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Substandard Saints  
(1 Cor. 3:1-4) 

Introduction 
I probably read the automobile section of the Want Ads more often than most. In addition to the year, make, and model of the car, 

certain bits of information determine whether I call the owner1 to ask for more information. Normally, good automobiles are identified 
by labels such as, “cream puff,” “immaculate,” “like new,” “showroom condition,” “pristine” or “spotless.” The losers’ category, from 
which I usually buy, are labeled “basic  transportation,” “cheap,” “rough,” “good work vehicle,” “mechanics special,” “needs TLC,” 
or even “ugly.” A friend once owned a Vega (so did I, but I repented), and I offered to write the newspaper ad when she decided it was 
time to sell. Since it was Thanksgiving, I suggested the ad read: “Here’s a real turkey! Only 39 cents a pound.” 

Other labels are not clear about the quality of the car for sale. Recently a Honda was advertised as, “One very old owner.” I know 
what “one owner” means, but I could not grasp what the seller meant by “very old.” Were they elderly and no longer driving very 
much or very fast, or had the car been driven by someone whose driving skills had deteriorated so much the car had reached a 
premature demise? 

Labels are also a part of the Christian’s vocabulary, and not all are biblical. As we approach the third chapter of Paul’s first 
recorded Epistle to the Corinthians, we find several labels, and one is the source of fairly intense debate among evangelicals. The 
label, “carnal Christian,” is based upon the rendering of our text in 1 Corinthians 3:1-3 by the King James Version: 

1 And I, brethren, could not speak unto you as unto spiritual, but as unto carnal, even as unto babes in Christ. 2 I 
have fed you with milk, and not with meat: for hitherto ye were not able to bear it, neither yet now are ye able. 3 For 
ye are yet carnal: for whereas there is among you envying, and strife, and divisions, are ye not carnal, and walk as 
men? (1 Corinthians 3:1-3, KJV, emphasis mine). 

The King James’ rendering of “carnal” comes from the influence of the Latin Vulgate translation. The Latin word chosen to 
translate the Greek word, sarkinos, is equivalent to the English rendering, “carnal.” This is probably not the best rendering because of 
the nuances of the term, which the translators of the NASB changed to fleshly, and the NIV version to worldly. J. B. Phillips focuses 
on the contrast Paul makes with those who are spiritual and renders the term unspiritual. 

There are several good reasons for restricting our study to only the first four verses of chapter 3 and the topic of the “carnal 
Christian.” First, the debate over the category of the “carnal Christian” is heated, with broad implications for good or evil. Second, the 
label, “carnal Christian”—whatever it means—is one Paul uses to describe the condition of many of the Corinthian Christians. This is 
a most important point. The first and second Epistles of Paul to the Corinthians are about “True Spirituality,” the title I have chosen 
for this series. Paul defines true spirituality, contrasted with the “carnality” of the Corinthians, and with their understanding of 
spirituality. Understanding what Paul means by “carnal” becomes crucial to our grasp of his two Epistles to the Corinthians. With this 
in view, let us carefully and prayerfully consider the “carnal Christian” summarized in our text. 

The Context of Our Text 
Paul lays the foundation for this Epistle in the first nine verses of chapter 1. He indicates his letter is not only written to the saints 

at Corinth but to all the saints (verse 2). He assumes that his readers are true saints, and, therefore, he gives thanks to God because he 
knows God has abundantly provided for their salvation, sanctification, and future glorification. Paul’s confidence is not in the 
Corinthians, but in the God who saved them and who will perfect them (verses 4-9). 

At verse 10, Paul begins to deal with the problem of divisions within the saints. He first exhorts them to live in unity (verse 10), 
and then indicates he is aware of factions emerging in Corinth which seem to focus on following a particular leader (verses 11-12). 
Paul strongly rejects such divisions as contrary to the gospel (verse 13). He then speaks of his own ministry, and the fact that 
preaching the gospel takes priority over such secondary matters as baptism, important though they may be (verses 14-17). 

Verse 17 serves as Paul’s transition to his next line of argument. He says his preaching is not done in “cleverness of speech,” 
because this is detrimental to the proclamation of the cross of Christ. (If the cross is the good news that, in Christ, God has enabled 
men to die to all they were as unbelievers, how can Paul preach in a way that seeks to capitalize on human skill and ability?)  

Men and women who boast that they are followers of a certain prominent leader (“I am of …”), or of Christ Himself, are 
exhibiting pride. Paul reminds his readers in verses 18-31 that the preaching of Christ crucified is diametrically opposed to worldly 
pride. He therefore encourages his readers in verses 18-25 to look around the church and remind themselves that the culturally elite, in 
whom the world takes pride, are strangely absent. This is because the gospel is an offense to them, appearing to them as foolish and 
weak. Conversely, they are attracted to worldly wisdom and power. 

In verses 26-31, Paul tells his readers to look about them to see whom God has chosen to save. As they look to their left and to 
their right, and in the mirror, with few exceptions, they must note that God has chosen those whom the world’s elite despise and reject. 

                                                             
1 One of the first things I try to determine is whether this car is being sold by the owner. My first statement is, “Hi, I’m 

calling about the car you have advertised in the paper.” If they respond, “Which one?”, I know I am dealing with a “wheeler-dealer” of 
some sort, which almost always ends the conversation. 
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God chooses to save the weak, the foolish, and those who are “nobodies.” Through them, He accomplishes His purposes so that God’s 
power is revealed, and He receives the praise and the glory, rather than men. 

In the first five verses of chapter 2, Paul reminds his Corinthian readers that they were saved through weakness and foolishness. 
When Paul first came to them in Corinth, his mentality, his message, and his method were those the world’s elite disdain. He came in 
“weakness and in fear and in much trembling,” (verse 3), having purposed to know nothing the world regards as wisdom, but only 
Christ, and Christ crucified (verse 2). He came preaching simply, with no secular techniques of human persuasion (verse 4). He did so 
because God’s power is demonstrated through human weakness, and men’s faith then rests in God rather than men (verse 5). 

Just because the world regards the gospel as foolish does not mean Paul and the other apostles have no wisdom to teach. Paul 
does teach wisdom, but only to those who are mature in Christ (2:6). Paul’s kind of wisdom cannot be grasped by those who are 
“wise” in this present age. Paul drives his point home by reminding us that God’s wisdom has been revealed in the person of Jesus 
Christ. What did the rulers of His day do with Him? They crucified Him (verse 8). If the culturally elite (the “wise” of this age) had 
been able to grasp divine wisdom, they could not have missed it in Christ. But if they crucified our Lord, the Lord of glory, we must 
not deceive ourselves into thinking they can be won through worldly wisdom and worldly methods. Paul further drives home his point 
by turning our attention in verse 9 to the words of Isaiah. These words buttress Paul’s argument, informing us that the natural senses 
cannot discern the things of God, the eternal wisdom pertaining to things yet to be revealed. 

If men are not capable of knowing God by their own efforts, how can God ever be known by men? Paul answers this dilemma in 
verses 10-16. Of His initiative, God chose to reveal Himself to men through His Holy Spirit. The Spirit of God alone knows the 
“depths of God” and has revealed them through the human authors of the New Testament, so that in these Scriptures the “wisdom of 
God” is revealed, which men cannot otherwise know (verses 10-13). The same Spirit who converted the “spiritual thoughts” of God 
into “spiritual words” (i.e., the New Testament Scriptures) also enables believers to understand the wisdom of God. The natural, 
unconverted man, does not have the Spirit within, and thus he cannot understand the Scriptures. The Spirit indwells the Christian, the 
“spiritual man,” and thus he is able to understand this current age and the mysteries of God revealed in Scripture concerning the 
coming age (verses 14-16). 

The Corinthian saints have begun to look down upon Paul (and the other apostles) and the gospel message he preaches because it 
is simplistic (Christ crucified). And it is proclaimed in a way which does not stimulate or appeal to the flesh. The Corinthians have 
turned from Paul and his kind of preaching to others, whose “wisdom” and “power” are of this world. Their excuse for turning from 
Paul to other men and another “wisdom” is that Paul fails to measure up to the new standard set by the cultural elite, whose message 
and methods appeal to the lost. 

Paul has a big surprise for the Corinthians in chapter 3. Do they think Paul is the problem? They are wrong! Paul has already 
hinted at the real problem. In chapter 2, verse 6, Paul writes, “Yet we do speak wisdom among those who are mature.” Now Paul 
tells the Corinthians they are not mature. The reason he cannot speak words of wisdom to them is because they are “carnal.” We are 
back once again to the word “carnal” (or “fleshly,” or “worldly”). If we are to understand this text and the message of Paul’s Epistles 
to the Corinthians, we must deal with this term. 

The Great Debate Over Carnality 
C. I. Scofield’s note in the Scofield Bible articulates a definition of the “carnal man,” which some embrace and others eschew: 

Paul divides men into three classes: psuchikos, ‘of the senses’ (Jas. 3:15; Jude 19), or ‘natural,’ i.e. the Adamic man, 
unrenewed through the new birth (John 3:3, 5); pneumatikos, ‘spiritual,’ i.e. the renewed man as Spirit-filled and 
walking in the Spirit in full communion with God (Eph. 5:18-20); and sarkikos, ‘carnal,’ ‘fleshly,’ i.e. the renewed 
man who, walking ‘after the flesh,’ remains a babe in Christ (1 Cor. 3:1-4). The natural man may be learned, gentle, 
eloquent, fascinating, but the spiritual content of Scripture is absolutely hidden from him; and the fleshly, or carnal, 
Christian is able to comprehend only its simplest truths, ‘milk’ (1 Cor. 3:2).2 

A strong rebuttal to Scofield’s interpretation comes from a pamphlet by Ernest C. Reisinger: 
Many who regularly occupy church pews, fill church rolls, and are intellectually acquainted with the facts of the 
gospel never strike one blow for Christ. They seem to be at peace with his enemies. They have no quarrel with sin 
and, apart from a few sentimental expressions about Christ, there is no biblical evidence that they have experienced 
anything of the power of the gospel in their lives. Yet in spite of the evidence against them, they consider 
themselves to be just what their teachers teach them—that they are ‘carnal Christians’. And as carnal Christians they 
believe they will go to heaven, though perhaps not first-class, and with few rewards. 
That something is seriously wrong in lives which reveal such features will readily be admitted by most readers of 
these pages; no argument is needed to prove it. But the most serious aspect of this situation is too often not 
recognized at all. The chief mistake is not the carelessness of these church-goers; it is the error of their teachers who, 
by preaching the theory of ‘the carnal Christian’, have led them to believe that there are three groups of men,—the 
unconverted man, the ‘carnal Christian’ and the ‘spiritual Christian’ … all those who accept this [‘carnal Christian’] 
view use 1 Corinthians 3:1-4 to support it. Consequently, if it can be established that the preponderance of Scripture 
teaches only two classes or categories of men—regenerate and unregenerate, converted and unconverted, those in 

                                                             
2 Scofield’s note at 1 Corinthians 2:14. 
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Christ and those outside of Christ—the ‘carnal Christian’ teaching would be confronted with an insurmountable 
objection. It would be in conflict with the whole emphasis of Scripture and of the New Testament in particular.3   

Is Carnality a Legitimate Category? 
Virtually all admit that while Paul has just (2:14-16) divided the world into two groups—those who are “spiritual” (saved, who 

possess the Spirit) and those who are “natural” (unsaved, and thus who do not have Spirit)—he now speaks of three categories in 
chapter 3, verses 1-4: 

Certainly there is such a thing as a carnal or worldly Christian, but the ‘carnal Christian’ theory has in recent years 
taken on some fairly weird extremes that bear little relation to what this chapter actually says. When we remember 
that this is the only place where the New Testament uses this language, we are forced to recognize that it is 
important to get the interpretation of the passage right.4  
I also recognize that there is a sense in which Christians may be said to be carnal but I must add that there are 
different degrees of carnality. Every Christian is carnal in some area of his life at many times in his life. And in 
every Christian ‘the flesh lusteth against the Spirit’ (Gal. 5:17).5 

First Corinthians 3 is not the only place in the Bible where Christians are referred to as those who fall short of the goal of being 
“spiritual”: 

11 Of whom we have many things to say, and hard to be uttered, seeing ye are dull of hearing. 12 For when for the 
time ye ought to be teachers, ye have need that one teach you again which be the first principles of the oracles of 
God; and are become such as have need of milk, and not of strong meat. 13 For every one that useth milk is 
unskillful in the word of righteousness: for he is a babe. 14 But strong meat belongeth to them that are of full age, 
even those who by reason of use have their senses exercised to discern both good and evil (Hebrews 5:11-14). 
1 Brethren, even if a man is caught in any trespass, you who are spiritual, restore such a one in a spirit of gentleness; 
each one looking to yourself, lest you too be tempted (Galatians 6:1). 

The writer to the Hebrews uses very similar terms to Paul’s as he speaks of those to whom he is writing as not able to handle the 
spiritual “meat” of his teaching on Melchizedek. Their immaturity causes them to still be dependent on others and to continue to 
require “milk.” In Galatians 6, Paul instructs “spiritual” Christians that they are to come to the aid of those “caught” in a particular 
sin. Such a saint is not spiritual. There must be some category into which he or she can be placed, since the category of “spiritual” 
simply does not fit.  

To those of the “either/or” school, I have a few things to say. The “either/or” school is that group of people who think—yea, who 
insist—that things must be either one way, or they must be another. Ernest Reisinger seems to say that we must have either a two-fold 
division of mankind (saved and unsaved, “spiritual” and “natural”), or we must have a three-fold classification.6 But one thing is for 
sure: in Reisinger’s mind, we cannot have both.  

Life simply is not this way, and neither are the Scriptures. The Pharisees pressed Jesus with this question: “Is it lawful to give a 
poll-tax to Caesar, or not?” (Matthew 22:17). Do we pay taxes to Caesar, or do we give to God? Jesus answered that men should do 
both. We are to give to Caesar what is his and to God what is His. Is God sovereign, or is man responsible to do certain things? Is man 
a two-fold or three-fold person? Was the promised Messiah of the Old Testament to be God or man? Some questions cannot be 
answered in an either/or fashion. Are there two categories of men, saved and lost? Yes. Are there three categories of men, saved and 
spiritual, saved and carnal, and unsaved? Yes. 

Perhaps the best analogy is how Jesus dealt with divorce. In Matthew 19, the Pharisees ask Jesus what grounds for divorce are 
acceptable to Him. Their question is not sincere, and the Pharisees, as conservative as they were, hold a much more liberal view on 
this issue than did our Lord. I understand the New Testament to teach that our Lord did allow for divorce, but for very few reasons. 
Our Lord’s response is very instructive. Paraphrased, Jesus answered: “I refuse to talk about exceptions, because for you, divorce has 
become the rule, and keeping your marriage vows the exception. There are exceptions, but you have so abused these that one can 
divorce for the most casual and insignificant of reasons. I want to emphasize the rule; I want to speak about the ideal, and the ideal is 
that one man and one woman remain husband and wife until one of them dies” (see Matthew 19:4-6). 

The ideal is that all Christians should be “spiritual.” Every Christian is indwelt by the Holy Spirit, and every Christian should 
walk in the Spirit. In 1 Corinthians 2:14-16, Paul speaks of but two categories of men, those with the Spirit and those without. Now, in 

                                                             
3 Ernest C. Reisinger, “What should we think of ‘THE CARNAL CHRISTIAN’?” (Printed by Hazell Watson & Viney Ltd, 

Great Britain, n.d.), pp.1, 8. 
4 D. A. Carson, The Cross & Christian Ministry: An Exposition of Passages From 1 Corinthians (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Books, 1993), p. 69. 
5 Reisinger, p. 8. 
6 “Consequently, if it can be established that the preponderance of Scripture teaches only two classes or categories of men—

regenerate and unregenerate, converted and unconverted, those in Christ and those outside of Christ—the ‘carnal Christian’ teaching 
would be confronted with an insurmountable objection. It would be in conflict with the whole emphasis of Scripture and of the New 
Testament in particular.” Ernest C. Reisinger, p. 8. 
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chapter 3, Paul introduces a sub-category of those who are saved and indwelt by the Spirit: those who are saved, but who do not live in 
accordance with who they are and what God has adequately provided for them to be. Whether this category is called “sub-standard 
saints,” “carnal” or “fleshly” or “unspiritual” does not matter that much. We simply must recognize that Paul must deal realistically 
with unspiritual saints, and yet he does not want to set aside the broader division of men into simply two categories. 

The “carnal” issue is not just an academic matter to be debated only by theologians, which has little or no relevance to the daily 
life of the saint. The “carnal Christian” is not that far removed from the experience of the “spiritual Christian,” whose daily life 
manifests the constant battle we face between the flesh and the Spirit (Romans 7:14, 18-19, 24-25; 8:1-4; Galatians 5:13-24). The 
“spiritual” Christian and the “carnal” Christian both struggle with the pull of the flesh and its opposition to the Spirit. The difference 
between the “carnal” saint and the “spiritual” saint is that the “carnal Christian” is losing the battle, and the “spiritual Christian” is, by 
the grace of God, holding his or her ground. 

A few concluding remarks may be helpful about the “great debate” raging over this matter. First, the issue is not whether there is 
a legitimate category which can be labeled “the carnal Christian.” The issue is broader, encompassing matters of “lordship salvation” 
and “eternal security.” While all grant that there may be a person who could be called a “carnal Christian,” the debate is over what 
implications and applications are drawn from this. Reisinger speaks for many of his colleagues when he objects to those who use the 
concept of the carnal Christian to justify, or inadvertently encourage, professing Christians to live a life of minimal commitment and 
obedience to Christ, all the while confident that they will get to heaven (though perhaps not “first class”) because they at one time 
made a profession of faith. 

I agree with Reisinger and others that this abuse of the doctrines of the grace of God is deplorable. Nevertheless, abuse of a 
particular doctrine does not prove that doctrine to be wrong. In Romans 5, Paul concludes by saying that “where sin increased, grace 
abounded all the more” (Romans 5:20). Some had concluded this meant one could, and even should, sin that grace might abound 
(6:1). Paul is horrified at this thought and strongly rejects it. But the perversion of this doctrine in its application by some does not 
prove that the doctrine itself is wrong. We must beware of rejecting the category of the carnal Christian just because some abuse it. 

Characteristics of the Carnal Christian—Part I  
(3:1-4) 

1 And I, brethren, could not speak to you as to spiritual men, but as to men of flesh, as to babes in Christ. 2 I gave 
you milk to drink, not solid food; for you were not yet able to receive it. Indeed, even now you are not yet able, 3 for 
you are still fleshly. For since there is jealousy and strife among you, are you not fleshly, and are you not walking 
like mere men? 4 For when one says, “I am of Paul,” and another, “I am of Apollos,” are you not mere men? 

In college, I took education classes to prepare to be a school teacher, and we always snickered about the professors who taught 
elementary education, which was my specialty. They had become so accustomed to dealing with little children that they treated their 
college students like elementary school students. They even had us file out of class like we were still in kindergarten, and often talked 
to us as if we were children.  

That is the way the Corinthians feel about Paul. He is too elementary and too simplistic. They are insulted by his message and his 
methods. In these first four verses of chapter 3, Paul exposes the reason for his content and method of preaching. It is not that Paul is 
incapable of going deeper or grasping secular wisdom. Neither is the problem that apostolic preaching has gone as far as it can go. The 
problem is that his readers are carnal, fleshly. Paul must deal with them in an elementary fashion because, figuratively speaking, they 
are still elementary school students. These “kindergarten Christians” want to boast that they are taking graduate level courses. 

In some sense, all could agree that the Corinthian Christian falls short of the mark. By whatever label, the Corinthian Christians 
are childish and immature, incapable of in-depth teaching. Granting the term “carnal” for the moment, what does Paul mean by it? 
What picture should come to mind when we hear the term “carnal Christian”? These first verses tell us a great deal about the 
characteristics of a carnal Christian. The rest of the book (and 2 Corinthians) has much to add to the topic. For now, let us make some 
initial observations about the carnal Christian. 

(1) In general terms, the carnal Christian is the Christian whose thinking and actions are prompted by the flesh. Conversely, the 
spiritual Christian is the saint whose attitudes, thinking, and actions are due to the prompting of the Holy Spirit. The spiritual 
Christian’s life indicates that he or she is walking in the Spirit, in accordance with the promptings (leading) and the power of the Holy 
Spirit. The carnal Christian possesses the Spirit, but he or she chooses to follow the promptings of the flesh and to walk in the power 
of the flesh. 

(2) Because the carnal Christian lives in accordance with the flesh, at times it may be hard to distinguish him from the unsaved, 
“natural,” man, who also thinks and walks according to the flesh. The difference between the carnal (Christian) man and the natural 
man is that the former has the means to live a godly life, while the latter does not. The difference between the carnal man and the 
natural man is that the former is saved and going to heaven, while the latter is lost and doomed for an eternity apart from God. 

(3) Carnal Christians are babes. When Paul first came to Corinth, he had to speak to these pagans as to “natural men,” that is, as 
unbelievers, who did not possess the Spirit. Spiritually speaking, he proclaimed the gospel at an elementary level. Even after they were 
saved, Paul still had to speak to the Corinthians as babes, as brand new believers. Paul soon begins to spell out some of the specifics of 
babyhood, and other characteristics of immaturity emerge throughout the epistle. But first, let us ponder what babies are like, and then 
compare this to the spiritual realm. 
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Babies are little; they are immature and must begin to grow up quickly. The Corinthian newborn saints are immature babies who 
need to grow up. Babies are weak and vulnerable. They are completely dependent upon others for their food, cleaning, clothing, 
protection. Being weak, vulnerable and dependent, babies take a great deal from others, but they do not give to others. There is no 
“give and take” with babies; we give, and they take. As babies begin to grow up, they become more independent. Every parent knows 
about the “terrible two’s”! Children have trouble getting along with other children because they are self-centered and selfish, and so 
they fight and squabble over toys and attention.   

(4) Carnal Christians are little babies who stay babies; they never grow up. We must be careful when we think about “carnal 
Christians” as babies, because newborn saints may have their weaknesses, but they also have their capacities. You and I know that 
new Christians, baby Christians, often put us to shame. They have a zeal for the lost, and they share boldly about their new-found 
faith. They have a deep sense of that from which they have been saved. They have a hunger for the Word, often devouring it as they 
discover its riches for the first time. 

Paul is not critical of the Corinthians for being immature after their conversion at the time he first came. Paul’s criticism stems 
from their having remained children. They have not grown up and matured into adult, serving saints. Growth is normal and natural, 
and when children do not grow up, it is considered a tragedy. Spiritual growth is expected also, and when it does not happen, it is 
abnormal: 

11 And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, 
12 for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ; 13 until we all 
attain to the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a mature man, to the measure of the 
stature which belongs to the fulness of Christ. 14 As a result, we are no longer to be children, tossed here and there 
by waves, and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming; 
15 but speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all aspects into Him, who is the head, even Christ, 16 from 
whom the whole body, being fitted and held together by that which every joint supplies, according to the proper 
working of each individual part, causes the growth of the body for the building up of itself in love (Ephesians 
4:11-16). 
1 Therefore, putting aside all malice and all guile and hypocrisy and envy and all slander, 2 like newborn babes, 
long for the pure milk of the word, that by it you may grow in respect to salvation, 3 if you have tasted the kindness 
of the Lord (1 Peter 2:1-3, see Hebrews 5:11-14). 

Paul simply states that the Corinthian believers have never grown up. It is not wrong for them to digest only simple truths as 
newborn babes, but it is wrong for them to fail to grow up and not to take solid food. To stay immature is sin. The Corinthians are 
guilty of this malady. 

(5) Carnal Christians are “Wimps in the Word.” The Corinthian Christians are only able to handle “milk” when Paul is with 
them. Their condition has not changed because there is no growth toward maturity, no movement from “milk” to “meat.” What is 
“milk,” and what is “meat”? Paul does not spell this out for us in our text, but the writer to the Hebrews does: 

13 For everyone who partakes only of milk is not accustomed to the word of righteousness, for he is a babe. 14 But 
solid food is for the mature, who because of practice have their senses trained to discern good and evil. 6:1 
Therefore leaving the elementary teaching about the Christ, let us press on to maturity, not laying again a foundation 
of repentance from dead works and of faith toward God, 2 of instruction about washings, and laying on of hands, 
and the resurrection of the dead, and eternal judgment (Hebrews 5:13–6:2).7 

According to these words, “milk” would be those elementary truths necessary for salvation, and the taking of one’s first steps in 
his or her walk in the Spirit. When the Christian moves from “milk” to “meat,” he is not moving from “Christ crucified” to “deeper 
truths.” He is moving from a basic grasp of the meaning of Christ crucified to a deeper understanding of Christ, and thus of the gospel 
and the implications for godly living. Gordon Fee puts it this way in his commentary on 1 Corinthians: 

The argument of 2:6-16 implies that for Paul the gospel of the crucified one is both ‘milk’ and ‘solid food.’ As milk 
it is the good news of salvation; as solid food it is understanding that the entire Christian life is predicated on the 
same reality—and those who have the Spirit should so understand the ‘mystery.’ Thus the Corinthians do not need a 
change in diet but a change in perspective. As Morna Hooker nicely puts it: ‘Yet while he uses their language, the 
fundamental contrast in Paul’s mind is not between two quite different diets which he has to offer, but between the 
true food of the Gospel with which he has fed them (whether milk or meat) and the synthetic substitutes which the 
Corinthians have preferred.’8   

                                                             
7 Verses 1 and 2 of Hebrews 6 spell out the curriculum for the elementary grades of our spiritual instruction. This seems to be 

done in related pairs. “Dead works” are to be repented of for us to have “faith toward God.” The Old Testament ceremonial 
“washings” did not sanctify, but rather the Holy Spirit, who was (at least initially on some occasions) received by the “laying on of 
hands.” The “resurrection of the dead” is a truth foundational to the gospel and to the certainty of the “eternal judgment” of the 
wicked. 

8 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1987 
[reprinted, 1993]), p. 125. 
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Put simply, both the “milk” and the solid food, the “meat” of the Christian’s diet is the Word of God, centered in Christ 
crucified. The Corinthian Christians are feeding on “junk food” at best. As I understand Paul’s words, it is not that the Corinthian 
saints are still trying to digest the “milk” of the Word. They have turned up their noses at “milk” and are seeking truth (“wisdom”) 
from those teachers who give them “food” that appeals to their fleshly natures. 

The carnal Christians of Paul’s day disdain doctrine, as they do in our day. They do not want any diet which requires study, hard 
work, and thought. D. A. Carson describes them this way: 

They are infants still and display their wretched immaturity even in the way that they complain if you give them 
more than milk. Not for them solid knowledge of Scripture; not for them mature theological reflection; not for them 
growing and perceptive Christian thought. They want nothing more than another round of choruses and a ‘simple 
message’—something that won’t challenge them to think, to examine their lives, to make choices, and to grow in 
their knowledge and adoration of the living God.9 

A very substantial “market” exists in the Christian community for sermons, tapes, radio and television talk shows, and Christian 
gurus who predigest truth for us and then tell us exactly how to do everything. The books on Christian marriage, child-rearing, facing 
life’s problems, and handling money are endless. It is not that all of these books are wrong (though some are); it is that we must have 
everything predigested for us. We seem incapable of thinking for ourselves. 

What is the goal of education? What is maturity? Our goal is not to teach people in a way which causes them to come back again 
and again with every new question, every new wrinkle to their problems. Our goal in education is to provide people with the tools, the 
methods, and the motivation to learn for themselves. We are never completely independent of others, nor should we be, but as we 
grow up in the Word, we should become less dependent. We should not have to be told every “answer,” because we should begin to 
find the answers for ourselves. In this sense, “milk” is the product which has been produced by someone else, the nourishment we get 
“second hand.” A mother’s (breast) milk is the result of her proper diet, and the baby lives from what the mother has produced. Solid 
food is the food we will eventually have to get for ourselves. We have too many “pablum solutions” available upon purchase and too 
few people able or willing to search out the truth for themselves. The plethora of books, tapes, and materials can be either a blessing or 
a curse to us, depending on whether they help us learn to find the truth in the Scriptures, or whether they give us an excuse not to 
search out the truth for ourselves from the Scriptures. There is little doubt as to which is the best: 

1 My son, if you will receive my sayings, And treasure my commandments within you, 2 Make your ear attentive to 
wisdom, Incline your heart to understanding;  3 For if you cry for discernment, Lift your voice for understanding;  4 
If you seek her as silver, And search for her as for hidden treasures;  5 Then you will discern the fear of the Lord, 
And discover the knowledge of God.  6 For the Lord gives wisdom; From His mouth come knowledge and 
understanding.  7 He stores up sound wisdom for the upright; He is a shield to those who walk in integrity,  8 
Guarding the paths of justice, And He preserves the way of His godly ones. 9 Then you will discern righteousness 
and justice  and equity and every good course (Proverbs 2:1-9). 

(6) Carnal Christians are not those who think of themselves as carnal, but those who think of themselves as spiritual. The “carnal 
Christian” Paul speaks of is not the stereotypical “carnal Christian.” Neither is that person the one described earlier by Reisinger: 

Many who regularly occupy church pews, fill church rolls, and are intellectually acquainted with the facts of the 
gospel never strike one blow for Christ. They seem to be at peace with his enemies. They have no quarrel with sin 
and, apart from a few sentimental expressions about Christ, there is no biblical evidence that they have experienced 
anything of the power of the gospel in their lives. Yet in spite of the evidence against them, they consider 
themselves to be just what their teachers teach them—that they are ‘carnal Christians’. And as carnal Christians they 
believe they will go to heaven, though perhaps not first-class, and with few rewards.10 

I must be fair to Reisinger and say that he refuses to accept this characterization as a legitimate example of the “carnal Christian.” 
To him, the “carnal Christian” is one who struggles over one particular sin: 

In endeavouring to understand how Paul thinks of those he addresses in 1 Corinthians 3 we must bear in mind the 
designation he gives to them in chapter 1. He says they are ‘sanctified in Christ Jesus’, they are recipients of ‘the 
grace of God’, enriched by Christ ‘in all utterance, and in all knowledge’ (1:2-5). They are rebuked in chapter 3, not 
for failing to attain to privileges which some Christians attain to, but for acting, despite their privileges, like babes 
and like the unregenerate in one area of their lives.11 

I agree with Reisinger that the Scriptures do not give comfort or encouragement to professing Christians who manifest no 
evidence of spiritual life. I further agree that the typical description of the “carnal Christian” is flawed. More strongly than Reisinger, 
it appears, I feel there is a legitimate category we can designate with the label, the “carnal” Christian.  

                                                             
9 Carson, p. 72. 
10 Reisinger, p. 1. 
11 Reisinger, p. 11. It is perplexing that Reisinger can suppose that a “carnal Christian” is losing on but one front in his or her 

life. In my understanding, a “carnal Christian” will be losing the war with the flesh on most fronts. In fact, there may be hardly any 
war going on at all. 
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In my study of the “carnal Christian” in Corinthians, I have reached the surprising conclusion that Paul has a completely different 
kind of person in mind than we do when he refers to those who are “carnal” or “fleshly” in his epistles. The carnal Christian is not the 
person who once made a profession of faith, who has done nothing since. The carnal Christian is the person we think of as spiritual—
the kind of person who thinks of himself (or herself) as spiritual: 

So this is what Paul means by a ‘worldly’ Christian, by a ‘carnal’ Christian (if we adopt older English). Paul does 
not have in mind someone who has made a profession of faith, carried on in the Christian way for a short while, and 
then reverted to a lifestyle indistinguishable in every respect from that of the world. After all, these Corinthian 
believers are meeting together for worship (1 Cor. 14), they call on the name of the Lord Jesus Christ (1:2), they are 
extraordinarily endowed with spiritual gifts (1:5, 7; 12-14), they are wrestling with theological and ethical issues (1 
Cor. 8-10), and they are in contact with the apostle whose ministry brought them to the Lord. Far from being sold 
out to the world, the flesh, and the devil, they pursue spiritual experience, if sometimes unwisely. 12 

The “carnal Christian” is one who may well be regarded as “spiritual” by others: 
1 “Write this to the angel of the Church in Sardis: These are the words of him who holds in his hand the seven 
Spirits of God and the seven stars: I know what you have done, that you have a reputation for being alive, but that in 
fact you are dead” (Revelation 3:1, Phillips). 

Notice what is said to the “carnal” saints at Sardis. They are not rebuked for having done no works. God indicates that He is 
aware of their deeds. It seems the saints in Sardis have a reputation for being “alive” (I think we could say “spiritual” and not miss the 
point) on the basis of their works. But in spite of this apparent evidence, God exposes them as being “dead,” not “alive.” 

In the same chapter, we see that the saints in Laodicea also thought they were “spiritual,” but God informed them that they were 
not: 

14 “And to the angel of the church in Laodicea write: The Amen, the faithful and true Witness, the Beginning of the 
creation of God, says this: 15 ‘I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot; I would that you were cold or 
hot. 16 So because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of My mouth. 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, 18 I advise you to buy from Me gold refined by fire, that you may 
become rich, and white garments, that you may clothe yourself, and that the shame of your nakedness may not be 
revealed; and eye salve to anoint your eyes, that you may see. 19 Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline; be 
zealous therefore, and repent’” (Revelation 3:14-19). 

How can this be? How can the ones who consider themselves as “spiritual,” and whom others consider as “spiritual,” be the very 
ones God designates as “carnal”? The answer: we have the wrong criteria for judging spirituality. Our judgment is based upon 
outward acts, upon appearances of spirituality. But Jesus warned about making judgments on the basis of externals: “And He said to 
them, ‘You are those who justify yourselves in the sight of men, but God knows your hearts; for that which is highly esteemed among 
men is detestable in the sight of God’” (Luke 16:15). The “false prophets” of whom Jesus warned are those who performed very 
impressive works, and yet Jesus calls them those “who practice lawlessness”:  

15 “Beware of the false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are ravenous wolves. 16 You 
will know them by their fruits. Grapes are not gathered from thorn bushes, nor figs from thistles, are they? 17 Even 
so, every good tree bears good fruit; but the bad tree bears bad fruit. 18 A good tree cannot produce bad fruit, nor 
can a bad tree produce good fruit. 19 Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. 20 
So then, you will know them by their fruits. 21 Not everyone who says to Me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom 
of heaven; but he who does the will of My Father who is in heaven. 22 Many will say to Me on that day, ‘Lord, 
Lord, did we not prophesy in Your name, and in Your name cast out demons, and in Your name perform many 
miracles?’ 23 And then I will declare to them, ‘I never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice lawlessness’” 
(Matthew 7:15-23). 

Immediately after this, Jesus goes on to emphasize that those who are “wise” (an interesting word in relationship to the 
Corinthians) are those who do what He has taught: 

24 “Therefore everyone who hears these words of Mine, and acts upon them, may be compared to a wise man, who 
built his house upon the rock. 25 And the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and burst against 
that house; and yet it did not fall, for it had been founded upon the rock. 26 And everyone who hears these words of 
Mine, and does not act upon them, will be like a foolish man, who built his house upon the sand. 27 And the rain 
descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and burst against that house; and it fell, and great was its fall” 
(Matthew 7:24-27). 

Addressing the “carnal” Hebrew Christians, the writer to the Hebrews indicates that their immaturity is due to their lack of use of 
the Word, while the mature are those who are wise concerning good and evil because they have put their biblical knowledge to use. 
“But solid food is for the mature, who because of practice have their senses trained to discern good and evil” (Hebrews 5:14 emphasis 
mine). 

                                                             
12 DA Carson's book, The Cross and Christian Ministry, page 74. 
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What is the difference between the “works” of those who are unspiritual (even unsaved), and the “works” of those who are 
“spiritual”? The answer is amazingly simple. The works of those who are “fleshly” or “carnal” are those prompted and empowered 
by the flesh. The works of those who are spiritual are prompted and empowered by the Spirit. Seemingly spiritual people may hustle 
and bustle around the church, doing so much they appear to put others to shame, while in reality their works are fleshly. The “fleshly” 
Christian may even prostitute his or her spiritual gifts, employing them in self-serving and self-promoting ways. There is no question 
but what the Corinthian church is well-endowed with spiritual gifts, and yet Paul’s description of the meeting of the church implies 
that the gifts are being misused. Prophets, teachers and tongues-speakers, seem to be pushing and shoving to get a hearing when the 
church gathers. People are grandstanding their gifts. 

We are amazed that God may choose to use the ministry of “carnal” Christians in spite of their sin. I am reminded of the 
Philippian church and those who used Paul’s imprisonment as an opportunity to undermine his ministry and authority, while at the 
same time promoting themselves. Even so, Paul rejoiced because some seem to have been saved by the gospel proclaimed to them by 
self-serving “preachers”: 

12 Now I want you to know, brethren, that my circumstances have turned out for the greater progress of the gospel, 
13 so that my imprisonment in the cause of Christ has become well known throughout the whole praetorian guard 
and to everyone else, 14 and that most of the brethren, trusting in the Lord because of my imprisonment, have far 
more courage to speak the word of God without fear. 15 Some, to be sure, are preaching Christ even from envy and 
strife, but some also from good will; 16 the latter do it out of love, knowing that I am appointed for the defense of 
the gospel; 17 the former proclaim Christ out of selfish ambition, rather than from pure motives, thinking to cause 
me distress in my imprisonment. 18 What then? Only that in every way, whether in pretense or in truth, Christ is 
proclaimed; and in this I rejoice, yes, and I will rejoice (Philippians 1:12-18). 

Being carnal is not indicated by the absence of what might be called “good works,” but the absence of the Spirit in these “good 
works.” Can you imagine the shock wave that hits the church at Corinth as the saints read and reflect upon Paul’s letter? Paul is not 
only calling many of the Corinthian saints carnal, he is calling those carnal who are most highly regarded (and followed?) as those 
who are spiritual. We must brace ourselves for one more surprise concerning the carnal Corinthians. The carnal Corinthians are not 
only those who are regarded as spiritual, who think themselves to be spiritual; they are also those who have the audacity to claim that 
Paul and his fellow-apostles are “carnal”: 

1 Now I, Paul, myself urge you by the meekness and gentleness of Christ—I who am meek when face to face with 
you, but bold toward you when absent! 2 I ask that when I am present I may not be bold with the confidence with 
which I propose to be courageous against some, who regard us as if we walked according to the flesh. 3 For though 
we walk in the flesh, we do not war according to the flesh (2 Corinthians 10:1-3, emphasis mine). 

Conclusion 
Some can be called “carnal Christians.” Carnal Christians are “fleshly Christians,” believers in Jesus Christ whose thinking and 

actions are rooted in the flesh rather than in the Spirit. “Spiritual Christians” are those who mortify the flesh, and walk (albeit 
imperfectly) in accordance with the promptings and power of the Holy Spirit. Carnal Christians are not proficient in the Scriptures 
because the wisdom of God is not known through fleshly wisdom but through the Spirit (see 2:14-16). Spiritual Christians seek to 
plummet the depths of the wisdom of God revealed in His Word through the enablement of the Holy Spirit. Further, they seek to apply 
the teachings of the Scriptures through the power of the Spirit. 

The two Epistles of Paul to the Corinthians deal with the fruits of carnality. Paul seeks to point his readers to “true spirituality.” 
As we continue on in our study, we will gain insight into why “spiritual saints” are often considered “carnal” and why “carnal 
Christians” are thought to be “spiritual.” We will become increasingly aware that times have changed, but people have not. The pages 
of Paul’s epistles read like the pages of our daily newspaper. 

Salvation is a radical change. It is not merely adding Christ to our life; it is not just “inviting Christ into our life.” Salvation is the 
change from death to life, from darkness to light. Salvation is accompanied by repentance, the turning away from all that we once 
depended upon for eternal life, from all that we once held precious as non-believers. Salvation turns one’s life, one’s values and 
thinking, upside-down and inside-out. Certain instant changes do occur at conversion, but many of the changes take place in the life-
long process of sanctification, that process by which we are being transformed into the image and likeness of Christ. The “carnal 
Christian” resists this change. While he or she is more than adequately endowed with all that is necessary for growth in godliness, they 
fail to appropriate these resources and, in so doing, become carnal. Over time, they lose not only their appetite for the “milk of the 
Word,” but they begin to seek their spiritual nourishment from the well of “worldly wisdom,” which is no wonder since this wisdom 
is amiable to the flesh. The cross of Christ requires the mortification, not the indulging, of the flesh. 

Two of the Christian’s greatest resources are the Word of God and the Spirit of God, as Paul emphasized in chapter 2. We must 
saturate our minds with the Word of God, so that our thinking is transformed (Romans 12:1-2; Ephesians 4:17-24). We must also 
apply the truth of God’s Word so that our senses are, by application of the truth, trained to discern between good and evil (Hebrews 
5:12). To comprehend the Word of God, and then apply it, we must rely upon the enablement of the Holy Spirit. We are to “walk in 
the Spirit,” to avoid succumbing to the magnetic pull of the flesh (Galatians 5:13-24). We are to “sow to the Spirit” so that we shall 
“from the Spirit reap eternal life.” Spiritual growth is possible only by the grace of God, but this does not mean we must be passive 
in the process, or—worse yet—we should seek to pervert God’s grace into an excuse for sin (Romans 5:20–6:2, 15-23; Jude 4). 
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If there is any “key” to the spiritual life, surely it is summed up in terms of the Word of God and the Spirit of God. How great is 
our need to grow up as Christians and to become increasingly dependent upon God’s Word and His Spirit. 

I wonder into what category the apostle Paul would put our church and each of us. If Paul calls those “carnal” who are thought to 
be “spiritual,” what of those whom we would call “carnal”? I think we must turn to Paul for his own words: “Test yourselves to see if 
you are in the faith; examine yourselves! Or do you not recognize this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you—unless indeed you 
fail the test?” (2 Corinthians 13:5). This passage is not meant to encourage Christians who fall short of the mark, some who may be 
called “carnal.” Paul is not trying here to assure us that we will get to heaven no matter how sinful our lives may be. He is trying to 
convince us that we may be “carnal,” no matter how “spiritual” we or others may think we are. The proper application of this text is 
repentance, not relief.  

21 Therefore putting aside all filthiness and all that remains of wickedness, in humility receive the word implanted, 
which is able to save your souls. 22 But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers who delude 
themselves. 23 For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks at his natural face in 
a mirror; 24 for once he has looked at himself and gone away, he has immediately forgotten what kind of person he 
was. 25 But one who looks intently at the perfect law, the law of liberty, and abides by it, not having become a 
forgetful hearer but an effectual doer, this man shall be blessed in what he does (James 1:21-25). 

The danger of dispensationalists is to make unfruitful, fleshly Christians comfortable in their carnality (or even in their unbelief), 
confident that a one-time profession secures them a place in heaven. The danger of the reformed theologian is legalism. Those who 
strongly hold that “fruits of repentance” must be evident in the lives of those who profess faith in Christ also tend at times to equate 
these “fruits” with external acts of “righteousness.” Spirituality must not be judged on the basis of externals, but on the basis of the 
work of the Spirit in the life of the individual. As Paul will say shortly, spirituality is not really something we can judge at all, but 
something we must leave to God. Let us not concern ourselves so much with the “carnality” of others, as with the carnality in our own 
lives. 

May we not fail the test, but from our study of this epistle and from the rest of God’s Word, may we continue to “grow in the 
grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To Him be the glory, both now and to the day of eternity. Amen” (2 Peter 
3:18).     

  



1 Corinthians – Deffinbaugh Notes                     1 Cor 3:1-23                                                        Oct 5, 2015 
 

 10 

A Different Look at Leadership  
(1 Cor. 3:5-17) 

Introduction 
Christianity has had its share of “Pied Pipers,” those charismatic (in personality) individuals who seem to be able to lead a group 

of followers anywhere they wish. We are all too familiar with the names of men like Jim Jones and David Koresh, and we wince at the 
memory of what they did to their followers, not to mention the name of our Lord. Then there are some whose sins have devastated 
others, and at times have wrought financial havoc for many Christian ministries.  

It is not just the “way out” fringes of Christianity which are plagued with leaders who have nearly total control over the lives of 
their followers, but whose personal lives are out of control. I know of several men whose failures have caused great damage to the 
church and to the cause of the gospel. There seems to be one common element in these disasters—the men who fell were so powerful, 
and their control so great, that they seemed almost “unstoppable.” The reason for this: these leaders were so elevated and revered in 
the minds of their followers that they were considered beyond the temptations and sins of mankind. When men are elevated too highly 
in the minds of their followers, the people begin to think their leaders are infallible, that they are above the sins we see in ordinary 
people. And so they refuse to believe the evidences of sin, even when they are compelling. Even if they are guilty of known sin, no 
one seems to feel sufficiently qualified to attempt to rebuke or correct them. 

The problem of esteeming leaders too highly starts very subtly and innocently. It begins with a deep respect and appreciation, 
often because this individual has led them to Christ, or that he (or she) has significantly contributed to their spiritual growth. This one 
person is given excessive credit for the work of God and elevated to a position of authority above what should be given to men. 
Allegiance to this leader becomes a status symbol in which followers take great pride. Out of this misguided allegiance, they feel 
obligated to ignore or even oppose other Christian leaders. 

This is precisely the problem at Corinth, as described in its incipient stages in the early chapters of 1 Corinthians. But by the time 
we reach the end of 2 Corinthians, it is a much more developed and dangerous matter. People are not attaching themselves to one 
apostle as opposed to the others; they are attaching themselves to false apostles, who are not servants of God, but servants of Satan: 

12 And I will keep on doing what I am doing in order to cut the ground from under those who want an opportunity 
to be considered equal with us in the things they boast about. 13 For such men are false apostles, deceitful workmen, 
masquerading as apostles of Christ. 14 And no wonder, for Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light. 15 It is 
not surprising, then, if his servants masquerade as servants of righteousness. Their end will be what their actions 
deserve (2 Corinthians 11:12-15). 
Paul exposes the problem of divisions (1:10-12) and indicates that these are contrary to the gospel (1:13-17). He 
writes that the gospel does not divide saints from one another, but it does divide true believers from the unsaved. To 
the lost, the gospel is both foolish and weak, and they are in pursuit of “wisdom” and “power.” This is the reason so 
few of the cultural elite are found in the congregation of the saints (1:18-25), and also the reason those who make up 
the church can be identified as the non-elite—indeed the rejects of society. When God saves and uses the weak, the 
foolish, and the insignificant to accomplish His purposes, the glory must go to Him (1:26-31). 

Those who identify themselves with a certain leader do so in pride, confident that his (or her) message and methods are highly 
esteemed by the culture of that day. Paul reminds them that this was not the way they began their Christian life. He came to them in 
weakness, fear, and much trembling. He did not come with a “powerful” message or method of presentation, but with the simple 
proclamation of Christ crucified. While that message and method may not have won the praise of the lost, it was the means of their 
salvation (2:1-5). 

Paul is not willing to concede that his message is really foolish and weak; it only appears that way to the lost. And no wonder, for 
the lost are unable to grasp the wisdom of God. It is only for those who are saved and who are mature in their faith. The unsaved find 
God’s wisdom completely beyond their comprehension. Left to themselves, lost men will never know God (2:6-9). What men can 
never know about God by their own reasoning or searching, God chooses to reveal to men. He does so by means of the Holy Spirit, 
who inspires and enables the New Testament writers to put the “spiritual thoughts” concerning the deep things of God into the 
“spiritual words” recorded in the New Testament Scriptures (2:10-13).  The natural man, devoid of the Spirit, can never know these 
truths, even though revealed in the Scriptures, but the Christian, enabled by the Spirit, has the “mind of Christ,” enabling him to 
understand this present age and the one to come (2:14-16). 

The “problem” the Corinthian Christians have with Paul is really their problem, not his. Their failure to grow up through the 
Word to mature Christians causes them to turn from the “milk of the Word” and return to the teachings of men and the wisdom of 
men. The carnality of the Corinthian Christians is not evident by their lack of religious talk or activity, but by shallowness in their 
knowledge and practice of the Word of God, and in their distorted dependence on one person, whom they proudly claim to follow 
(3:1-4). 

Now at verse 5, Paul commences to show the folly of exalting one leader so highly that all others are rejected. He will do so in 
verses 5-17 by the use of three analogies. In verses 5-9, Paul speaks of the church as a farm, and the apostles as farm workers. In 
verses 10-15, Paul speaks of the church as a building under construction. Paul is the “master builder” who has laid the foundation. 
Others now work to complete the building on his foundation. He speaks of the standard for building and the rewards for those who 
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build well. Finally, in verses 16 and 17, Paul speaks of the church as a temple, the dwelling place of God, and the severe consequences 
for defiling it. 

Our text is one we must carefully study (as with all Scripture), for it is misused as a proof-text by many: 
Here is another paragraph that has suffered much in the church (cf. 2:6-16; 3:1-4): from those who would 
decontextualize it in terms of individualistic popular piety (i.e., how I build my own Christian life on Christ), to 
certain Protestants who have used it as grist for the Calvinist-Arminian debate over the security of the believer, to 
those in the Roman Catholic tradition who have found in it the single piece of NT evidence for the doctrine of 
purgatory. Paul addresses none of these issues, not even indirectly. His concern is singular, that those currently 
leading the church take heed because their present work will not stand the fiery test to come, having shifted from the 
imperishable ‘stuff’ of Jesus Christ and him crucified.1 

Let us listen well, for we are all builders. Paul’s words offer great encouragement to us to be good builders, as well as a reminder 
that our building must be on the foundation laid by the apostles, and according to the standards Paul has set down. The quality of our 
work will be revealed at the coming of our Lord. The rewards are great, but so are the consequences for living in such a way as to 
defile the dwelling place of God. 

The Apostles and God’s Farm  
(3:5-9) 

5 What, after all, is Apollos? And what is Paul? Only servants, through whom you came to believe—as the Lord has 
assigned to each his task. 6 I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow. 7 So neither he who plants 
nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow. 8 The man who plants and the man who 
waters have one purpose, and each will be rewarded according to his own labor. 9 For we are God’s fellow workers; 
you are God’s field, God’s building.  

Notice that Paul speaks of himself and Apollos alone, omitting Peter for the moment (compare 1:12). Paul is the first to come to 
Corinth with the gospel, followed later by Apollos. These were the two apostles most intimately associated with this church. Contrary 
to the translation found in the new and the old King James Versions (which render “Who?”), Paul begins his question with the word 
“What?”. By asking “What?” rather than “Who?”, Paul focuses on the place or position to which the Corinthians’ leaders have been 
elevated, rather than upon the personalities of each. “To what position or place have you assigned your leader?” Paul asks. 

Their answer to Paul’s question is something like: “My leader is my everything! My leader is my teacher, my counselor, my 
guide, my confidence, my pride.” Paul brings the Corinthians back down to earth. Speaking of himself and Apollos, the two greatest 
leaders the Corinthians have known, he says, in effect, “We are not heroes, to be adored; we are not gods, to be worshipped; we are 
not masters, to be blindly followed. We are simply servants of God, servants who by God’s grace and appointment were allowed to be 
instrumental in your coming to Christ.” These two men are the means by which many of the Corinthians came to faith, but they point 
these folks to Christ, to trust in Him and to follow Him, to be His disciples. Whatever was accomplished by their coming, it is God 
who accomplishes it; it is God who is Master; they are but servants. How then can the Corinthians place them on a pedestal? 

God did not choose either Paul or Apollos to be the single instrument to achieve His purposes in Corinth. Each has his own task, 
his own calling. Paul, as the first to come to Corinth, is the seed planter; Apollos, who follows, is the “waterer.” The ministry of each, 
Paul and Apollos, is dependent upon the other. They are not competitors or rivals, but teammates, fellow-workers. They work in 
complementary roles, rather than competitive roles. Both are engaged in the same work, in the same goal of making disciples, those 
who trust in and follow our Lord Jesus Christ. They are “one” (verse 8), so how can their alleged followers and supporters (“I  am of 
Paul, … I am of Apollos”) be divided? 

Both unity and diversity can be seen in the complementary ministries of Paul and Apollos. Both serve the same Master; both are 
engaged in accomplishing the same task. Both are brothers in Christ. But each one has his own unique calling and contribution to 
make to the overall task. Each will receive a reward, granted according to his own labor. This is not spiritual socialism, where each 
member contributes what he wills and all are rewarded alike, regardless of their faithfulness, diligence, or personal sacrifices. 

Verse 9 plays a critical role in this passage by serving as a transition from the analogy of the “farm” to that of “construction.” 
When Paul says, “For we are God’s fellow-workers; you are God’s field, God’s building,” he is telling us two very important 
things. First, he is indicating that all the saints belong to God, and none of them belongs to any apostle. Second, he distinguishes 
himself and Apollos, as apostles, from all the rest of the saints in Corinth. He and Apollos are apostles; the rest are not. The translation 
of the King James Version best expresses this: “We [the apostles] are laborers together with God: ye are God’s husbandry, ye are 
God’s building.” The apostles play a unique role in the founding of the church, a role not to be duplicated by any other. In a unique 
way, the apostles did “labor together with God” in their intimate contact with Him, and in being witnesses of His resurrection, but 
especially in the “laying of the foundation of the church” by being the human authors of the New Testament Scriptures. This occurred 
through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, as previously described by Paul in 2:10-13. Paul speaks of this apostolic foundation in his 
epistle to the  Ephesians: 

                                                             
1 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians ,  The New International Commentary, F. F. Bruce, General Editor 

(Grand Rapids: William B.  Eerdmans Publishing Company 1987 [reprint, 1993]), pp. 136-137.  
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19 So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints, and are of God’s 
household, 20 having been built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus Himself being the 
corner stone, 21 in whom the whole building, being fitted together is growing into a holy temple in the Lord; 22 in 
whom you also are being built together into a dwelling of God in the Spirit (Ephesians 2:19-22). 

The writer to the Hebrews also speaks of this unique group of men through whom God chose to reveal Himself in the New 
Testament Scriptures: 

1 God, after He spoke long ago to the fathers in the prophets in many portions and in many ways, 2 in these last days 
has spoken to us in His Son, whom He appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made the world. 3 And 
He is the radiance of His glory and the exact representation of His nature, and upholds all things by the word of His 
power. When He had made purification of sins, He sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high (Hebrews 
1:1-3). 
1 For this reason we must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, lest we drift away from it. 2 For if the 
word spoken through angels proved unalterable, and every transgression and disobedience received a just 
recompense, 3 how shall we escape if we neglect so great a salvation? After it was at the first spoken through the 
Lord, it was confirmed to us by those who heard, 4 God also bearing witness with them, both by signs and wonders 
and by various miracles and by gifts of the Holy Spirit according to His own will (Hebrews 2:1-4). 

God has spoken in various ways and at various times. He has spoken through the prophets. But the Word we hold in our hands, 
the Bible, was given to the saints of various ages as God spoke His inspired Word in such a way as to permanently record it for men of 
a later time. The “word spoken through angels” (2:2) is the Old Testament. The word spoken through His Son (1:2) is that which the 
apostles heard, and which they, by divine inspiration, recorded. God accredited these “foundation layers” by enabling them to perform 
“signs and wonders and various miracles” and “by gifts of the Holy Spirit” (2:4). Paul claims this same apostolic authority, and 
thus he played a significant role in laying the foundation: 

11 I have become foolish; you yourselves compelled me. Actually I should have been commended by you, for in no 
respect was I inferior to the most eminent apostles, even though I am a nobody. 12 The signs of a true apostle were 
performed among you with all perseverance, by signs and wonders and miracles (2 Corinthians 12:11-12). 

As Paul moves on to his second analogy, that of “God’s building” which is under construction, he underscores the necessity of 
building upon this foundation and of not forsaking it for another. 

God’s Building  
(3:10-15) 

10 By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as an expert builder, and someone else is building on it. But 
each one should be careful how he builds. 11 For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, 
which is Jesus Christ. 12 If any man builds on this foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, 
13 his work will be shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, and the 
fire will test the quality of each man’s work. 14 If what he has built survives, he will receive his reward. 15 If it is 
burned up, he will suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only as one escaping through the flames.  

Before we look at Paul’s words here, let us take note of Peter’s words in his first epistle, words which closely parallel those of 
Paul: 

1 Therefore, putting aside all malice and all guile and hypocrisy and envy and all slander, 2 like newborn babes, 
long for the pure milk of the word, that by it you may grow in respect to salvation, 3 if you have tasted the kindness 
of the Lord. 4 And coming to Him as to a living stone, rejected by men, but choice and precious in the sight of God, 
5 you also, as living stones, are being built up as a spiritual house for a holy priesthood, to offer up spiritual 
sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ (1 Peter 2:1-5).  

Let us look also at a different but related image from Paul’s Epistle to the Ephesians: 
11 And He gave some as apostles, and some as prophets, and some as evangelists, and some as pastors and teachers, 
12 for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ; 13 until we all 
attain to the unity of the faith, and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to a mature man, to the measure of the 
stature which belongs to the fulness of Christ. 14 As a result, we are no longer to be children, tossed here and there 
by waves, and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by the trickery of men, by craftiness in deceitful scheming; 
15 but speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in all aspects into Him, who is the head, even Christ, 16 from 
whom the whole body, being fitted and held together by that which every joint supplies, according to the proper 
working of each individual part, causes the growth of the body for the building up of itself in love (Ephesians 4:11-
16). 

These texts show how the same basic topic of the church is addressed by means of a variety of images. Peter speaks of individual 
spiritual growth as the result of dependence on the Word of God, and then moves on to the corporate growth of the church as God 
places individual believers (“living stones”) into the structure. This “spiritual house” is the dwelling place of God, and the temple 
from which spiritual worship is offered to the glory of God. 
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Like Peter does in 1 Peter 2, Paul speaks of “church growth” in Ephesians 4. Be warned, however, for it is nothing like the 
“church growth” of today. Paul’s imagery in Ephesians 4 is not that of a house or a temple, but of a body. The apostles’ task was to 
equip the rest of the body to fulfill their individual tasks (as enabled by their spiritual gifts) within the body, so that the whole body 
grows up to maturity, the standard and goal of which is “the Head,” Jesus Christ. The whole body grows up to the image and 
character of Christ as each member of the body carries out his or her assigned task.  

Paul speaks of this “growing” of the church, the body of Christ, in 1 Corinthians 3:10-15. The church is likened to a building 
which is under construction. Paul calls himself a “wise master builder,” who has laid the foundation on which others build. When 
Paul refers to himself as a wise master builder, it is with a very deliberate goal in mind. The Corinthians think themselves wise, and 
they consider Paul and the other apostles simple, foolish, and weak. Their thinking is wrong! Paul is wise whether or not the 
Corinthians believe it to be so. 

In verses 5-9, Paul spoke of himself and of Apollos. Now, Paul speaks only of himself. He is a wise master builder. This word 
“wise” (unfortunately obscured by the rendering “skillful” in the NIV) is purposeful and pointed. The Corinthians think themselves to 
be wise, and Paul to be foolish (see 4:10). But it is they who are foolish, and Paul and the apostles who are “wise.” If they would be 
wise, let them recognize Paul’s unique role as a “wise master builder,” and let them build only upon the foundation he has laid. Paul 
is not boasting in his role, for this is “according to the grace of God” and not according to his innate abilities (3:10). 

Here, Paul speaks not in the plural (“we,” “us”) of himself and Apollos, but only of himself (“I”). Paul distinguishes himself from 
Apollos. Paul is the one who planted; Apollos is the one who later waters (3:6). Paul alone is the foundation-layer in Corinth, and 
others like Apollos built upon that foundation. Apollos is a powerful and eloquent speaker, a man mighty in the Scriptures (Acts 
18:24), but also a man who built upon the foundation Paul laid in Corinth. Paul came first to Corinth with the gospel as the sower of 
the seed. Apollos is the one who watered. Paul laid the foundation in Corinth, and Apollos and others built upon it. You will 
remember that it was Priscilla and Aquila, those whom Paul taught, who “explained to him the way of God more accurately” (Acts 
18:26). Since Priscilla and Aquila are students of Paul, it seems self-evident that Apollos learns second-hand from Paul. He builds on 
Paul’s foundation.  

In the previous example of the “farm,” the apostles like Paul and Apollos are primarily in view. It is their work which Paul seeks 
to show as “one work,” pressing toward a common goal, so that the apostles are working in cooperation with each other, rather than 
competing with one another. Now, in verses 10-15, the entire church is in view. At the outset Paul refers to his work, that of laying a 
foundation on which others will build. It is a unique work, a work reserved for apostles like Paul, and for those who articulate the 
gospel in the New Testament Scriptures. Paul’s work of “foundation laying” is represented as a finished work, as a work which is not 
to be repeated, and most certainly not to be revised. Even he cannot change the foundation he has laid: 

6 I am amazed that you are so quickly deserting Him who called you by the grace of Christ, for a different gospel; 7 
which is really not another; only there are some who are disturbing you, and want to distort the gospel of Christ. 8 
But even though we, or an angel from heaven, should preach to you a gospel contrary to that which we have 
preached to you, let him be accursed. 9 As we have said before, so I say again now, if any man is preaching to you a 
gospel contrary to that which you received, let him be accursed (Galatians 1:6-9). 

The Apostle Paul looks upon his mission of laying the foundation for the Corinthian church as complete. What remains is for the 
saints at Corinth (and elsewhere) to engage themselves in completing the construction. The proper function of each worker is Paul’s 
primary focus. In construction terms of our own day, Paul gives us three general guidelines. First, we must build according to the 
building code. Our city of Richardson, Texas, has a building code, a very strict one. One must follow all kinds of rules when building. 
For example, if my memory is correct (and the code hasn’t changed), electrical wiring must be stapled within 12 inches of the box, 
where an outlet or switch is placed. God’s “code” for building is the “foundation.” No building can take place that is not on the 
foundation; that is, not in accord with the foundation. The apostles’ doctrine (the New Testament Scriptures) is the building code, 
according to which we build (minister). 

Second, the builder must use the best materials. Not only are we to be careful to build according to the code (on the apostles’ 
foundation), we are to build with the best materials. Some materials are cheap, but they don’t last. The church is God’s building, built 
not only to last for time, but for eternity. The materials which last are those which are eternal. That which is eternal is of God, of His 
Word, and of His Spirit. As these well-known words express, “Tis only one life, T’will soon be past. Only what’s done for Christ will 
last.” 

Third, the builder must build skillfully. A friend of mine is a master craftsman. His woodworking is perfection. When he needed a 
new house, he did not have time to build it himself, so he had a contractor build it for him. A good friend advised him not to go out to 
“see how it was coming” until after it was finished. He was right. My friend could not have endured watching his home being built the 
way they are so often built today. I have gone to the construction site to see countless nails which missed their mark, not even close to 
the joist or rafter they were supposed to strike. God does not want His building built sloppily. He is the “building inspector,” watching 
every stage of construction, every bit of labor we invest. Thus, Paul exhorts us to build well. 

As is evident in verses 13-15, there is good reason to take Paul’s urging seriously. The “building” will have its final inspection 
when our Lord returns. It will be tested by fire, and that which endures will be the basis of each builder’s rewards. If his work remains, 
he receives a reward. If his work does not remain, there will be no reward: 
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12 If any man builds on this foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, 13 his work will be 
shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test the 
quality of each man’s work. 14 If what he has built survives, he will receive his reward. 15 If it is burned up, he will 
suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only as one escaping through the flames (1 Corinthians 3:12-15). 

Paul is not talking about salvation here. This is not a proof-text for the doctrine of purgatory. Paul is saying that a Christian’s 
works may be burned up by the fire of divine judgment, but not the believer. The believer will be saved, but only by the “skin of his 
teeth.” 

Someone might think Paul’s words encourage the “carnal Christian” to live a careless, self-indulgent life, knowing he will get to 
heaven regardless. A very few Christians whom I have known actually dare to state: “I know that if I sin as I plan to, I may not get any 
rewards in heaven, but I know I will get to heaven, and that’s all that matters.” They think that they are getting the “best of both 
worlds.” How foolish! How dangerous! Paul’s next words are aimed right at those who might try to pervert his teaching in practice, so 
that a life of sinful self-indulgence is based on the “comfort” of his words in verse 15. 

Don’t Tamper With the Temple  
(3:16-17) 

16 Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you? 17 If anyone destroys 
God’s temple, God will destroy him; for God’s temple is sacred, and you are that temple. 

What a sting Paul’s words, “Don’t you know … ?” must be in the ears of the Corinthians! They are so wise. They know so much. 
Yet Paul asks with seeming bewilderment, “Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple, and that God’s Spirit lives in 
you?”2 The building described by Paul as under construction in verses 10-15 is “God’s building” (3:9). And now, as Paul indicates, it 
is God’s temple, His dwelling place. While elsewhere Paul speaks of each individual believer as God’s dwelling place (1 Corinthians 
6:19), here he speaks of the whole church as God’s dwelling, through the Spirit. We are not the temple, but we are a temple, a place 
where God dwells. Because God dwells there, the temple is holy, and it must remain holy. 

Since this is the case, we should understand the seriousness of the implications for defiling God’s temple. When we live godly 
lives, in obedience to His Word through the power of the Spirit, we display God’s glory (1 Peter 2:9). In so doing, we are good 
workers, building up the church in accordance with our calling. But when a Christian fails to fulfill their mission, then they become a 
detriment to the church. In the symbolic terminology of Paul, we “destroy” (NASB) or “defile” (KJV) the temple of God when we are 
not building well. 

The consequences for such defilement are severe, because we are defaming the reputation of God by defiling His temple. Those 
who would do damage to God’s dwelling place should expect severe consequences. Paul does not hold back when he warns, “If any 
man destroys the temple of God, God will destroy him, for the temple of God is holy, and that is what you are” (verse 17). Just 
what does this mean? We know from the preceding verses (especially verses 13-15) that a Christian will not lose his salvation, but that 
he will lose his reward. Lest one feel too smug and secure in sin, however, let him ponder the meaning of the word “destroy” in verse 
17. Paul does not seek to comfort any Christian who purposes to sin willfully. This passage cannot be construed to encourage a sinful, 
carnal, lifestyle, unless it is greatly distorted, for Paul’s words of warning are clear. 

Conclusion 
Just how does one defile the temple of God? Paul gives a very strong word of warning for defiling the temple, but he does not 

define for us just how one defiles it. Let us pursue this matter as we conclude our study of this text. 
(1) A person can “defile the temple of God” by doing the things for which Paul rebukes the Corinthians. One can defile the 

temple by dividing it up into little groups and factions. One can defile the temple by forsaking the simplicity of the gospel and seeking 
wisdom elsewhere. He can defile the temple of God by sexual immorality (chapter 5) or by taking a brother to the law court (chapter 
6). God’s temple can be defiled by divorce (chapter 7) or by causing a weaker brother to sin through the insensitive use of your rights 
as a Christian (chapters 8-10). One can defile the temple of God by misconduct at the Lord’s Supper and the meeting of the church 
(chapters 11-14). One can also defile the temple by false teaching (chapter 15). 

(2) A person can “defile” or “destroy” the temple by failing to perform their part in its construction. Can you imagine a building 
under construction where there are whole sections missing? A partially constructed temple is a reproach to the God who dwells within. 
According to Ephesians 4, each believer contributes to the building up of the body (the temple in our text). The body does not function 
as it should unless every member of the body is doing its part (Ephesians 4:15-16). When Christians fail to fulfill their part in the 
construction program, the temple is adversely affected.  

My reader friend, let me ask you a pointed question. If, as Paul teaches in our text, every Christian is to build upon the foundation 
of the apostles, if each believer is to build skillfully, using only the best materials, then how is your contribution to the building going? 
Do you know what part you are to play? Do you know what part of the temple is yours to build? You cannot build well if you are not 
building at all. If you are not building at all, you are defiling the temple.  

                                                             
2 Paul employs this question ten times in 1 Corinthians (3:16; 5:6; 6:2, 3, 9, 15, 16, 19; 9:13, 24), and only 1 time elsewhere 

(Romans 6:16). 
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We live in a consumer age. By and large, the church growth movement caters to members, or seekers, as consumers. It finds out 
the kind of church people want to attend, and then seeks to provide this kind of church. Consequently, some churches may have many 
of their pews filled, but with people who expect, even demand, to get what they want from the church in terms of services, yet at a 
bargain price—at little or no cost to themselves. They want to get much and give little. 

Paul knows nothing of this kind of church. Paul knows only of the kind of church where every member is a worker, and where 
there is no such thing as a shirker. Paul’s words here have a very clear inference. He assumes we know that we have an obligation to 
build the temple, to play an active role in the building up of the church, the body of Christ. Why then in most churches do a few 
members give much, some members give a little, and many to most members do not give at all? Why does the church have so much 
trouble getting volunteers to teach in Sunday School, and to help with the many tasks in the church? It is simply because many 
consider themselves a part of the church (rightly or wrongly), but fail to grasp the fact that God requires every member of it to be a 
working member, contributing to the growth and ministry of the church. 

(3) We defile the church when we do not build on the foundation of the apostles, or when we fail to build well. Not only are we 
obliged to be an active contributor to the construction of God’s temple, we are to build well. We are to build upon the foundation of 
the apostles. That foundation is referred to as the “apostles’ doctrine” in Acts 2:42. It is now what we know as our New Testament. If 
we are building, we are to build well. This means that we must know the foundation well, for all of our building must conform to it, 
conform to the “code” the Bible sets down. Some people seem to think that “working hard” in the church is enough. Paul would not 
agree. We are to work hard, but only in compliance with, and in submission to, His Word, the Bible. For the builder who would work 
so as to please God and to obtain His approval and reward, he or she must build in accordance with sound doctrine, the apostles’ 
doctrine. Workers must work in accordance with sound doctrine. Doctrine is therefore important to every Christian, and not just for 
the theologians. 

Sound, apostolic doctrine is foundational. Using the construction analogy, sound doctrine is not enough. A building consists of 
more than a foundation. But a building is only as good as the foundation on which it is constructed. Sound doctrine is not required just 
for those who teach; it is required as the basis for each and every ministry which takes place in the church. Those who show mercy 
should do so in accordance with sound doctrine. Those who give must give in accordance with sound doctrine. For example, they must 
not give to the support of those who are false teachers (2 John 7-11). Those who serve should serve in accordance with sound doctrine. 
Those who “love” must love within the confines which sound doctrine defines: 

9 And this I pray, that your love may abound still more and more in real knowledge and all discernment, 10 so that 
you may approve the things that are excellent, in order to be sincere and blameless until the day of Christ; 11 having 
been filled with the fruit of righteousness which comes through Jesus Christ, to the glory and praise of God 
(Philippians 1:9-11). 

Sound doctrine is the basis for all ministry. We dare not seek to serve God apart from sound doctrine. 
At Community Bible Chapel, those in leadership positions have spent many hours laying out a curriculum for adult and youth 

education. We believe that if sound doctrine is foundational and fundamental to all ministry and to spiritual growth, then we must 
offer teaching which provides the essentials for sound doctrine. But this must also include a commitment on your part to take 
advantage of this teaching. You need not get all of your teaching in our church, but you do need to get it somewhere, and from a 
source that is based upon the Scriptures. Do you know the subject matter which is essential to having a firm foundation in doctrine? 
Do you have a curriculum for your own program of spiritual growth? My fear is that most of us are better prepared for our retirement 
than we are for our present growth and ministry. This is a responsibility which you must assume, along with us. 

When we serve in a sloppy, haphazard fashion, we defile the church. I frequently hear people ask, “How do we motivate people to 
serve in the church?” I think Paul has answered this one for us already. We teach them that they will stand before God and give an 
account of their ministry, and that they will be rewarded or put to shame on the basis of their faithfulness. But another question is 
asked as well: “How do we get people to serve well, to serve with excellence?” All too often, those who do serve minister in a way 
that may pass as “volunteer labor,” but which would never be acceptable in the work place. Paul’s words should do the trick. Paul tells 
us that we are going to be judged on materials and craftsmanship. A sloppy job for God is most certainly going to defile the temple of 
God, and this is a most serious matter. 

(4) Disunity and divisions are destructive and defiling to the church, and thus a most serious matter. Divisions, often the result of 
following a particular leader and rejecting all others, are a very serious offense, an act of destruction and defilement so far as the 
upbuilding of the church is concerned. For saints to be divided and to oppose one another is a tearing down of the church, not a 
building up of the temple of God. Let us see the evil of divisions, and also the serious consequences which it brings to us personally. 

May God grant that we see the crucial role which the apostles played in New Testament times, by laying the foundation for our 
faith and ministry in the Scriptures. This was a one-time, once-for-all role, one that does not need repeating. And may God grant that 
each of us may see the crucial role which we have to play in the building up of the church. May each of us do our task, and do it well, 
to the glory of God and to our benefit as well. And may we see that divisions are destructive to the church, and thus taken most 
seriously by God.  
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A Call to Repentance  
(1 Cor. 3:18-23) 

Introduction 
Four key words sum up the problems Paul addresses in the church at  Corinth:  
(1) Divisions. There are divisions in the church at Corinth. Paul contends that there must be unity, for it is Christ alone 

who has saved us, and we who trust in Him are all one body. Paul reminds his readers that while leaders in the church may 
have different tasks to perform, all are engaged in the same cause.  

(2) Leaders. The existing divisions had been made on the basis of personalities, those whom the Corinthians chose to 
follow as their leader, those to whom their followers belong. Paul is about to show that leaders are merely servants; those who 
think of themselves as “belonging” to a certain group need to be reminded that all the leaders in the church of our Lord belong 
to them, and not the reverse. 

(3) Pride. The Corinthians boast in their leaders, in whom they take great pride. The Corinthians do not take pride in what 
they themselves are, or in what they are doing, but in the status and success of their leader. They are proud vicariously. Paul 
undermines and attacks human pride by pointing to the kind of people God generally excludes (the cultural elite), and those 
whom He includes (the weak, the foolish, the nobodies). The things of God are foolish to the world, and the things of the world 
are foolish to God. The gospel is not about the indulging of the flesh, but about the mortification of the flesh. The gospel spells 
death to human pride, for all that is worthy of praise is the work of God and not of men.  

(4) Wisdom. Status in Corinth seems to be determined more on one’s intellectual standing than on one’s wealth. Those 
whose teaching is regarded highly by the secular community as being “wise” are most highly esteemed. The one who is highly 
skilled in speaking and persuasion is even more highly esteemed. Paul reminds his readers that divine wisdom is 
incomprehensible to the natural (lost, unsaved) man. Divine wisdom does not come from the great thinkers of this age. God 
reveals His wisdom through His Word and through His Spirit.   

In chapter 3, Paul comes right to the heart of the matter. The problem in Corinth is not Paul’s problem, but the problem of 
the Corinthian saints. Paul is unable to speak God’s wisdom to the Corinthians because they are too immature, too unspiritual 
(“carnal”) to handle it. The Corinthians’ carnality is evident in their inability to handle teaching and doctrine which has not 
been predigested by someone for them (“milk”). Indeed, even the “milky” truths are looked upon with scorn, because they 
seem so elementary and simplistic. Not only is the carnality of the Corinthians evident in their spiritual appetite (and 
digestion), it is evident in the factions which exist in the church, factions centered upon certain leaders. 

Up to verse 18 of the third chapter of 1 Corinthians, Paul has “laid a foundation” for his bottom line, which begins at verse 
18. For the first time, Paul calls upon his readers to do something, to change something. The key word is the word “let” (3:18, 
21; 4:1). His readers are challenged to stop deceiving themselves and to become fools (3:18). They are to cease boasting in 
men. They are to look upon Paul and his fellow-apostles in a new way (4:1f.). Our focus in this lesson is the final verses (18-
23) of chapter 3. 

Verses 18-23 are a call to repentance. Although the word “repent” is not found in these verses, the concept of repentance is 
very clear. To repent is to turn around or to change one’s mind. Paul calls for the Corinthians to change their thinking and their 
actions regarding wisdom and regarding their leaders. The errors so prevalent in the Corinthian church are just as evident in the 
church in our day as they were to Paul so long ago. Let us listen to Paul to see how we must repent if we are to be truly 
spiritual. 

Wising Up by Becoming a Fool  
(3:18-20) 

18 Let no man deceive himself. If any man among you thinks that he is wise in this age, let him become 
foolish that he may become wise. 19 For the wisdom of this world is foolishness before God. For it is written, 
“He is the one who catches the wise in their craftiness”; 20 and again, “The Lord knows the reasonings of the 
wise, that they are useless.” 

The Corinthians are an arrogant and conceited bunch, who take great pride in their wisdom, a fact which becomes 
increasingly clear in this epistle (see 4:6-10). Paul’s first words in verse 18 must sting, for he addresses the Corinthians as self-
deceived. To keep on as they are thinking and behaving, the Corinthians prove themselves to be unwise—indeed to be 
downright foolish—at least in the sight of God. 

Paul calls upon us to “fess up” to our error, to acknowledge that by thinking ourselves to be wise, we are foolish and self-
deceived. He instructs us to forsake “wisdom” and to embrace “folly”; in so doing we will be wise. We find our Lord 
employing a similar kind of argument in the Gospels. 

24 Then Jesus said to His disciples, “If anyone wishes to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up 
his cross, and follow Me. 25 For whoever wishes to save his life shall lose it; but whoever loses his life for 
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My sake shall find it. 26 For what will a man be profited, if he gains the whole world, and forfeits his soul? 
Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul?” (Matthew 16:24-26) 

Paul is not telling us that every foolish person is really wise. Neither is he calling upon us to forsake every kind of wisdom 
but a certain kind of wisdom. He is not requiring us to become foolish in every sense of the term, but to become foolish in a 
particular sense. We can only understand what Paul means here in context. The one who “thinks himself wise in this age” is 
proud and takes pride in the wisdom of this age, rather than in the wisdom of God. To become truly wise—wise as God views 
wisdom, wise in those divine and eternal matters which God reveals through His Word and His Spirit—we must forsake 
worldly wisdom and embrace what the world regards as folly. In simple terms, we must become foolish by embracing the 
simplistic and “foolish” truths of the gospel, of apostolic doctrine, of Christ crucified. We must embrace that which the world 
has rejected as foolish. 

The Corinthians had been saved by believing the “foolish” message proclaimed by Paul, the message that Jesus Christ died 
on the cross of Calvary for our sins, and was buried and then raised from the dead, ascending into heaven and being seated at 
the right hand of God. They had been saved by the preaching of Christ crucified when Paul came in weakness, fear, and much 
trembling, proclaiming the simple truths of the gospel in a straightforward fashion. Since Paul’s departure, some saints have 
begun to look down upon Paul, his message, and his methods. They are being tempted to follow others whose message has a 
worldly appeal, messengers whose style is eloquent and impressive. 

Paul now calls upon the Corinthians to repent, to change their minds, and to turn around. Once again, as after their 
salvation, they are to regard the world’s wisdom as folly, and God’s folly (the gospel, the preaching of Christ crucified) as true 
wisdom. They must admit their folly and turn back to the gospel as first proclaimed by Paul, and later confirmed and 
corroborated by Apollos and others. 

Paul now cites two Old Testament passages as proof texts to show that worldly wisdom is folly and that God’s “folly” (in 
the eyes of the world) is true wisdom. The first quotation is from the Book of Job: “For it is written, ‘He is the one who catches 
the wise in their craftiness’” (verse 19b; see Job 5:3).  This quotation is most interesting. These are the words of Eliphaz, one of 
Job’s “friends.” Paul quotes a man who is later rebuked by God for being wrong: “And it came about after the Lord had spoken 
these words to Job, that the Lord said to Eliphaz the Temanite, ‘My wrath is kindled against you and against your two friends, 
because you have not spoken of Me what is right as My servant Job has’” (Job 42:7). 

How can Paul cite these words as a proof text? Eliphaz, like his friends, was not wrong in what he said about God; he was 
wrong in how he applied this truth to Job. Eliphaz was accusing Job of being “crafty,” and thus explained Job’s sufferings as 
divine judgment for sin. This was not the case (see Job 1:1, 8). God does trip up the wicked by employing their own cunning 
(wisdom) to be the means of their downfall: 

16 For their feet run to evil, And they hasten to shed blood. 17 Indeed, it is useless to spread the net In the 
eyes of any bird; 18 But they lie in wait for their own blood; They ambush their own lives. 19 So are the 
ways of everyone who gains by violence; It takes away the life of its possessors. … 29 Because they hated 
knowledge, And did not choose the fear of the Lord.  30 They would not accept my counsel, They spurned all 
my reproof. 31 So they shall eat of the fruit of their own way, And be satiated with their own devices. 32 For 
the waywardness of the naive shall kill them, And the complacency of fools shall destroy them (Proverbs 
1:16-19, 29-32). 

The “wise” of this age are not so smart after all. God allows the wise to carry out their schemes, but He employs their 
cunning schemes (their wisdom) to bring about their own downfall. The gallows which proud Haman built, on which he 
planned to hang Mordecai, became the very instrument by which the king ended Haman’s life. In the Gospels, the scribes and 
Pharisees deemed themselves to be “wise” in the interpretation of the Old Testament. In their “wisdom,” the scribes and 
Pharisees orchestrated the crucifixion of our Lord. This cunning, which resulted in the crucifixion of Christ, also resulted in the 
guilt and condemnation of these leaders, unless of course they repented and acknowledged Jesus as their Messiah. 

Do you see why Paul can use this verse to undergird his point that the world’s wisdom is really folly? Eliphaz thought 
himself wise. He, in his “wisdom,” appointed himself as Job’s counselor. Eliphaz was dealing with Job as though he (Job) were 
foolish and needed to wise up. The truth was that Eliphaz became the illustration of the very truth he misapplied toward Job. 
Eliphaz was tripped up by his own wisdom.   

The second quote Paul employs comes from the Psalms: “And again, ‘The Lord knows the reasonings of the wise, that 
they are useless’” (verse 20; see Psalm 94:11). It is interesting that the Psalm actually reads: “The Lord knows the thoughts of 
man, That they are a mere breath.” Paul’s citation is significant in that it varies slightly at two points. First, Paul exchanges the 
word “wise” for the word “man.” In the context of the Psalm, it becomes clear that the unbelieving man thinks himself wise, 
when he is really foolish (see verses 2, 4, 8). And so the reasonings or thoughts of unsaved man are the reasonings of one who 
thinks himself wise. Second, Paul uses the rendering “useless,” while the translators of the Psalm use the expression “mere 
breath.” The thoughts of arrogant (wise) men are futile, or useless, because they are temporal rather than eternal. Man’s 
thoughts are restricted to “this age” and God’s thoughts are eternal. Man’s thoughts, even if true in this age, are not true in the 
next. They pass away. Merely temporal truths are thus “useless” truths, so far as eternity is concerned. 
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Paul has shown us why the pursuit of worldly wisdom is foolish. Worldly wisdom is merely temporal; it will not last. 
Man’s reasonings are useless so far as eternity is concerned. But man’s reasonings are not just useless; they are destructive. 
They not only lead us astray, but actually become the means of tripping us up, of causing us to stumble. Man’s wisdom is 
destructive. It is no wonder that we should forsake worldly wisdom, and pursue the wisdom of God which comes through the 
Word and the Spirit. 

Boasting and Belonging  
(3:21-23) 

21 So then let no one boast in men. For all things belong to you, 22 whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the 
world or life or death or things present or things to come; all things belong to you, 23 and you belong to 
Christ; and Christ belongs to God.  

Paul now calls for a second act of repentance, closely linked with the forsaking of worldly wisdom. We are instructed to 
forsake boasting in men. There is no question but that the Corinthians boast in their leaders, in the men to whom they belong: 

12 Now I mean this, that each one of you is saying, “I am of Paul,” and “I of Apollos,” and “I of Cephas,” 
and “I of Christ” (1 Corinthians 1:12). 
4 For when one says, “I am of Paul,” and another, “I am of Apollos,” are you not mere men? (1 Corinthians 
3:4). 
6 Now these things, brethren, I have figuratively applied to myself and Apollos for your sakes, that in us you 
might learn not to exceed what is written, in order that no one of you might become arrogant in behalf of one 
against the other (1 Corinthians 4:6). 

The situation in Corinth is neither new or novel. Throughout history, men have found their “identity” or “significance” in 
groups. They take pride in belonging to a certain group, a certain leader. We see this in the gangs which roam the streets, and in 
the young people who kill innocent, unknown victims just to be accepted by the gang. Cults are another example of the same 
problem. Certain charismatic (in personality, not necessarily in theology) leaders attract a following of people who need a 
sense of identity, of belonging. Some of these followers will believe anything they are taught and do anything they are told by 
their leader. Their pride is not in themselves, per se, but in the one leader they have chosen to follow above all others. These 
people become proud and arrogant, and they boast in a mere man—their leader. 

Paul pulls the rug out from under this practice in verses 18-20 by proving the “wisdom of men” to be folly. If we turn 
away from the wisdom of men and embrace the foolishness of Christ crucified, we will surely cease to boast in these “wise” 
men. These men in whom the Corinthians boast are revered for the worldly wisdom they teach. Now, if their teaching is shown 
not only to be worthless, but destructive, these men lose their attraction. 

But this is the reason Paul has already supplied. When he calls upon his readers to cease boasting in men in verse 21, he 
gives yet another reason for doing so: “For all things belong to you.” What does Paul mean when he tells us that all things are 
ours—and how does this undermine boasting in men? Let us seek to understand what Paul is telling us, for it is a significant 
part of his “bottom line” in these verses. 

Let’s go back—way back—in the Bible to identify some crucial differences between true wisdom, God’s wisdom, and that 
which is false. True wisdom, as Paul indicates in 2:10-16, is that which God has revealed in the Scriptures, and continues to 
illuminate through His Spirit. God’s wisdom is that which He has revealed. That which He has not revealed is outside the 
bounds of our “need to know,” and thus purposefully concealed from us. 

When Adam and Eve were in the Garden of Eden, the “wisdom of God” was simple: “And the Lord God commanded the 
man, saying, ‘From any tree of the garden you may eat freely; but from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall 
not eat, for in the day that you eat from it you shall surely die’” (Genesis 2:16-17). The tree of the knowledge of good and evil 
was “hidden wisdom,” that which God indicated men were not to know. Satan virtually called God’s wisdom a lie, succeeding 
in getting Eve to seek that knowledge which was forbidden. 

From the fall onward, true wisdom and false wisdom have been carefully distinguished. True wisdom is that which God 
has revealed in His Word; false wisdom is that which He has concealed: “The secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the 
things revealed belong to us and to our sons forever, that we may observe all the words of this law” (Deuteronomy 29:29). 

 In the Book of Proverbs, both true and false wisdom are symbolized by a woman. False wisdom is portrayed by the 
imagery of a prostitute, the “strange woman.” True wisdom is personified by a noble woman, sometimes referred to as “dame 
wisdom.” Notice the contrast in Proverbs between these two women and the wisdom they offer to men. Madam Folly offers 
the naive young man a secret encounter: 

1 My son, keep my words, And treasure my commandments within you. 2 Keep my commandments and live, 
And my teaching as the apple of your eye.  3 Bind them on your fingers; Write them on the tablet of your 
heart.  4 Say to wisdom, “You are my sister,”  And call understanding your intimate friend;  5 That they may 
keep you from an adulteress, From the foreigner who flatters with her words. 6 For at the window of my 
house I looked out through my lattice, 7 And I saw among the naive, I discerned among the youths, A young 
man lacking sense, 8 Passing through the street near her corner; And he takes the way to her house, 9 In the 
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twilight, in the evening, In the middle of the night and in the darkness. 10 And behold, a woman comes to 
meet him, Dressed as a harlot and cunning of heart. 11 She is boisterous and rebellious; Her feet do not 
remain at home; 12 She is now in the streets, now in the squares, And lurks by every corner. 13 So she seizes 
him and kisses him, And with a brazen face she says to him: 14 “I was due to offer peace offerings; Today I 
have paid my vows. 15 Therefore I have come out to meet you, To seek your presence earnestly, and I have 
found you” (Proverbs 7:1-15). 

Madam Folly preys upon the naive. She “lurks,” for her work is not done in public. She seeks out the vulnerable and 
offers him an experience with the unknown. She appeals to his ego, flattering him until he surrenders, to his own destruction. 
This is not so with Dame Wisdom. She does her work in public. She publicly offers her wisdom to any who will receive it. She 
does not flatter; instead, she speaks to those who need her as “fools” and those who are “naive.” She offers truth, and a truth 
which leads to fullness of life: 

1 Does not wisdom call, And understanding lift up her voice? 2 On top of the heights beside the way, Where 
the paths meet, she takes her stand;  3 Beside the gates, at the opening to the city, At the entrance of the 
doors, she cries out: 4 “To you, O men, I call, And my voice is to the sons of men. 5 O naive ones, discern 
prudence; And, O fools, discern wisdom. 6 Listen, for I shall speak noble things; And the opening of my lips 
will produce right things. 7 For my mouth will utter truth; And wickedness is an abomination to my lips. 8 
All the utterances of my mouth are in righteousness; There is nothing crooked or perverted in them. 9 They 
are all straightforward to him who understands, And right to those who find knowledge. 10 Take my 
instruction, and not silver, And knowledge rather than choicest gold. 11 For wisdom is better than jewels; 
And all desirable things can not compare with her” (Proverbs 8:1-11). 

When our Lord presented Himself as Israel’s Messiah, we should not be surprised that He did so by publicly teaching (as 
in the Sermon on the Mount). He did not seek to gain followers on the fringes of Judaism, but He went to Jerusalem and taught 
in the temple. He engaged the teachers and leaders of the nation, and showed their teaching to be in error. 

Paul and the apostles taught publicly on the teaching of divine wisdom. As he traveled from city to city, the first place he 
went was the synagogue, where he began to proclaim Christ crucified. It is true that unbelievers did not grasp or accept his 
message, but this was because they were blind, not because Paul was being secretive or vague. While Paul and the other 
apostles proclaimed the Word of God openly, the false teachers specialized in the unknown or in the obscure. They gained their 
reputation and following by teaching what was new and novel, and the reason was that it was not true, and it was not wise. But 
it did appeal to many of the unsaved. 

16 Now while Paul was waiting for them at Athens, his spirit was being provoked within him as he was 
beholding the city full of idols. 17 So he was reasoning in the synagogue with the Jews and the God-fearing 
Gentiles, and in the market place every day with those who happened to be present. 18 And also some of the 
Epicurean and Stoic philosophers were conversing with him. And some were saying, “What would this idle 
babbler wish to say?” Others, “He seems to be a proclaimer of strange deities,”— because he was preaching 
Jesus and the resurrection. 19 And they took him and brought him to the Areopagus, saying, “May we know 
what this new teaching is which you are proclaiming? 20 “For you are bringing some strange things to our 
ears; we want to know therefore what these things mean.” 21 (Now all the Athenians and the strangers 
visiting there used to spend their time in nothing other than telling or hearing something new.) (Acts 
17:16-21) 

As we read the epistles of Paul and Peter, we find that the church was constantly plagued by false teaching, and this 
teaching concentrated on the vague and the unknown. It focused on what God has not spoken, rather than on what He has 
revealed: 

3 As I urged you upon my departure for Macedonia, remain on at Ephesus, in order that you may instruct 
certain men not to teach strange doctrines, 4 nor to pay attention to myths and endless genealogies, which 
give rise to mere speculation rather than furthering the administration of God which is by faith. 5 But the 
goal of our instruction is love from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith. 6 For some men, 
straying from these things, have turned aside to fruitless discussion, 7 wanting to be teachers of the Law, 
even though they do not understand either what they are saying or the matters about which they make 
confident assertions (1 Timothy 1:3-7). 
7 But have nothing to do with worldly fables fit only for old women. On the other hand, discipline yourself 
for the purpose of godliness (1 Timothy 4:7). 
3 If anyone advocates a different doctrine, and does not agree with sound words, those of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, and with the doctrine conforming to godliness, 4 he is conceited and understands nothing; but he has a 
morbid interest in controversial questions and disputes about words, out of which arise envy, strife, abusive 
language, evil suspicions, 5 and constant friction between men of depraved mind and deprived of the truth, 
who suppose that godliness is a means of gain. 6 But godliness actually is a means of great gain, when 
accompanied by contentment (1 Timothy 6:3-6). 
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3 For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their ears tickled, 
they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own desires; 4 and will turn away their 
ears from the truth, and will turn aside to myths (2 Timothy 4:3-4). 
16 As also in all his [Paul’s] letters, speaking in them of these things, in which are some things hard to 
understand, which the untaught and unstable distort, as they do also the rest of the Scriptures, to their own 
destruction (2 Peter 3:16). 

Now, in the light of what we know about false teaching and false teachers, let us seek to grasp what Paul is saying to us in 
1 Corinthians 3:21-23. False teachers, in order to draw a personal following, must teach “truth” unique to them, which is not 
being taught by others. They must have a distinctive message. This message cannot be the gospel, or the apostles’ doctrine, 
because every Christian teacher would teach these truths. They must teach a “higher” truth, a truth which results from 
speculative teaching on obscure issues. These matters appeal to the curiosity of some. In gaining this “inside information,” the 
followers of such a leader consider their understanding of truth above that of the rest. It allowed men to become proud and to 
look down on others, like Paul. Whatever novel truth a given teacher emphasized, he alone would be the source of that truth. 
No wonder the Corinthians take pride in men. Their spiritual “gurus” are finding all kinds of “truth” which others do not, and 
(due to their ignorance and inferior teaching) cannot see. The only way to be in this inner circle of “truth,” this gnostic (from 
the word “to know”) cult, is to “belong” to the group, especially to its leader. 

But suppose there is no such thing as the “truth” these false teachers peddle so persuasively? Suppose, as Paul has just 
indicated in verses 18-20, that this “worldly wisdom” of the false teachers is really worthless and destructive? What appeal do 
these leaders have now? None! The church does not have an exclusive “inner circle” of the informed and an “outer circle” of 
the ignorant. The truth of God (like wisdom in Proverbs) is proclaimed to all, and all are urged to embrace that truth. The truth 
belongs to every believer. Indeed, the teachers (if they are teachers of divine wisdom) belong to the whole body. Teachers do 
not own their followers; the saints own their teachers, each and every one of them! 

A word of explanation may be helpful at this point. In the text, the different teachers to whom Paul refers in verse 22 are 
all apostolic leaders. These are not false teachers at all. That is correct. But in verse 6 of chapter 4, Paul indicates that these 
well known and highly regarded leaders are being used symbolically to refer to other unnamed leaders. As Paul’s teaching in 
his Corinthian Epistles continues, it becomes increasingly clear that a number of these cultic leaders are false apostles, false 
teachers, who are seeking to lead men astray from the truth (see Acts 20:28-32; 1 Corinthians 14:37; 15:31-38; 2 Corinthians 
2:17; 4:1-2; 11:12-15). I have gone beyond Paul’s immediate meaning, because it is all too clear where he is going. In these 
early chapters of 1 Corinthians, Paul already sees the divisions in the church as the seed bed of heresy, and so it will be. 

It is not just the teachers who belong to the Corinthians. In verse 22, Paul moves on from “Paul,” “Apollos,” and 
“Cephas” to a larger category, that of “all things” (verse 21):  “For all things belong to you, 22 whether Paul or Apollos or 
Cephas or the world or life or death or things present or things to come; all things belong to you, 23 and you belong to Christ; 
and Christ belongs to God.” In what sense do “the world,” “life or death,” “things present or things to come” belong to us? 
What does Paul mean by these words?  

D. A. Carson, an excellent scholar, poses this explanation: 
The five things that follow “Paul or Apollos or Cephas” represent the fundamental tyrannies of human life, 
the things that enslave us, the things that hold us in bondage. … The world squeezes us into its mold 
(compare Rom. 12:1-2). It demands so much of our attention and allegiance that we seldom devote thought 
and passion to the world to come. … Similarly, this present life clamors to be treated as if it were worthy of 
ultimate respect. … And at the end of this life there is only … death, which hovers over us, the ultimate 
specter. … Thus the constant urgency of the present and … the vague promises and threats of the future 
combine to divert our attention away from the God who holds both the present and the future in his hands.15 

Carson’s interpretation has much to commend it. I would take a slightly different slant, but one that does not really 
contradict his explanation. Paul’s words here are not unique to the New Testament, for he has used several of them elsewhere: 

37 But in all these things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him who loved us. 38 For I am convinced 
that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, 
39 nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which 
is in Christ Jesus our Lord (Romans 8:37-39). 

In Romans 8, Paul is trying to be all-inclusive. He is seeking to convince us that there is absolutely nothing which can 
separate us from the love of God. “Death and life” and “things present and things to come” are opposites, encompassing 
everything in between. I think Paul has the same general intent in 1 Corinthians 3. The “things” he lists are, no doubt, the 
things which seem to own us, or which would try to do so. They are also the things to which we can voluntarily belong by 
making them our master.  

                                                             
15 D. A. Carson, The Cross and Christian Ministry (Grand Rapids: Baker Books [Inter-Varsity Press], 1993), pp. 86-

87. 
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I see a link between the people and the things Paul lists together, which is the key to understanding his meaning. The 
Corinthians think their leaders are the one and only avenue through which “wisdom” and the “things” (the content of their 
teaching or wisdom) they want can be obtained. False teachers appeal to the flesh by offering people what they want (see 2 
Timothy 4:3-4; 2 Peter 2 and 3). These vulnerable saints think the only way they can get what they want is through their 
leaders, so they gladly belong to them. Paul is saying that all true teachers belong to the saints already. All of God’s revealed 
truth, His revealed wisdom, belongs to the whole church, not some elite group of knowers (gnostics). Besides this, all things 
belong to the saints. No one has a “corner on the market” of what God has for His own. They are owned by all of His children, 
and accessible to all as well. The wisdom teachers of this age have nothing to offer the saint, nothing with which to tempt him. 
Forsaking true wisdom to pursue false wisdom is like forsaking your place as a son of the world’s richest man to live with a 
homeless beggar, who says he knows the key to obtaining wealth. Does this sounds a little like the prodigal son? 

How are all these “things” ours? Why do we possess “all” things? It is not due to our wisdom, to our social standing, to 
our status. It is the result of belonging to Christ. We belong to Christ, Paul reminds us, and Christ belongs to God (verse 23). 
Since all things belong to God, we possess them in Christ. How foolish the thinking of the Corinthians is! They are looking 
upon the simple teaching of Christ crucified as shallow and elementary. They are beginning to seek “wisdom” and “standing” 
in mere men, and in the wisdom of this world. That wisdom is worthless and destructive. God’s wisdom and wealth has been 
provided for us in Christ. To forsake Christ is to become poor and foolish, even though we consider ourselves rich and wise 
(see Revelation 3:14-22). Being rooted and grounded and growing in Christ is being truly wise and truly rich: 

9 For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though He was rich, yet for your sake He became 
poor, that you through His poverty might become rich (2 Corinthians 8:9). 
3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in 
the heavenly places in Christ (Ephesians 1:3). 
1 For I want you to know how great a struggle I have on your behalf, and for those who are at Laodicea, and 
for all those who have not personally seen my face, 2 that their hearts may be encouraged, having been knit 
together in love, and attaining to all the wealth that comes from the full assurance of understanding, resulting 
in a true knowledge of God’s mystery, that is, Christ Himself, 3 in whom are hidden all the treasures of 
wisdom and knowledge (Colossians 2:1-3). 

Conclusion 
As I conclude my messages, I usually focus on application. I will do so in this message as well. But let us not lose sight of 

the fact that this text is Paul’s application. These verses are Paul’s bottom line, his way of indicating what we should do with 
what he has taught us. What then has Paul instructed us to do? Basically, he has called on us to repent, to change our minds 
regarding wisdom and men. We are to cease taking pride in the wisdom of men, in the wisdom of this age. We are to regard the 
wisdom of this age as folly. We are to embrace God’s wisdom which the world regards as folly. We are to return to the simple 
message of the gospel—the message of Christ crucified—as the wisdom of God and the foundation for our ministry. 

I fear that we do not distinguish sharply enough between the two “wisdoms” before us that call upon us to believe and to 
act according to their doctrine. The Book of Proverbs makes it clear that such a distinction is not only valid, it is imperative. 
The Book of James makes the same strong distinction: 

14 But if you have bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your heart, do not be arrogant and so lie against the 
truth. 15 This wisdom is not that which comes down from above, but is earthly, natural, demonic. 16 For 
where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there is disorder and every evil thing. 17 But the wisdom from 
above is first pure, then peaceable, gentle, reasonable, full of mercy and good fruits, unwavering, without 
hypocrisy. 18 And the seed whose fruit is righteousness is sown in peace by those who make peace (James 
3:14-18). 

In his excellent book, entitled, God in the Wasteland, David F. Wells makes a strong distinction between these two 
wisdoms. He sums up this distinction in this paragraph: 

There are, then, two opposing ways of thinking about the world that can be found in the West today. The one 
belongs to those who have narrowed their perception solely to what is natural; the other belongs to those 
whose understanding of the natural is framed by the supernatural. The one takes in no more than what the 
senses can glean; the other allows this accumulation of information to be informed by the reality of the 
transcendent. The one indiscriminately celebrates diversity; the other seeks to understand life’s diversity in 
the light of its unity. The one can go no further than intuition; the other pierces through to truth. The one 
presumes that everything changes and that change is the only constant; the other measures the things that 
change by the standard of things that are changeless. The one looks only to the shifting contents of human 
consciousness, which differ from one individual to the next; the other holds the individual consciousness up 
for comparison to the larger realms of meaning in which are rooted those things that are common to all 
human nature. The one acknowledges no ultimate certainties; the other places the highest value on ultimate 
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certainties. All of these differences arise from the simple fact that the one perspective receives its meaning 
from God and the other does not.16 

First Paul calls on us to renounce the secular wisdom of this age and to view life through the divine wisdom which God 
provides through His Word and His Spirit. This does not say that Christians should not be deeply engaged in the search for 
knowledge and truth. It does say that for the Christian, wisdom begins with God and ends with Him. As the writer of the 
proverb says, “There is no wisdom and no understanding And no counsel against the Lord” (Proverbs 21:30). When we study 
nuclear physics, astronomy, or computer science, we begin with the foundation which God has laid. We test all claims to truth 
by the standard of God’s truth, the Word of God. When divine wisdom contradicts human knowledge, we know which to 
question and which to trust. 

Too many Christians are seeking truth in the opposite direction. They begin with human understanding and reasoning, and 
then look to the Bible for an illustration or a proof text. The wisdom of God is the foundation on which all of our building 
should take place, and the standard for all that we think and do. Let us carefully consider the vast differences between divine 
wisdom and the wisdom of this age. Let us beware of placing our trust or our pride in the wisdom of men; let us embrace the 
wisdom of God, knowing that it alone is true wisdom. 

The second area of repentance which Paul calls for is the change of mind and action which characterizes us in terms of 
our boasting in men. The wisdom of men is foolish and destructive. The wisdom of God belongs to all the saints, and it is not 
mediated to us by any one man who is the key to certain knowledge unknown and unknowable to others. All truth belongs to 
us, and all those who teach the truth of God belong to us, the saints. We do not belong to our teachers; they belong to us. We 
do ourselves a great disservice by devoting ourselves to only one human leader. 

Jesus made it clear that men are not to usurp the position and the prerogatives which are His alone (Matthew 23:1-12). 
Jesus did not choose one apostle, but twelve. He did not instruct the church to have only one leader, but a plurality of leaders 
known as elders. The position of “pastor,” as it is practiced today, is unknown to the New Testament writers. We find churches 
today structured in a way that directly contradicts the teaching of Paul—churches established on the basis of allegiance to one 
man. 

Men are exalted in other ways above and beyond that which they should be. Those of us who teach the Scriptures often use 
Greek, Hebrew, and theological terms in a way which sends an entirely wrong message: that no one can study or teach the 
Scriptures who has not learned Hebrew, Greek, and theology. So we have a whole congregation of people who feed on “milk,” 
the truth processed and delivered by the preacher, but who cannot chew on any meat of the Word themselves. We often seek to 
develop leadership in the same ways the world does, and we honor those who gather a personal following. We sanctify this by 
saying, “A leader is one who has followers.” A biblical leader is a man who, in obedience to God’s direction and calling, 
leads. He may or may not have many followers. Jesus did not have many followers in the end, and neither did Paul. We must 
not judge “leaders” by how many people follow them. 

Certain practices and teachings in the church of our time should be carefully thought through in the light of Paul’s teaching 
in our text. One of the current buzz words in leadership circles is “mentoring.” We should be very careful that mentoring does 
not degenerate into “mentoring.” We are not to train men to become followers of men. We are to teach and encourage men and 
women to be followers of Christ. How easy it is in the name of mentoring to violate Paul’s instructions to us from our text. 
“Accountability” is another popular concept, which can easily be distorted into an undue attachment and devotion to a mere 
man.  

 Finally, Paul’s words should cause us to see the folly of following one man to the neglect (and even rejection) of others. 
How easy it is to find our identity and our status linked with one person. When we do this, divisions arise within the church of 
our Lord. I am not a charismatic Christian, but I do think we might learn some things from good, solid charismatic teaching 
and practice. Likewise, charismatics could gain by learning from us. Pre-tribulational thinkers could learn some things from the 
“post-tribbers,” and vice-versa. Arminians could learn much from those of us who are Calvinists, and we may learn some 
things from them. Isolating ourselves to the point where our identity is summed up by one person, or one perspective, deprives 
us of the wealth God has for each of us. “All” things are ours. Let us learn from many of those gifted to teach, and not just one 
or a few. We can learn through radio, tapes, and reading, as well as by a broader contact with believers. Let us make use of the 
vast wealth God has given to us in Christ. 

The teaching of our text poses two extremes of which we should repent. The first extreme is that of going too far afield, 
seeking truth from human wisdom, when we should search for it in the Word of God. The second extreme is in being too 
narrow, in limiting ourselves to but one leader, one perspective, one source of wisdom. May God keep us from these extremes, 
and enable us to seek true wisdom as taught in the Scriptures and expounded by a large number of those whom God has gifted 
to teach and to lead us. 

For Further Thought 
There is an exquisite compass of vision here that is tragically lost when all of our Christianity means nothing 
more than ‘finding fulfillment’ or seeking personal peace or—worse yet—identifying with the ‘right’ party 

                                                             
16 David F. Wells, God in the Wasteland (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1994), p. 45. 
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or Christian guru. We are God’s, and that transforms everything. If we truly understand this, there are no 
tyrannies left. We will want all that God has for us, both in this life and in the life to come. And that means 
we will never reduce the God-sized dimensions of biblical Christianity to all that can be embraced by just 
one Christian teacher or worker, no matter how able or wise. Factionalism is utter folly. Not only does it hurt 
the church, it impoverishes all those who embrace it, for it cuts them off from the wealth of the heritage that 
rightly belongs to all the children of God.17 
If leaders are too greatly elevated in the popular mind, they can do almost anything, and large numbers of 
their followers will trail along unquestioningly. We marvel how many educated Germans followed Adolf 
Hitler without protest; we marvel how many religious people followed Jim Jones to their death. But examples 
that are not so extreme may be more difficult to detect. It is possible so to lionize some Christian leader that 
we start making excuses for his or her serious, perhaps even catastrophic, faults. What we must remember is 
that the leaders are no more than servants. Meanwhile, God loves his church, and he holds accountable those 
who seek to build the church.18 
What might this mean for us today, in practical terms? … But it does mean that if you are, say, a Lutheran, 
you must not cut yourself off from what is right and good in the Wesleyan, Reformed, charismatic, 
Anabaptist, and other lines. (And of course, I could have rephrased that sentence in any combination.) At the 
local church level, it will not do to lionize one particular leader (preferably recently retired or deceased!) at 
the expense of all the others. Ultimately, to do so is to assign him or her almost tyrannical powers. Not only 
does it breed factionalism, it ignores the vast heritage and wealth that are ours simply because we are 
Christians and we belong to God. And, in the sense already expressed, what belongs to God belongs to us. 
Must we have fights over church music? We should have the best, the most God-centered, the most truthful, 
the most edifying. But must it all be in one style? Is there nothing to be gained from wide exposure to the 
company of saints in many parts of the world who have expressed their adoration of the Savior with richness 
of hymnody we can never exhaust, but which we ignore to our detriment. 19 

 

                                                             
17 Carson, p. 88. 
18 Carson, p. 82. 
19 Carson, p. 89. 


