
CGYG & LIFE Bible Study: 1 Corinthians3:1-23 
 
 
For Discussion: In your mind, what constitutes a successful Christian ministry?  In such ministry, do “the ends justify the 
means”? 
 
 
For review: Read 1 Corinthians 2:1-16. What is the ‘wisdom’ that Paul imparts (2:6)?  How is this wisdom 
understood/grasped? 

-from 1:17-31, this wisdom is the word of the Cross (1:18) – Christ, the power of God and the wisdom of God (1:24) 
 -the message of the Christ & His Gospel, which the world considers foolishness, is the wisdom of God (1:18-31) 
-These truths can only be understood & grasped as God reveals them by His Spirit (2:10) 

-‘a secret and hidden wisdom of God’ (2:6) and revealed through the Spirit of God (2:10) 
-these things are inaccessible to the natural human mind; but ‘the Spirit searches all things, even the depths of God.’ (2:10) 

-thus,the ‘natural person’ (2:14) [i.e. the person without the Spirit of God] doesn’t accept nor understand them. But 
rejects them as foolishness 
-but the ‘spiritual person’ (2:15) (i.e. the person with the Spirit) understands because s/he has the mind of Christ 
(2:16) 

 
 
Read 1 Corinthians 3:1-23 
-Re-read 1 Cor. 3:1-4. How does Paul rebuke the Corinthian believers in these verses, and why? 

-says that he couldn’t address them as if they were ‘spiritual people’ (i.e. those with the Spirit in 2:9-16), but as people of the flesh 
(i.e. as if they were ‘natural people’ who didn’t have the Spirit – cf. 2:14) 

-not that they were actually devoid of the Spirit (he calls them ‘brothers’ (3:1) and says they are ‘in Christ’ (3:1)) 
-but they were still acting according to the flesh / in a merely human way (3:3) rather than spiritually 
-this was evidenced by the jealousy & strife in their midst (3:3), and in their dividing into factions (3:4, cf. 1:12) 

 
 
-What did Paul mean by calling the Corinthians ‘infants in Christ’ (3:1)? Why were they stuck in infancy? (you might 
consider also Hebrews 5:11-6:3) What are some lessons for us today? 

-being infants in Christ in these verses speaks of those who have received Christ yet are still thinking/acting according to the flesh, 
rather than according to the Spirit (3:1,3) 

-the Corinthians had received the Holy Spirit (2:12) and the mind of Christ (2:16); yet were still enamored with the wisdom & 
ways of the world rather than the wisdom & ways of God, as demonstrated in the Word of the Cross 
-show some evidence of genuine faith in Christ, but still thinking/acting like the world; not growing in the mind of Christ as they 
ought 

-cf. Heb. 5:11-6:3 – need to go over the basics of the faith again & again with them; they are still unable to discern 
good from evil because they remain unskilled & unpracticed in God’s Word & His ways (i.e. in better understanding 
and living out the implications of the word of the Cross) 

- 
 

Read 1 Corinthians 3:5-17 
What two analogies does Paul use to describe the Church? Through these images, what does Paul say about his role, 
and more generally about leadership in the Church? How does this undercut the sorts of divisions that were happening in 
the Corinthian Church? 

-2 pictures – the Church as God’s field and God’s building (Temple) (3:9) 
-Paul portrays his role (and that of Apollos & other leaders) as servants laboring in the field and working on the building, under 
the direction of the Lord – “Servants through whom you believed, as the Lord assigned to each” (3:5) 

-they are ‘just doing their jobs’  each doing different jobs (sowing, watering (3:7); laying foundation & building on the 
foundation (3:10)) 
-neither he nor Apollos are anything; the glory (and allegiance) belongs to God alone, who gives the growth (3:7) 
-they are one - united in their objective/purpose; and each one will ‘receive his wages according to his labor’ (3:8) 

-this applies more generally to all who lead & serve in the Church – servants of God and His fellow workers (3:9) 
-it’s not ultimately about us, but about God and the work He calls us to do together 

no place for rivalry, but rather unity and helping/encouraging one another 
-makes no sense to divide into factions surrounding different servants (Paul, Apollos, Cephas), since they are all working for 
the same Lord & toward the same purpose 

 
Why can the Church have no foundation other than Jesus Christ (cf. 1:17, 2:5)?  What would be the outcome of building 
on other foundations? 

-Any other foundation than ‘Jesus Christ and Him crucified’ rests on the wisdom & power of men, rather than of God 
-Trying to build in any other foundation is ultimately futile - Working in the wrong field/building altogether 

 
 



-In the context of chapters 1 & 2, what does it mean, to build with “gold, silver, and precious stones”? What does it mean 
to build with “wood, hay, and straw”, and why might people choose to build with these rather than with “gold, silver, and 
precious stones”?  Can you think of examples? 

-Building with gold, silver, precious stones – i.e. building with thingsthat will survive the judgment/testing of God vs. wood, hay, 
straw – i.e. things that will not stand the test, but will be ‘burned up’ 
 -things of lasting value vs. things that will pass away 
-In context of 1 Cor. 1-2, ‘building with gold, silver, precious stones’ refers to serving in ways that are aligned with the wisdom of 
God, as demonstrated in the word of Cross – ‘Cross-centered ministry’ 

-building with wood, hay, and straw = serving in accordance with the wisdom and the ways of the world, which God will destroy 
(1:19), and which is doomed to pass away (2:6) and is ultimately futile (3:20) 
 -implication being that those who were causing divisions in the Corinthian church were building in this way 
 -many examples today, of building in accordance with the wisdom & ways of the world  

 
-What encouragements and warnings does Paul give in 3:13-17?  

-each person’s work will be shown for what it is on ‘the Day’ (3:13-15)– i.e. Judgment Day  
-everything will be ‘tested by fire’ – will be shown how we served – whether with things of lasting of value (wisdom & power of 
God) or with things that will ultimately pass away 
-those who built with things of lasting value will be rewarded 
-those who built with ‘wood, hay or straw’ will lose what they have built  no lasting value, no reward for their labor 

-not a judgment for salvation – ‘he himself will be saved, but only as through fire’ – i.e. the laborer is saved through 
faith in Christ, but will not be rewarded for his work 

 both an encouragement (reward) and a warning (potential loss) to build on the right foundation, in the right way 
-Paul reminds the Corinthians that they (collectively) are God’s Temple – the Holy Spirit dwells in their midst 
 -here, is not a reference to each person’s body as a Temple of the Holy Spirit (as in 1 Cor. 6:19), but the Church as a Temple 
 -applies more broadly to the Church (as well as to other local churches) 
 -God’s temple (i.e. the Church) is holy  He loves & cares for it, and will destroy anyone who destroys it 

-likely a warning to those who were dividing the church at Corinth; but more broadly applicable to all who might work 
to destroy the Church 

 
Read 1 Corinthians 3:18-22 
In your own words, summarize what Paul is saying in these verses. 

-Don’t fool yourselves – those who think they’re wise by the standards of the world should become “fools” – i.e. embrace the 
wisdom of God in the Cross of Christ, and so become truly wise 

-the wisdom of the world is foolishness to God, who is wiser that the world and sees the futility of its wisdom 
-So, stop boasting in men, and dividing on their account - what we have in Christ and in God is so much greater – all things are 
ours, including all those servants that you’re elevating, and so much more (world, life, death, present, future) 
 - we belong to Christ, and to God (in Christ) – all that is His is also ours 
-in a nutshell, forsake the wisdom of the world and embrace the wisdom of God revealed in Christ, which is so much greater 

 
 
How should knowing that “all things are yours” (3:21-23) impact on the problem of divisions in the Church? 

-made the divisions in the Corinthian church centered around specific leaders seem petty and foolish compared to all theyhad in 
Christ  
 makes no sense to divide over these leaders, since all the leaders belonged to Christ and to the Church 

 
 
 
How should 1 Corinthians 3 shape the way we view leadership in the Church, and how we serve in the Church today? 

-leaders as servants, working in the same field, building on the same foundation of Christ alone 
 -humility, mutual encouragement & co-operation rather than competition, strife, envy, etc. 
-taking care to build in the right way – in accordance with the wisdom of God as demonstrated in the Cross, rather than in 
accordance with the wisdom of the world 
-learning from & sharing in the work of many different workers – all are ours in Christ 

-remembering all we have in Christ, and remembering all God has given us in Him  makes many of the things that divide us 
seem rather petty & insignificant 
 

 
Reflection and application 
In light of what we’ve learned in 1 Corinthians 3, reflect on your service in the Church.  How are you building?  Are you 
serving with the right attitude, in the capacity for which God has gifted you to serve?  Are you building with gold, silver, 
and costly stones, serving in reliance on His Word and His wisdom alone? Or are you relying on your own wisdom and the 
wisdom of the world around you, building with materials that will be burned up on the day Christ tests the quality of your 
work? Let no one deceive himself.  If anyone among you thinks that he is wise in this age, let him become a fool 
that he may become wise. For the wisdom of this world is folly with God. (1 Cor 3:18-19) 
 


