they bear, and the high office they are in, in the church; and this esteem must 

be cordial and affectionate, it must be in love; not through fear, nor in dissimulation and hypocrisy, but 

in sincerity and truth; and that, for their work’s sake, which is laborious, attended with weariness of 

body; and sometimes, through it, are nigh unto death, as Epaphroditus was, Phil. 2:30. and which also 

exposes to the reproach and contempt of the world.  To which may be added, that it is, 

notwithstanding, a good work and honourable, and very beneficial to the souls of men; and therefore 

those employed in it, should be esteemed for the sake of it; for the work that they have done, in which 

they have been useful to men for conversion, or for comfort and edification; and forasmuch as they 

have continued in it, and may be more useful in their day and generation, both for the good of souls 

and the glory of God.... 

  “Obedience of members of churches to their guides and governors, lies in regarding their 

admonitions, reproofs, and rebukes, whether in case of error or immorality, and whether in private or 

in public; and as their business is to admonish when needful, their admonitions should be well taken; 

as they are to speak, exhort, and rebuke with all authority, their authority should not be despised, but 

be submitted to: likewise their counsels and advice should be observed, and taken, and acted up to; 

especially if it appears to be founded on the word of God, and is consonant to it.”2 

 

  And John Angell James taught these same truths in the nineteenth century: 

  “Ministers are ‘ambassadors for Christ’.  They have been commissioned by the Sovereign Lord.  

They should, therefore, be received and esteemed in a way fitting to the authority and glory of the 

Lord.  He will not allow His messengers to be rejected and insulted with impunity any more than 

would an earthly sovereign.  To despise Christ’s ministers, think little of the pastoral office, speak 

slightingly of pastors, is to despise Christ himself.  To attempt to lessen the respect due to ministers 

(because of Christ and their work), is to incur his heavy displeasure (Luke 10:16; 1 Thessalonians 

5:13). 

  “The root of papal tyranny is the unscriptural domination of the priesthood.  Nevertheless there is 

pastoral authority.  There can be no office without authority.  ‘Obey them that have the rule over you, 

and submit yourselves’. (Hebrews 13:7,17; 1 Corinthians 16:15f.)... 

  “Since the pastor’s prerogative is undefined he should be afraid of extending it and his church 

cautious of diminishing it.  In some of our churches the pastor is depressed far below his just level – 

considered merely as a speaking brother.  His opinion is received with no deference, his person is 

treated with no respect; he has no official distinction or authority.  The tyranny of a minister has some 

shadow of excuse from the undefined nature of his duties.  The tyranny of a church over their pastor is 

inexcusable for they have no office and therefore no power. 

  “Honour, esteem and love should mark their treatment of their pastor.  This is clear from Paul’s 

words in 1 Timothy 5:17 and 1 Thess. 5:11f.  Love is inventive.  It finds a thousand opportunities to 

manifest itself.  Love is practical.  Kind words and kind deeds are its hallmarks.  Some people treat 

their minister as if he could feel only blows.  They are rude, uncourteous, churlish.  Instead let him see 

constant concern for his happiness and usefulness.... 

  “I would not have bad ministers screened nor would I have good ones maligned.  When I consider 

Satan’s craft and power I am surprised that the reputation of Christian pastors is not more frequently 

attacked and destroyed by calumny.  Church members should neither expect to see their pastor perfect, 
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nor hunt after his failings.  Make all reasonable excuse for imperfections which may co-exist with real, 

even eminent godliness.  Nothing is more mischievous than the levity, sarcasm and contempt with 

which some people talk of their ministers in the circle of family and friends.  Defend your pastor 

against the groundless attacks of others.  Beware of the slander of silence.”3  

 

  May the Lord Jesus Christ, the great Shepherd of the sheep, bless the labours of His faithful under-

shepherds, and cause those who receive their ministry to have a proper biblical attitude towards them 

and their work, for the glory of His Name and the good of their souls!   

  “Receive him therefore in the Lord with all gladness; and hold such in reputation” (Phil.  2:27). 

  

 

Shaun Willcock is a minister of the Gospel.  He runs Bible Based Ministries.  For other 
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