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What are Christian ministers? How should we view them? What is the church according to I
Corinthians 3? How should we view the church? What are the benefits of understanding ministers
and the church, and what are the consequences of not understanding?
Paul, after explaining the wisdom of God in chapter two, takes the wisdom of God and applies to a
specific issue in the church. The issue Paul addresses is the division in the church as a result of
their failure to understand what Christian ministers are. They’re looking at ministers through the
wisdom of the world instead of the wisdom of God. In chapter three, Paul is driving home the point
that much of Christian growth is determined by how you view things – so adopting God’s wisdom
over the world’s wisdom is important in our Christian growth and maturity.
Human wisdom, or “the wisdom of this age”, refers to reaching higher and higher levels of
enlightenment through logic and reason. In Paul’s day, many people believed that they could
“think” their way up to god or the gods. That through the “power” of reason and logic they could
elevate to higher levels that would escape most other people. In fact, we know historically that
wisdom was called “power”. Wisdom was the ability, the power, to see things that others couldn’t.
Wisdom could elevate you beyond what the five senses tell us about the world. What we can see,
touch, taste, feel, and smell.
Paul will say that “God’s wisdom” can only be gained if He gives it. Humans are helpless on their
own to achieve His wisdom. They can’t think their way up to God and His wisdom. The people of
Paul’s day admired wisdom and compared one another based on their wisdom. A “wise person”
would be asked to talk or expound on a topic. And people would argue with one another over who
had the most wisdom. But Paul would say that there is a higher wisdom, one that cannot be
achieved by our own mental strength. Paul wasn’t interested in discussing topics. The highest,
unreachable wisdom only has one thing to talk about - the meaning of the cross. Understanding
the cross – the death and resurrection of Jesus – is the subject, the content, the topic, of God’s
wisdom.
For people in that day, wisdom was like a set of glasses that caused people to see and perceive
things that most couldn’t. Wisdom, they believed, enabled them to see the world, to see life, to
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understand “the gods”. Paul is saying that God has crafted a pair of His own wisdom glasses.
Without God’s glasses, you can’t see the world and life accurately. But with them you can perceive
things for how they really are. Glasses are something, not that you look at, but you look through.
For Paul, the thing we look through so that we see things accurately is the meaning of Jesus’s
death and resurrection. Christian maturity comes only by wearing the right set of glasses.
For Paul, these believers were struggling in their walk with God because they had on the wrong
pair of glasses. What you see, how you perceive things, will shape how you think over time. And
how you think will shape how you behave over time. Through the cross we see the world
accurately which helps us to live differently.
This age, marked out by a wrong way of seeing things, is in the process of coming to an end. Paul,
along with the other apostles, believed in two ages. The present age marked out by sin and
rebellion (due to faulty thinking – human wisdom), and an age to come marked out by peace where
righteousness will flood the whole earth. One day evil itself will be defeated and removed from the
planet. Creation itself will be freed from all forms of evil.
I Corinthians 3:1-2 - When he says “worldly” he’s not saying they are of the world, in other words,
that they are not saved or not Christians. Rather, he is simply saying that they think just like the
world – as a person who never heard of Jesus. Paul is saying that these believers are not mature
– they are babies in Christ – because they still see everything through worldly wisdom. They are
unable to discern the proper ways of thinking and behaving as a result of what happened in the
cross. How does Paul know that they are still babies in Christ? How does he know they see things
through worldly eyes?
I Corinthians 3:3-4 - Their jealously and quarreling over which minister is more gifted, more
anointed, and has more “wisdom” has created divisions within the community. Some belonged to
the Paul group, others to the Apollos group. The creation of groups that elevated one minister over
another caused them to have arguments over which minister and which group was superior in
wisdom and power. They viewed these ministers the same way, with the same eyes, that they
viewed the wisdom speakers of their day. Ministers are never to be perceived that way. Ministers
are not creating camps for them to “belong to”.
I Corinthians 3:5-8 - Paul asks them “who do you think we are?” “Do you see us accurately?” Paul
here makes it clear that Christian ministers are servants.
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Apollos was a trained public speaker. It’s not that Paul was a bad speaker, he was very good.
But Apollos was trained to speak in a way that others in Corinth would really admire. He knew how
to make his case and create an explanation that others would really be impressed by. Paul
explains that he will not join in on their comparison. He will not look at himself as better or worse
than any other Christian. Apollos was effective in ministering the way he did, but Paul wouldn’t
have been effective in that way. That’s not who he was. In 1 Corinthians, this is the message that
Paul wants to get across. Stop arguing over gifts and titles.
1 Corinthians 3:5 - Servant means, “the one who waits on tables”. Paul is saying, “You shouldn’t
make a fuss about which waiter brings the food to your table. What matters is that God is in charge
of the kitchen.” God is cooking it up, and He’s asking us to simply pick it up and serve it. We are
not to compare ourselves with other Christians who are serving another dish.
God made Apollos to minister in a certain way. It was his personality and background. He
shouldn’t have been pitted against another Christian. Some wanted Apollos to be more like Paul.
They didn’t affirm who God made him to be. His style of teaching and speaking caused divisions in
the church. As a result, Apollos didn’t even want to go back to Corinth. In other words, for a while
God was ringing the bell and Apollos wouldn’t pick up what God wanted to serve. He felt who God
made him to be wasn’t right. This is why we need to affirm and celebrate every person for who
God made them to be so that they can do the work God has called them to do.
I Corinthians 3:10-11 - Paul is saying that he started the church, but that others, Apollos in
particular, came to help build it up. His point is that each minister has his or her own assignment in
the building project. But all have the same message at the core – Jesus and His cross. As an
apostle, Paul’s preaching got people saved and he formed a church. Now others, with the same
message of Jesus are erecting a building on that foundation. The message that formed the church
is the message that builds the church up. All assignments are necessary to the success of the
project. Nevertheless, the foundation and the building up of the structure, must be the revelation of
Jesus and His death and resurrection. But the church is rejecting that foundation and has replaced
it with worldly wisdom. But if the foundation is weak, or the materials that make up the building are
of poor quality, the building is in danger of being destroyed on the day of judgement – or what Paul
calls the day of the Lord.
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1 Corinthians 3:12-15 - Gold, silver, and precious stones are the quality materials that made up the
temple in the Old Testament. The temple was the place of God’s dwelling, it was a place of
worship. These costly materials were the building of God’s temple where He dwelled and where
the people properly worshipped Him. Wood, hay, and straw are easily combustible materials –
easy to destroy. Gold, silver, and precious stones are difficult to destroy, and gold is only refined
and purified in fire, not destroyed by it. The church must be a place suitable for the presence of
God. Only the ongoing revelation of Jesus can create a place suitable for God to dwell. In other
words, the people of God who are grounded in the message of Jesus is the place suitable for God
to dwell.
I Corinthians 3:13 - This is when the full day of the new creation, the age to come arrives. This is
the new earth and the new heaven. When it arrives, it will sort out (that’s really what judgment
means) what should be brought into the new earth and what should be removed. We should work
in a manner that will last – that will make it into the new earth and new heaven in the age to come.
I Corinthians 3:14 - If the foundation is strong and the materials are good the building will survive.
This is about how the wisdom of God reveals to us what sort of work will remain. And that sort of
work matures and builds up the church into a temple – a place of God’s presence and of worship as opposed to tearing it down. And if that work is a work that builds up the church, then it will
survive through God’s inspection. And if it survives, if it remains, there will be a reward for that
person. Paul doesn’t say what that reward is exactly – but it’s not just salvation – the reward is in
addition to salvation.
I Corinthians 3:15 - You’ll be saved by the “skin of your teeth.” You’ll be saved, but some will have
more to show than others based on how faithfully we carry out the assignments given to us.
1 Corinthians 3:16-17 - Don’t you see or perceive what the church is? It is a temple, a place of
God’s dwelling. It should be kept pure by people living in purity. The temple of God shouldn’t be
defiled by the ways of the world. He says this to again reflect their inability to “know” things
according to the “wisdom of God”. Paul has much more to say about God dwelling in their midst in
1 Corinthians – particularly chapter 12 that speaks in more detail about the body of Christ, the
temple of God. And Paul is simply introducing what will be explored more fully in later chapters.
“You are” speaks of one body – not simply a group of individuals. Instead of seeing themselves as
one building, one body, they simply see themselves as a gathered group individuals. God’s wisdom
allows you to see what the church really is. If they are simply individuals, then it is easy for them to
start comparing themselves to one another. It’s easy to identify the differences in each other and
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then then magnify those differences. God has united us as one. The world cannot do that. Only
God can make us one.
I Corinthians 3:17 - This is a very sobering verse and it shouldn’t be taken lightly. This is not
speaking of the average Christian, even those Christians who at the judgement have all their work
burned up. Paul is clear that they will be saved even if it’s by the skin of their teeth. Instead, it is
saying speaking about people who actively work to tear down, destroy the church. These are
people who are at work to destroy a believing community. It is not wise to try and destroy God’s
church, but it is wise to build it up – and there is great reward for us when we do.
1 Corinthians 3:18-20 - He’s saying “take off those worldly glasses, human wisdom, and put on
God’s wisdom which is the meaning of the cross.” “View life this way even if you look like a fool
through the world’s eyes.”
1 Corinthians 3:21-23 - Where they were saying, “I belong to the Paul group”, or “I belong to the
Apollos group”, Paul says you have it all backwards. You don’t belong to us ministers, we belong
to you. In other words, if you join a group and thereby exclude yourselves form the ministry of
other ministers, you’re selling yourselves short. God is in the kitchen preparing all sorts of meals
for all believers, but if you’re only willing to receive from one server you’ll miss out on all the other
delicious food. Again, Paul is saying you don’t “belong” to any one minister, but all ministers
belong to you – they are all there to be in the service of you. They couldn’t see this, because they
had on the wrong pair of glasses. They viewed ministers incorrectly because they didn’t see them
through the wisdom of God.
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