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Biblical Context 

The Corinthian church considered themselves  spiritual  and  mature , yet Paul indicates to them that this is not 
the case. Paul first had to explain what is meant by being  spiritual —one who discerns “the things of God” by the 
revelation of the Spirit, alone. The Corinthians’ behavior indicated that they were not as spiritual as they thought 
they were. In 1 Cor 3:1, Paul continues, “But I, brothers, could not address you as spiritual people (πνευματικός, 
pneumatikos ), but rather as people of the flesh (σάρκινος,  sarkinos ; carnal minded), as infants (νήπιος,  nepios ) in 
Christ.”  Even though they believe in Jesus and are indwelt by the Spirit, their divisiveness shows that they are 1

behaving like the world around them, in the flesh.  Paul says “I fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were 2

not ready for it. And even now you are not yet ready” (3:2).  Much like it is dangerous to give an infant solid 3

food, it would be dangerous for Paul to expound on the mysteries of God when the Corinthian church does not 
understand the basics. The fact that the Corinthians are choosing sides is evidence of their immaturity.  The 4

problem is not that they do not have the Spirit. They  do  have the Spirit yet are behaving like the world around 
them. Paul is not attempting to merely modify their behavior but is calling them to be congruent with who they 
are to be in Jesus.  

In 1 Cor 2:6, Paul began to show the unity of the teachers, teaching truths that are not “taught by human 
wisdom, but taught by the Spirit.” Similarly, in 1 Cor 3:5-8, Paul shows how both he and Apollos are servants of 
God unified in leading people to Jesus, doing what God assigned them to do. As teachers, Paul and Apollos are 
not lords to be followed, but “servants through whom [they] believed” (3:5).  The Corinthians did not understand 5

that the roles of Apollos and Paul were Christ-appointed for their good and his glory. Thus the focus should not be 
on the servants of Jesus, but on Jesus, himself. Paul uses the metaphor of the church being “God’s field” (3:9) and 
precedes this with speaking of himself and Apollos in terms of agricultural roles. Paul “planted the seed” (founded 
the church), Apollos “watered” (continued a teaching ministry; cf. Acts 19:1), but God alone brings growth. Both 
planting and watering serve the single goal of “facilitating the process of growth which God alone can provide.”   6

Paul next refers to the church as a “building” (1 Cor 3:9). The image of a building, when applied to the 
church, excludes the idea of individualism in that it is a corporate structure and a community.  In this metaphor, 7

Paul is the “skilled master builder” (σοφὸς ἀρχιτέκτων,  sophos architekton : “wise architect”) and the foundation 
is Jesus. Paul now changes the tone to address those in Corinth who are primarily responsible for the divisions in 
the church. He uses a strong warning to, “take care how he builds upon [the foundation]” (3:10).   The materials 8

used to build on the foundation in Paul’s metaphor can be divided into two categories, perishable and 
imperishable. The imperishable materials (gold, silver, precious stones) represent that which is compatible with 
the foundation: the gospel, the wisdom of God; and the perishable materials represent the human wisdom in all its 
forms.  There were believers in the Corinthian church who had received Paul’s gospel yet were building on it with 9

the faulty and perishable wisdom of the world, sowing division in the church. Paul wrote in his introduction that 

1 The word νήπιος (nêpios) is used in Gal 4:3, “when we were children (nêpios), were enslaved to the elementary principles of the world.” In Eph 4:14, 
“...children (nêpios), tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes.” In 
Heb 5:13, “for everyone who lives on milk is unskilled in the word of righteousness, since he is a child (nêpios).” 

2  The words translated “flesh” are from the Greek root σαρξ (sarx) and implies an unredeemed human nature. 
3 Those who live on “milk” are “unskilled in the word of righteousness” and that “solid food” is reserved for the spiritually mature (Heb 5:13-14). 
4 The issue of divisions was a precipitating event, but this revealed the deeper issue of having a proper understanding of the gospel (1 Cor 1:17-2:16).  
5 In contrast to the Gentile leaders, “You know that those who are considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise 

authority over them. But it shall not be so among you...” (Mark 10:42-43a). Jesus calls his disciples to counter-cultural service. 
6 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), 304. 
7 Thiselton, 307. 
8 Paul has clearly indicated how he and Apollos are one in common cause (1 Cor 3:8) and thus the following warnings are not direct at him, as he is not 

even at Corinth to read the letter (cf. 16:12). 
9 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, ed. Ned B. Stonehouse et al., Revised Edition., The New International Commentary on the New 

Testament (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2014), 151. 
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the “well-spoken, knowledgeable, and spiritual” Corinthians were waiting “for the revealing of our Lord Jesus 
Christ” (1:5-8).  In 3:13, Paul discloses that “the Day” (i.e. the day of the revealing of Jesus) would prove the 10

quality of their speech, knowledge, spirituality, and wisdom—whether it was built with perishable or imperishable 
materials. The work of the believer will be shown for what it is. If he has built on the foundation of Jesus with the 
wisdom of God (gold, silver, precious stones) he is given a reward (μισθός,  misthos ).  If he has built with the 11

wisdom of man (wood, hay, stubble) the work will be shown as perishable, burned up, though the believer will be 
saved.  What is at stake is reward, not salvation; salvation is by grace, not by works (Eph 2:8-9).  Paul, the “wise 12 13

architect,” is contrasted with those in the church who are building with perishable materials of worldly influence.  
In 1 Cor 3:16-17, Paul reminds the Corinthians that they, as a corporate body of believers, are God’s temple.  14

Paul then warns, “If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy him. For God’s temple is holy, and you (pl.) 
are that temple.”  The integrity of God’s temple—the church of Corinth, in this context—was being threatened by 15

individuals who built on the foundation of Christ using worldly wisdom (wood, hay, stubble) derived from the 
surrounding culture. Paul warns that if anyone destroys God’s temple (the corporate body of the church through 
quarreling and divisions), God will destroy him.  The contrast is that in 3:10-15, believers can inadvertently build 16

with faulty materials of worldly influence. In 3:16-17, the person is deliberately bringing destruction to the 
corporate body of believers, the church. Thus, the believer should “take care how he builds” on the foundation 
(3:10) and not disregard Paul’s warning, continuing in the destructive pattern of division. 
 
Connect to our Context 

For the Corinthian church Paul and Apollos were not lords to be followed, but “servants through whom [they] 
believed” (1 Cor 3:5). The emphasis for the church (“God’s field”) should have never been on who was doing the 
planting or the watering, but on God, who alone gives the growth. In our context, pastors, leaders, or best-selling 
authors are all servants through whom the gospel is preached. Each is doing what God has called them to do in the 
process and should not become the focus. The Corinthian church was also called God’s “building” and some were 
building with the perishable wisdom of man, ultimately sowing division. As a church, we can have the best of 
intentions and build with great ideas that are devoid of the gospel, detracting from the message of Jesus. 
 
Principle and Application 

We are all sinners in need of a Savior, and the focus should not be on any individual, but on Jesus. We each 
have a God-given role to build up the church of Christ—the foundation. Whatever our role, we should all take 
care how we are building the church, laying aside the wisdom of this world, jealousy, and strife. Each Christian, 
as part of the corporate body of believers, is called and equipped to serve and build up the church of God 
according to the good works “which God has prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Eph 2:10). 

10 While Paul expresses his thankfulness for the Corinthian church (1 Cor 1:4-9), he confronts their speech ( logos ), knowledge ( gnosis ), spirituality 
( pneumatokos ), and wisdom (sophia) throughout the letter. Two things sustain Paul’s confrontation—the grace of Jesus and God’s faithfulness (1:4, 9). 

11 1 Cor 3:8 and 3:14 speak of each worker receiving wages/reward (μισθός,  misthos ) for the “assessment of the value of the work.” Thistleton, 304.  
12 The Catholic church uses 1 Cor 3:15 to teach on the doctrine of Purgatory. Purgatory is believed to be a place where the souls of believers go to be 

purified from sin until they are “ready” to go to heaven. This teaching denies the sufficiency and full efficacy of Christ's atoning sacrifice. This doctrine 
primarily comes from the Apocryphal book of 2 Maccabees 12:42-45 and is read into 1 Cor 3:15. The fire in this passage is evaluative not punitive. 

13 To be clear, Salvation is only found in Jesus and only rests on his completed work on the cross. Eternal life in Christ Jesus is the  free gift  of God 
(Rom 6:23). Yet, we are constantly reminded that we were “created in Christ Jesus for good works...that we should walk in them” (Eph 2:10). 

14 The “you” in 1 Cor 3:16 is plural and is referring to the corporate body of believers and not individual believers, in this context (cf. 6:19-20, where it 
is used in the singular sense). The pagan temples of the day reflected the nature and name of their god. Paul is emphasizing that there is only one God, one 
temple, and that they should reflect God’s nature. 

15 Note the use of the singular and compare to 1 Cor 3:11-14. The church is a  corporate  entity but is being destroyed by the false doctrine of 
individuals . If read in the singular (as in 6:19-20), it can seem that Paul is identifying individuals as the temple and that destroying the temple (i.e., 
committing suicide) will result in God destroying that person. That is not how the text reads and not what Paul is conveying in this context. 

16 The quarreling (ἔρις, eris) found among the Corinthians is found alongside other sins such as unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice, envy, 
murder, deceit, maliciousness, drunkenness, sexual immorality, impurity, jealousy, anger, hostility, slander, gossip, conceit, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, 
rivalries, dissensions, divisions—works of the flesh that characterize unbelievers who will not inherit the kingdom of God (cf. 2 Cor 12:20; Gal 5:20; 1 Tim 
6:4). 
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