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Rethinking a Much Abused Text: 
1 Corinthians 3:1-15 

Brian Borgman 

1 CORINTHIANS 3:1-15 ABUSED 

The Carnal Christian Teaching (3: 1-4) 

The founder and first president of Dallas Theological 
Seminary (originally The Evangelical Theological College), 
Lewis Sperry Chafer (D.D.), published He That Is Spiritual l in 
1918. In that work, now dubbed in its reprinted subtitle, "A 
Classic Study of the Biblical Doctrine of Spirituality," he gave 
full exposition to the "carnal Christian" teaching, which had 
been briefly articulated in the Scofield Reference Bible, just one 
year before.2 

In Chafer's work, he opens up the first chapter with 
"Three Classes of Men." Chafer based his teaching on 1 
Corinthians. 2:9-3:4. He states: 

The Apostle Paul, by the Spirit, has divided the whole human 
family into three groups: (1) The "natural man," who is unre­
generate, or unchanged spiritually; (2) the "carnal man," who is 
a "babe in Christ," and walks "as a man"; and (3) the "spiritual" 
rnan.3 

In that opening chapter, Chafer describes the "carnal 
Christlan" in the following terms: 
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Though saved, the carnal Christians are walking "according to 
the course of this world." They are "carnal" because the flesh is 
dominating them (see Romans 7:14) .... The objectives and 
affections are centered in the same unspiritual sphere as that of 
the "natural" man.4 

According to Chafer, Paul, in 1 Corinthians 3: 1-4, is 
teaching that a saved person can be under the dominion of 
sin. Amazingly he uses Romans 7:14 to support this idea! Fur­
ther, he asserts that a regenerate man may have his objectives 
and affections completely untouched by the regenerating 
grace of the Spirit! Finally, he summarizes, "There are two 
great spiritual changes which are possible to human experi­
ence-the change from the 'natural' man to the saved man, 
and the change from the 'carnal' man to the 'spiritual' man."s 

Lewis Sperry Chafer had claimed to be "strictly Calvinis­
tic."G Yet, his teaching in He That Is Spiritual departed from a 
traditional Reformed understanding of the work of salvation, 
and, as B. B. Warfield rightly stated, Chafer's teaching comes 
from the "laboratory of John Wesley" and is "incurably 
Arminian."7 Unfortunately, Chafer's "carnal Christian" teach­
ing from 1 Corinthians 3:1-4, gained widespread acceptance, 
and has been given new life time and again. One of the most 
popular heirs of the Chaferian interpretation of 1 Corinthians 
3:1-4 is Charles Ryrie. Ryrie even marshals Herman Bavinck 
and John Calvin in support of making a distinction between 
the carnal believer and the spiritual believer.8 

What is important to notice is that Chafer, and those who 
have followed him, have taken 1 Corinthians 3: 1-4 and used 
it to justify that there are actually three classes or kinds of peo­
ple: natural, spiritual, and carnal. In Chafer's scheme, there 
are two types or kinds of Christians, those who are spiritual 
and those who are carnal. 

Furthermore, what characterizes this "carnal" Christian is 
that his life can be completely unchanged; his objectives and 
affections can remain untransformed. There is no observable 
difference between him and the natural man. He can be walk­
ing according to the course of this world. In fact, he can even 
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be completely indifferent to the work of the Holy Spirit.9 Cer­
tainly there are other related problems with Chafer's teach­
ing-for instance, regarding the nature of man, the nature of 
regeneration and sanctification. However, fot our purpose we 
are simply focusing on his use of 1 Corinthians 3:1-4 to justi­
fy the "carnal Christian" doctrine. 

The Berna Seat and Rewards (3:10-15) 

This teaching on three classes of men is often coupled 
with the next passage, 1 Corinthians 3:10-15. What is often 
asserted within the carnal Christian teaching is that there will 
be a separate judgment for believers, where their works are 
evaluated and they will receive rewards. The usual assumption 
is that those who were spiritual will receive a reward, those 
who were carnal will be saved "as by fire." 

Joe Wall, president of Colorado Christian University, 
wrote a popular level book titled, Going for the Gold, Reward 
and Loss at the Judgment of Believers (Moody, 1991). The entire 
book is devoted to this idea that believers will have their own. 
judgment and should live life motivated by reward. 

Because of Christ's perfect payment for sin at the cross, the only 
other judgment facing the Christian is the judgment seat of 
Christ, or the bema. The issue of our eternal salvation is already 
settled. There is now no condemnation for those who are in 
Christ Jesus. Our entrance into His eternal kingdom is secure, 
without a doubt! 10 

Wall goes on to describe the judgment process using 1 
Corinthians 3:10-15. The Christian's works are simply a mat­
ter of reward. 11 This follows the teaching of Lewis Sperry 
Chafer. Chafer dealt with this section of Scripture in two 
places in his magnum opus, Systematic Theology. 12 Note how 
Chafer uses the text directly for believers: 

Reference is thus made, not to salvation, but to the works in 
which the Christian engages. It is not character building, but 
Christian service. There are, again, two general classes of super-
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structure being built upon Christ the Rock, and these are 
likened to gold, silver, and precious stone, on the one hand, 
and to wood, hay and stubble, on the other hand ... It is 
declared, however, that the believer who suffers loss in respect 
to his reward for service will himself be saved, though passing 
through that fire which destroys his unworthy service. 13 

This interpretation has gained widespread acceptance 
through Chafer and others who have followed in this school 
of thought. It has been popularized by books, such as Wall's, 
and through the Ryrie Study Bible. Ryrie notes, "This passage 
refers to the judgment seat of Christ. The works discussed here 
have nothing to do with earning or losing salvation. The 
rewards (or loss of them) pertain to Christians only. "14 

It is important to summarize the major points that 
emerge from this teaching on 1 Corinthians 3: 10-15. (1). It is a 
unique judgment for Christians; (2) It focuses only on Christ­
ian service or good works; (3) It is only a matter of reward or 
loss of reward. This teaching fits in neatly with the carnal 
Christian teaching. The idea is that a person could live life 
with little or no works, and at this special Christian judgment 
would still get to heaven, without any rewards. 

Exegetical and Pastoral Observations 

My personal evaluation of these two teachings, derived 
from 1 Corinthians 3:1-15, is that they are not only exegeti­
cally indefensible, but also pernicious doctrines. The exegeti­
cal observation will be dealt with in the next section, where 
we will closely examine the text in its context. The other 
observation, that these are both pernicious doctrines, comes 
from a theological and pastoral perspective. These doctrines 
have been used to instill in people the notion that they can 
have true faith and yet be carnal and fruitless. The worst thing 
that can happen to such people is that they lose out on mil­
lennial rewards. This is not a hypothetical observation, it is 
one that I have heard many times over the years. A presump­
tuous laziness can creep in, making people comfortable with 
their carnality and fruitlessness. What makes this so danger-
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ous is that it gives ground for people to think they are convert­
ed, when in fact they may well be unregenerate and hell­
bound. 

My contention is that 1 Corinthians 3:1-15 has been 
abused by Chafer and others. The abuse of this passage has 
been tragic and remains with us to this day. It is my purpose 
in the next section to layout a clear exegetical exposition of 
the text, and then conclude with some doctrinal and practical 
implications. 

AN EXEGESIS OF 1 CORINTHIANS 3:1-1715 

1. Introduction 

Paul's initial concern regarding the Corinthian church 
was an arrogant party spirit (1: 10-17). Fee is certainly right 
when he observes, 

The great issue for Paul is not the division itself; that is merely a 
symptom. The greater issue is the threat posed to the gospel; 
and along with that to the nature of the church and its apostolic 
ministry. Thus, in a more profound way than is usually recog­
nized, this opening issue is the most crucial factor in the letter, 
not because their' quarrels' were the most significant error in 
the church,· but because the nature of this particular strife had 
as its root cause their false theology, which had exchanged the 
theology of the cross for a false triumphalism that went 
beyond, or excluded the cross. 16 

This divisiveness, based on their "infantile status seeking" 
and "preacher worship, II is attacked head on by Paul with the 
gospel itself (1:18-2:5). Paul extols the glory of the cross as 
the wisdom and power of God (1:18-25). It was the power of 
the gospel which came to them through the foolish medium 
of preaching and it has made them what they are (1:26-31). If 
there is to be any boast, it should not be in themselves or their 
favorite preacher, it should be in the Lord, by whose sovereign 
grace they were in Christ (1 :30-31). Paul then gives a wonder­
ful summary of this argument by reminding the Corinthians, 
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who loved to glory in the human instruments, that he came 
simply preaching Christ and him crucified (2:1-2). Paul only 
brought weakness and fear and trembling (2:3). What hap­
pened in Corinth was the demonstration of the Spirit and 
power (2:4-5). 

Paul's second attack on the arrogant party spirit of the 
Corinthians is to show them how contrary such attitudes are 
not only to the gospel but to divine wisdom and spirituality 
(2:6-16). The words Paul uses are no doubt Corinthian catch­
words: "wisdom" (sophia), "the mature" (teleiois), "the spiritu­
al" (pneumatikois). Thiselton observes: 

Paul takes up the major catchwords which had become embed­
ded in the life of the church at Corinth, and his most urgent 
task at this point is neither to reject their validity nor to bypass 
what was important for readers, but to reclaim the terms for the 
gospel by redefining them in light of the nature of God and the 
gospel.l7 

Paul's argument wonderfully undermines the Corinthi­
ans' arrogance concerning how wise, mature and spiritual 
they were. Real wisdom is found in the gospel. This wisdom is 
truly for the "mature." It is Christ -centered, gospel truth 
which the "spiritual" really understand. Paul defines these 
terms in such a way as to demonstrate that real wisdom, 
maturity and spirituality is in discernment and having the 
mind of Christ (2:14-16). 

The next section (3: 1-17) also fits into Paul's frontal 
attack on the Corinthians' false theology. Paul now unfolds 
how unspiritual, indeed carnal, it is to be divided (3:1-4). He 
then sketches the image of a field and the laborers, in order to 
re-focus the Corinthian perspective on the ministry and min­
isters (3:6-9). From there he proceeds to the imagery of the 
church as a building and the necessity of careful workman­
ship in light offuture judgment (3:10-15). Finally he con­
cludes with a solemn warning (3:16-17). 

Fee brings into focus the unity of Paul's argument: 
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The argument that began as a directive against quarrels and 
division (1: 10-13) appears at first glance to have gone astray in 
what followed in 1:17-2:16. As we noted, however, the long dis­
cussion of wisdom and the cross is not a digression, but almost 
certainly the real issue. The church is indeed at stake, but even 
more so is the gospel itself. The wisdom that they are now pur­
suing strips the gospel of its real power; at the same time, their 
very pursuit of it has led to the divisions. With this paragraph, 
therefore, Paul makes the transition from the one argument 
(over the nature of the gospel and the meaning of true "wis­
dom") to the other (about division in the name of leaders ).18 

2. The Incompatibility of True Spirituality and Division 
(3:1-4) 

This brief paragraph is pointed application. Division is 
contrary to the message of the gospel (1:18-2:5). Division is 
contrary to true maturity and spirituality (2:6-16). The 
Corinthians claim to be mature and spiritual; the fact is they 
are not (3:1-4). Paul begins the paragraph with "And I" 
(kago), which probably has the force of "as for my part."19 
Paul is calling to attention his own personal ministry among 
the Corinthians (2:1-5) in order to drive home the Corinthi­
ans' immaturity. This is further emphasized by the aorist verbs 
in the paragraph. 

"I was not able to speak to you as spiritual (pneumatikois) 
but as carnal (sarkinois), as babes (napiois) in Christ." The use 
of "flesh" and "spirit" words is fundamental to Paul's soterio­
logical structure. As Ridderbos has noted, "Rather, 'flesh' and 
'Spirit' represent two modes of existence, on the one hand 
that of the old aeon which is characterized and determined by 

') the flesh, on the other that of the new creation which is of the 
Spirit of God. "20 Paul is not denying that the Corinthians have 
the Spirit, he is simply pointing out that when he was with 
them and tried to teach them, he was not able to address 
them as "spiritual people," that is, people who are living in 
the light of the new creation, illumined by the Spirit, liberated 
from blinding effects of the flesh and the world. 

Paul describes the Corinthians' problem of not being able 
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speak to them as spiritual in terms of being "as carnal" and 
"as babes" in Christ. Although some of the lexicons and com­
mentaries make no distinction between sarkinos (3: 1) and 
sarkikos (3:3), it does seem best to see a nuanced difference 
based on the "as carnal" in 3:1 and the double "you are flesh­
ly" in 3:3. The nuanced difference is brought out by Moulton, 
"The distinction in meaning between adjectives in -ikos and 
those in -inos is generally maintained, the former connoting .. 
. -like, and the latter made of . .. It corresponds to that found in 
the English suffixes -y and -en: e.g., leathery, leathern, earthy, 
earthen."2! Kistemaker also maintains the nuance, "Thus the 
expression fleshly (sarkinos) refers to the essence or substance 
of flesh, while the term fleshly (sarkikos) describes the appear­
ance and characteristics. The first term states an unchangeable 
substance; the second a characteristic that can be altered."22 

The Apostle's criticism of the Corinthians is that although 
they claimed to be spiritual, they were not acting like it. In 
fact, they were acting "as carnal" people, that is, people of the 
flesh, people of this world. Their behavior was not only 
worldly, it was infantile. This is brought out by the derogatory 
"as babes in Christ." They claimed to be "mature" but the 
hard fact was that they were infantile, childish. In our vernac­
ular, they were "acting like babies." 

The next verse explains Paul's criticism. "1 gave you milk, 
not food. For you were not yet able. But neither yet now are 
you able." This verse has often been construed along these 
lines: Paul wanted to go deeper with the Corinthians, he had 
given them the milk of the gospel, and wanted to give the 
meaty doctrine, but they were unable to digest it.23 However, 
this misses the point, especially in light of the context 
(1:18-2:16). 

Fee identifies the issue when he says, 

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." 
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Thus the Corinthians do not need a change of diet but a change 
in perspective. As Menna 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 of meat) and the synthetic substitutes 
which the Corinthians have preferred. "24 

Paul is not chastising the Corinthians because they were 
babes in the faith and had not progressed like they should. He 
chastises them because their attitudes were childish, com­
pletely incompatible with the fact that they were people who 
had the Spirit of God. "The Corinthians are involved in a lot 
of unchristian behavior; in that sense they are 'unspiritual: 
not because they lack the Spirit but because they are thinking 
and living just like those who do. "25 

Nevertheless, Paul does not imply that their carnality is 
universal, but rather localized to one serious and destructive 
area, their arrogant party-spirit. Paul is not saying that they are 
completely carnal, he is pointing out that in this area they are 
acting like normal men (3:3b-4). He is telling them that they 
have the characteristics of the flesh. He then points out that 
this is the source of their jealousy and rivalry. In acting like 
this Paul could ask, "are you not being only too human?" (3:4b, 
NJB). 

Thiselton summarizes the problem as it is described in 
3:1-4. 

However, claims to be Christ-like cannot be sustained among 
those whose desire for status and self-esteem leads them to 
rivalries. Where envy and strife are in evidence, Paul is reluctant 
to use the word "spiritual." He does not deny that committed 
Christians may behave in infantile ways. The church is a school 
for sinners, not a museum for saints ... To be sure, in many 
instances an incongruous gap appears between what God has 
made the Christian's status as a new creation in Christ and the 
Christian's lifestyle which may lag behind it.26 
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3. Proper Understanding of Ministerial Roles (3:5-9) 

In light of the Corinthians' party spirit, their jealousy and 
rivalry (limy teacher teaches more wisdom than yours"), Paul 
now labors to put the ministry and her ministers into their 
proper place. "This paragraph attempts, by way of analogy, t? 
disabuse them of this perception."27 Paul is going to use agn­
cultural imagery, and then transition into architecture. Both 
metaphors will make the point clearly. By the time he is done, 
he will present the ministry in such a way that the Corinthians 
should be kept from preacher worship and preacher bashing. 

"Therefore what is Apollos? And what is Pau!?/I The 
neuter pronoun (ti) is designed to do exactly what it sounds 
like. The question is not "who is Apollos? Who is Pau!?/I but 
"What is Apollos? What is Pau!?" liThe neuter what signifies 
the low-status vocabulary of things, tools, or instruments, the 
status of which is entirely to serve the interests of the user."28 
Paul answers his own question using language that the tri­
umphalistic "super-apostles" of 2 Corinthians would never 
dream of using, II servants through whom you believed. /I Paul 
uses "servants/l (diakanoi) to keep the ministry in perspective. 
Ministers are servants, just like the one who sent them (Mark 
lO:45). They are channels and attendants, not icons to be 
boasted over! They are God's instruments, through which he 
brings people to faith. 

The next phrase is exceptionally difficult. Literally it can 
be translated, /lAnd to each as the Lord gave. /I This could refer 
to the gift of faith that God gave to each Corinthian who had 
believed. It could also refer to the differing tasks that God has 
given to each servant. It is certainly true that "their faith was 
no more the Corinthians' own achievement that it was the 
work of their evangelists; it was the gift of God./l29 As Barrett 
observes, this would fit the context nicely, but "Paul is not 
concerned here (as he is elsewhere) to make the point that 
man cannot create his own faith. 'Each one' refers to the 
preachers, or servants; to each one was as~igned a tas~: as t~e 
Lord gave it, and each person performed hIS own duty. 30 .Th~s 
is more fitting for the context, in that it speaks of the subordI-
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nation of each servant to God in his own task. The Corinthi­
ans cannot boast about Paut or Peter, or Apollos, because 
they were simply doing what God had assigned. 

Paul now demonstrates how the ministers of the church 
work in concert with each others. "I planted, Apollos 
watered./I Both verbs are in the aorist and focus on the work 
of these two servants in their specific and limited acts of min­
istry among the Corinthians. The important fact is however, 
marked by the "but/l (alIa); "but God went on giving the 
increase." Paul switches to the imperfect, indicating that 
"ministers come and go, but God's own work continues./l31 

Paul in his typical theocentric style puts it plainly, liSa 
then, neither the one planting, nor the one watering is any­
thing, but God who gives the increase/l (3:7). "Without God's 
prior activity in bringing them to faith and causing them to 
grow, there is no church at all. Hence the point is clear: Stop 
quarreling over those whose tasks are nothing in comparison 
with the activity of God. Focus on him alone, he alone saves 
and sanctifies./l32 

In order to bend this nail over, Paul then shows the unity 
and diversity of the servants. liThe one planting and also the 
one watering are one, and each shall receive his own wage 
according to his own work/l (3:8). The unity is in working 
under God. These instruments are not rivals, they do not see 
themselves as rivals, their work is a unified effort under the 
sovereign God. The diversity is that each are answerable to 
God, and from God will receive reward for the work each has 
done. The last part of verse eight is preparatory for the teach­
ing on judgment and probably 4:1-5. 

Finally, Paul lays out three simple statements that bring 
the proper perspective on ministers into focus. "For we are 
God's co-workers. God's field, God's house you are" (3:9). 
Paul identifies himself and Apollos as "God's co-workers. /I 
The KN is surely mistaken when it translates this phrase as, 
"We are laborers together with God./I If this were the case, it 
would certainly undermine Paul's whole point thus far! It 
would be odd for Paul to strongly affirm: It is God who is 
everything, we are nothing; we just do what we are told, he 
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causes the growth; we are tools in his hands; and then turn 
around and put himself and Apollos in co-operative partner­
ship with God! This is most definitely a genitive of posses­
sion, "We are co-workers who belong to God." The co-workers 
are Paul and Apollos and they belong to God. This is further 
substantiated by the next two phrases which are also posses­
sive genitives. 

This verse is absolutely critical in understanding the next 
section. Note: Paul and Apollos are the workers. The Corinthi­
an church is the field and the house or building. Certainly the 
language of "house" and later "temple" has its roots in the 
Old Testament. The New Testament Church is now the house­
hold of God, the Temple of God. This too will have tremen­
dous import in Paul's teaching. 

4. The Necessity of Careful Building in Light of the Judg­
ment (3:10-15) 

The central focus and concern in this passage is that the 
Corinthians must be careful about who is now building and 
what is being built. "Picking up the theme of each one's being 
'rewarded according to his own labor' (v. 8b), he is concerned 
to warn, in the strongest possible language, those who are cur­
rently 'building the church: ... Thus the argument continues 
to be a frontal attack against the division and those primarily 
responsible for it. "33 

"According to the grace which God gave to me as a wise 
master-builder, I laid a foundation, and another builds on" 
(lOab). The "grace which was given to me" includes both 
Paul's call as a believer and his commission as an apostle (cf. 
Romans 1:5). "Paul combines the thought of God's unde­
served sovereign generosity (grace) with the notion ofhonor­
ing a master-builder with a privileged commission to under­
take a special task. "34 Paul's experience and skill make him a 
"wise" (sophos) "master-builder" (architekton). That is what 
God called him to do. 

Although Paul wants to maintain unity with Apollos, and 
others, he nevertheless reminds the Corinthians that he was 
the one who laid the foundation of the church in Corinth, 
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and he did it with wisdom and authoritative skill. Certainly 
others build on what Paul had laid, but they had better do it 
with care! "Let each watch out how he builds on!" This warn­
ing is the crux of the passage. Those who are bringing strife 
and division better watch out! Those who claim to be teach­
ing "true wisdom" among the "mature and spiritual" had bet­
ter watch out! 

The care needed in adding on is seen in the fact that there 
is only one foundation that can be laid down for any 
church-which is Jesus Christ (3:11). Another foundation 
cannot be laid down. "Its christological and Christo centric 
character is what makes it the solid foundation without which 
the building would not stand. "35 The foundation is clearly 
explained in 1:18-2:5, it is the gospel ofthe crucified Messiah! 
The foundation is further explained in 2:6-16, it is the true 
wisdom, the mystery of Christ revealed by the Spirit. 

"And if anyone builds upon the foundation gold, silver, 
precious stones, wood, hay stubble, the work of each one 
shall be manifest, for the day shall show, because by fire it 
shall be revealed. And the work of each shall be tested, as to 
what kind it is" (3:12-13). Paul acknowledges that there will 
be other ministers, other workers, who build on the founda­
tion. The quality of their work is described as "gold, silver, 
precious stones, wood, hay, stubble." Many have attempted to 
attribute certain aspects of ministerial labor with the materi­
als.36 Doctrine, people, character, etc. have all been posited. In 
R. L. Dabney's insightful sermon on this passage, he argues 
that spurious converts, often brought into the church through 
the "new measures" are "wood, hay and stubble."37 Although 
there may be many excellent applications from the text, as in 
D~bney's case, I am persuaded that the point Paul is making is 
simply the difference between combustible and non-com­
bustible building materials, those which will stand the fire of 
the Last Day and those which will not. 38 Fee is on the mark 
when he states: 

With Paul's own concern in view, and in light of the context of 
the argument as a whole, one may rightly argue, therefore, that 
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for Paul the 'gold, silver, and costly stones' represent what is 
compatible with the foundation, the gospel of Jesus Christ and 
Him crucified; what will perish is sophia in all of its human 
forms. 39 

Paul then describes the result of the fire of judgment, "If 
anyone's' work which he has built, remains, he shall receive a 
wage/reward. If anyone's work shall be burned up, he shall 
suffer loss, but he himself shall be saved, even likewise as 
through fire" (3:14-15). The picture is the minister of God 
before the judgment on the Last Day. His life work his minis­
terial labor is brought forth. It passes through the fire of 
divine judgment. If it is the real thing, that which is compati­
ble with Christ and him crucified, if it really builds the 
church, then the laborer receives a reward. The reward will be 
nothing less than praise from God (1 Corinthians 4:5). 

Those whose work is consumed will suffer loss. The com­
bustible nature of their labor will be revealed on the last day 
and the loss will be great. The word for "suffer loss" (zaymiow, 
future passive indicative) is a strong one. It cannot have the 
sense of "to suffer punishment" as in the Roman Catholic 
doctrine of purgatory.40 But certainly a sorrowful scene is in 
view. "So because it is better to be sure now than sorry later, 
each preacher should take pains to find out whether he is 
exercising a fireproof ministry." 41 

These verses bring up a very important issue, namely the 
idea of rewards. For many the concept of grace and reward are 
mutually exclusive. Some have taught that salvation is by faith 
alone through grace alone, but rewards are a matter of merit 
and works. Certainly salvation is by grace alone, and the one 
who suffers loss shall be "saved as through firel/, which is simi­
lar to the "brand plucked from the burning" (Zechariah 3:2). 
The relationship of rewards to grace is a delicate one. John 
Murray wrote, "Justification is the only basis upon which good 
works can be performed .... They are not rewarded because 
they earn reward but they are rewarded only as labor, work or 
service that is the fruit of God's grace, conformed to His will and 
therefore intrinsically good and well-pleasing to Him. 1/42 
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Were Paul to see their striving for the prize as calculated to earn 
God's favor through self-effort, a problem would exist. But this 
is not the case; the race is to be run in dependence upon Christ 
who enables the Christian to be victorious (2 Corinthians 12:9-
10; Galatians 2:20; Philippians 2:12-13). And the works that are 
done en route, far from being meritorious, are works of faith (1 
Thessalonians 1:2; 2 Thessalonians 1:11, RSV), done because 
the runner is convinced that to trust and obey is the essential 
condition for the enjoyment of fellowship with God (Philippi­
ans 2:12).43 

The passage has a special focus, the judgment of those 
who labor in God's field and build on God's building. It has, 
as it were, a ministerial emphasis. Yet it serves to instruct the 
Corinthians that they must be carefut they must exercise cau­
tion in who does the building. They must be assiduous in 
examining the materials used. They must look at their own 
lives. Are they on the proper foundation? Are they wood, hay 
and stubble? Or are they gold, silver, and precious stones? 

S. A Solemn Warning to Church Wreckers (3: 16-17) 

This next section sets the seriousness of the whole argu­
ment in its strongest terms. There is more than loss of reward 
at stake, there may be eternal consequences as well. "Do you 
not know" is used ten times in this epistle and expresses 
Paul's intensity and that what he is about to say is "axiomatic 
for the Christian and should not have escaped attention as a 
cardinal element in the community's thinking. "44 This is a 
truth that they cannot afford to be ignorant of. 

"You (all) are the temple of God and the Spirit of God 
c;lwells in you (all)." The focus here is not on the individual 
Christian as the temple of God, but rather on the corporate 
community. Once again we have Old Testament language 
used to describe the covenant community. This covenant 
community, held together by faith in Christ, is the dwelling 
place of the Holy Spirit. By necessity it is to be a holy temple, 
a sacred dwelling place. These pseudo-wisdom teachers, these 
divisive people, these party-spirit people had better step back 
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and consider what the church is. It is not a playground for 
their selfish ambition, or a platform for their status-seeking, 
nor a market for their novel doctrine; it is the very Temple of 
the almighty God! 

That statement of fact leads Paul to make a solemn warn­
ing: "If anyone corrupts/destroys the temple of God, God 
shall destroy that one!" Fee simply says, "One can scarcely cir­
cumvent the awful nature of the warning. "45 Thiselton 
observes that this is an example of "sentences of holy law." 46 
It follows the pattern of Genesis 9:6, and is a divine promise 
of the destruction of the destroyer. This is definitely a stronger 
warning than 3:15. Here eternal destruction is in view. To 
build with wood, hay and stubble is bad, but there is still sal­
vation. To destroy the church is to be destroyed. "The desecra­
tion of the divine sanctuary is a capital offense." 47 

Paul hammers out with repetition why this is such a high 
crime and damnable offense, "For the temple of God is holy, 
which is what you (all) are." 

This section, 3:16-17, cannot be divorced from 3:10-15. It 
is a solemn, serious warning to all who would corrupt or 
destroy Christ's bride. In spite of her many sins, she is still 
"dear as the apple of his eye and graven on his hand."48 

DOCTRINAL AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

1. Doctrinal Implications 

On the doctrinal level I would like to interact with the car­
nal Christian teaching and the Bema Seat and rewards teach­
ing. It seems to me that a contextual and exegetical study of 
the passage thoroughly discredits the popular carnal Christian 
teaching. Fee claims, "This paragraph (3:1-4) has had its own 
history of unfortunate application ... The implication is often 
that because these people are believers, yet 'carnal; it is there­
fore permissible to be 'carnal Christians: That, of course, is 
precisely the wrong application. "49 

Let us remember Chafer's definition of a carnal Christian: 
First, he is a different kind or class of Christian because he is 
carnal, acting just like the natural man; second, he is domi-

RETHINKING A MUCH ABUSED TEXT 87 

nated by the flesh and unaffected by the Spirit, in hisaffec­
tions or life objectives; third, there is no observable difference 
between the carnal Christian and the unregenerate; fourth, 
the carnal Christian is indifferent to the work of the Spirit. 

Let me state it clearly, what Chafer and others have 
described is not a carnal Christian but one who is not a Chris­
tian at all. There is no feasible way to take 1 Corinthians 3:1-4 
and construct such a person! Bishop J. C. Ryle said it well, "A 
regeneration, which- a man can have and yet live carelessly in 
sin or worldliness is a regeneration invented by uninspired 
theologians, but never mentioned in Scripture .... A 'saint', in 
whom nothing can be seen but worldliness or sin, is a kind of 
monster not recognized in the Bible. "so 

We must note that Paul is not speaking in terms that even 
come close to those of Chafer. The fact is that Paul has a spe­
cific area of carnality in view, namely jealousy and rivalry. Cer­
tainly these are bad sins, and impeded the Corinthians from 
being able to receive truth as they should, but we must honest 
and say that an area of carnality is not the same thing as being 
a "carnal Christian." Even Paul's "as carnal" (3:1) and flare 
fleshly" (3:3) reveal that in this area they were acting like 
unsaved people, but Paul was not creating a class, he was 
observing characteristics. They did not need a change from 
carnal to spiritual, they needed some basic Christian maturity 
in how they related to God's servants and each other. Paul is 
calling on them to desist in their worldly party-spirit. 

Furthermore, in the carnal Christian teaching, it is possi­
ble to be in this class and stay that way for the rest of one's 
miserable Christian existence. This. However, is not an option 
Paul gives to the Corinthians. Paul says "for you are not yet 
(op-ou) able" (3:2). "The addressees are simply not yet ready 
for Paul to address them as 'spiritual' people in the full sense 
of the term. They will grow. "51 

Carnality is not an absolute and universal category. No 
Christian is absolutely carnal or absolutely spiritual. Every 
Christian is on a sliding scale, possessing both to greater and 
lesser degrees. No Christian is universally carnal, with every 
area of their life under the dominion of sin. Every Christian 
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struggles with areas of carnality, in greater and lesser degrees. 
Warfield is worth quoting again: 

You may find Christians at every stage of this process (from jus­
tification to glorification), for it is a process through which all 
must pass. but you will find none who will not in God's own 
good time and way pass through every stage of it. There are not 
two kinds of Christians, although there are Christians at every 
conceivable stage of advancement towards the one goal to 
which all are bound and at which all shall arrive.52 

What about the notion of 3: 10-15 being a special judg­
ment for believers, in which their works are examined and 
rewarded? It ought to be clear from the context that there is 
no hint of any such thing. "Here is another paragraph that has 
suffered much in the church: from those who would decon­
textualize it in terms of individualistic popular piety (Le., how 
I build my own Christian life on Christ) .... Paul addresses 
none of these issues, not even indirectly ... The church in 
Corinth, not the individual Christian, is the building. "53 

It needs to be noted that Paul is not teaching about the 
final judgment directly. He does that in other places with clar­
ity. He uses the final judgment byway of instruction, enforc­
ing the fact that the Corinthians had better be cautious about 
who builds and what they build with. If they are not vigilant, 
they might be somebody's wood, hay and stubble. All 
builders will have their work examined. Those who built with 
combustibles will suffer loss. Those who actually corrupted 
and destroyed the temple will suffer eternal loss in hell. 

What is in view is the final judgment where works are 
judged. Paul's use of "the day" (3:13) is unmistakable (Acts 
17:31; Romans 2:5; 14:10-11; 1 Corinthians 1:8; 5:5; 2 
Corinthians 1:14; 5:10;1 Thessalonians 5:2-5; 2 Thessaloni­
ans 2:2, etc). This brings up the difficult truth that there is one 
last and final judgment, where mens' works will be judged. 
Dispensational theology has departed from historic orthodox 
Christianity by asserting that there are a number of judg­
ments, and the Great White Throne Judgment is only for 
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unbelievers. Believers have their own judgment time when 
they get rewards, but salvation is totally out of the picture. It is 
interesting to note that in the use of 1 Corinthians 3: 10-15 for 
a Bema Seat and reward passage, verses 16-17 are rarely, if 
ever, included. It can hardly be doubted that 3: 16-17 is an 
integral part of the section, and since it upsets the proverbial 
apple cart (bringing eternal destruction into the picture), it is 
disassociated with the previous section 

The universal testimony of Scripture and the echo of 
church history is that there is-a great and final day coming 
where all will be judged (Psalm 9:7-8; Matthew 12:36;John 
5:22; Acts 17:31; Romans 2:5-11; et al.).54 This judgment will 
be according to works. Yes, we are saved by faith, but the testi­
mony of Scripture is that our faith will be examined by our 
works. 

The judgment of God would not be according to truth if the 
good works of believers were ignored. Good works as the evi­
dences of faith and salvation by grace are therefore the criteria 
of judgment and to suppose that the principle, "who will ren­
der to every man according to his works" (Romans 2:6), has no 
relevance to the believer would be to exclude good works from 
the indispensable place which they occupy in the biblical doc­
trine of salvation.55 

Let us keep in mind however, that Paul in 1 Corinthians 
3:10-17 is focusing not on the world-wide judgment, but only 
as it pertains to laborers and ministers in the church. The con­
text makes this unmistakable. In light of this focus, Thisel­
ton's comments are helpful: 

This (Le., judgment) may, indeed will, include whether the per­
son concerned shares the justified status of those who are in 
Christ; but it will also disclose the extent to which their work 
has produced some lasting effect in God's sight. For if justifica­
tion by grace means the dissolution of all that is self-centered, 
sinful and unworthy, such things by definition will not "sur­
vive." On the other hand, what was offered in the strength of 
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the Holy Spirit and in the name of Christ will have effects that 
eternally abide within the very existence and praise of the 
redeemed community and the life of God at the last day. 56 

2. Practical Implications 

Unfortunately, because of the abuses this text has suf­
fered, it's impact has been somewhat obscured. Looking at it 
in its contextual and exegetical shape, however, the implica­
tions for ministry and the church are immense. The following 
are merely suggestive, and certainly deserve much considera­
tion. 

(1) Strife, rivalry, and party-spirit can be absolutely 
destructive to a church. What is needed when these problems 
arise is a direct, head-on assault, using the cross itself. It is the 
gospel of Christ that alone can re-direct the hearts of true 
Christians to the biblical perspective of humility and true wis­
dom. 

(2) The church must not raise her ministers to icon status. 
All of the duly called and appointed elders and pastors of the 
church are simply serving God, doing the task that they've 
been called to do. There are no super-stars or celebrities in 
Christ's church; the instruments are nothing! It is God in 
Christ who is all in all. 

(3) Those who have been called to serve God in the 
church must exercise extreme caution regarding the materials 
that they build with. If they use worldly wisdom (pop-psy­
chology, the latest managerial techniques, marketing ploys, 
etc), instead of building with the word of the cross, the mes­
sage of a crucified Messiah, then it will be nothing but wood, 
hay, and stubble. But when the ministry is faithful to the word 
of the cross and preaches Christ in the power of the Spirit, 
then one can have certainty that he is building with gold, sil­
ver and precious stones. 

( 4) This passage gives powerful incentive to be faithful 
and to labor in light of the last day. If we took this to heart we 
would be freed from the "success syndrome" and would be 
motivated by "the faithfulness factor." God will judge the 
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work, and He will dispense the rewards. 
(5) This passage also is a solemn warning. There is the 

frightening prospect of suffering loss. There is the even more 
frightening prospect of being destroyed. This should serve as a 
solemn warning to all ministers who are building on the 
foundation and all others who would dare bring harm to the 
holy church of God. 

(6) Finally, this passage not only sets forth the dangers of 
status-seeking, infantile carnality and party-spirit, it also 
shows forth the beauty and glory of the church of Christ. In 
fact, it is such beauty and glory that makes the above men­
tioned sins so heinous. In a day when there is rampant igno­
rance of ecclesiology and an all-around negativity toward the 
church, this passage comes through with the message that the 
church is the dwelling place of God. It is holy and it must be 
treated and built with care. 
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