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The purpose of today’s passage is to function as a warning; a warning which 

Paul ultimately issues for our joy.  For the joy of our heavenly reward, Paul 

urges us to build what will last on the enduring foundation of Christ. While 

our salvation is absolutely secured in Christ by His grace, and in no way 

secured or threatened by our works, how we live really does matter and has 

an impact on our eternal rewards or loss of rewards. So Paul is warning us 

to not forfeit the eternal rewards that can be gained through our earthly 

lives. In other words, he is urging us, for the sake of our eternal joy, to not 

waste our lives of frivolous or worthless living. Certainly there are lots of 

things in this world that we could spend our lives on that have no eternal 

benefit. But is it possible to spend our lives on ministry in the church and yet 

have nothing that endures in the end?  That is precisely what Paul is 

warning the Corinthian believers about. If they keep living in the flesh, like 

natural men, they will have no eternal rewards in the end but only loss. So 

Paul calls them (and us) to build what will have lasting benefit in the end.  
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The main point of our passage is this: With Christ as our foundation, we 

must be careful to only build that which is compatible to the character and 

cross of Jesus.  

Paul uses a building analogy to make his point.  In modern terms, Paul 

compares himself to a general contractor. [vs. 10] He’s not the originator of 

the blueprints. By the grace of God he has received them from the Lord and 

has been commissioned to carry them out. His responsibility is to lay the 

foundation that others (like sub-contractors) will build upon. And so he 

issues this warning at the end of vs. 10: “each man must be careful how he 

builds on [the foundation].  

In vs. 11 Paul clarifies that the foundation is Jesus Christ Himself and 

because He is the only foundation, everything that is built must be 

compatible with Him. This is why Paul said in 2:2, “I determined to know 

nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and Him crucified.” In 1:23 Paul said, 

“we preach Christ crucified” even through it’s a stumbling block to the Jews 

and foolishness to the Gentiles. Why? Because the gospel is the only 

foundation that will endure to the end.  

Yet we must not only have the right foundation, Paul goes on to exhort us to 

build with the proper materials that will also endure. [vs. 12-13] So we have 

some choices to make when it comes to the quality of our construction for 

the kingdom. Will we build with gold, silver, and precious stones which can 

endure the blaze for will we use wood, hay, and stubble which will only be 

consumed by the fire? The fire here refers to God’s testing. The quality of 

every believer’s work will be tested. In 2 Cor 5:9-10 Paul said he made his 

ambition to be pleasing to the Lord “for we must all appear before the 

judgment seat of Christ, that each one may be recompensed for his deeds in 

the body, according to what he has done, whether good or bad.”  The term 

bad here can literally be translated “worthless,” that which will not 

withstand the fire of testing. This judgment seat for believers (called the 

bema seat) is not a judgment regarding sin and condemnation. Our sin was 

judged at the cross. That judgment is history. This judgment has to do with 

the quality of our works—a judgment of rewards for what we have done. 

Like Paul, this should motivate us to make it our ambition, our goal, to 

please the Lord in all things.  

So everyone of us as believers will stand before the judgment seat of Christ. 

And we will give an account for how we have spent our lives. We will give an 

account for how we have stewarded our opportunities, responsibilities, our 

heart attitudes, and our deeds. As a result there is tremendous opportunity 

for joyful rewards and equal potential to suffer loss. [vs. 14-15]Paul makes it 

very clear in vs. 15 that this is not a loss of eternal life, but of rewards.  

The image Paul uses to capture this is comparable to a blazing fire tearing 

through a first century city. Whatever was constructed of gold, silver, and 

precious stones would remain standing but whatever was built from wood, 



hay, and straw would be thoroughly consumed. Verse 15 tells us that one 

who used wood, hay, and straw would be snatched from the fire—he 

himself would be saved, but everything he has poured his life into would be 

a total loss. He would lose everything but his life.  We need to ask ourselves 

if this is what we want our experience to be? Or do we want what we are 

building now, with our lives, to have the enduring benefit of reward and 

greater joy later?  

Well this leads to another pressing question, doesn’t it.  How do we 

determine if we are building with right quality of materials? Well, Paul 

doesn’t really spell it out for us here, but only that it will be evident after 

the blazing test of God’s eyes have examine our work. What’s left standing 

was good and what isn’t left standing was worthless. But let’s see if we can’t 

come up with some educated suggestions to help us build more wisely on 

the foundation of Christ.  

1. The quality of our building is affected by our investment in people 

(vs. 16-17). 

Its not until vs. 16 that we see what we are actually building—a 

living temple! The temple is made up of people who have the Holy 

Spirit dwelling within them [vs. 16]. In 1 Peter 2:5 we are described 

as living stones that are being built into a spiritual house with Christ 

as the chief cornerstone. So we are building the church, and the 

church is people. What could be more enduring than building 

positively into the eternal souls of men and women. Nothing has 

greater long-term significance than how you invest in your 

relationships.  

There is also an accompanying warning that follows in [vs. 17]. By 

the way, this verse has often been thought to refer to suicide, that 

somehow God will not have mercy on the person who destroys 

himself. But that is completely out of context. The “you” in vs. 16 is 

plural so Paul is not just speaking to individual believers here but 

the church, corporately. So when he says, if any man destroys the 

temple, he is referring to the church. The question then is, who will 

God destroy? Is this a warning to unbelievers since God will not 

destroy believers? Or is this referring to the severe discipline of 

death to believers who severely damage the body of Christ like we 

see in 1 Cor 11:30? Or is it possible that not being able to see the 

hearts of men, we don’t always discern in the local church who is 

truly spiritual and who is still only living in the flesh? The point is 

this: While we are in the midst of this building project there are 

arsonists that will come along and set fire to the straw with their 

worldly wisdom so as to destroy that which we are seeking to build. 

But they will not escape God’s justice.  

Keep in mind that as Paul laid down the foundation of the gospel 

that he had received, he did this primarily by teaching. Building with 

sound doctrine has lasting reward but when we only teach to tickle 

people’s ears, we are building with flammable material. So I think it 

is prudent for us to ask ourselves, are we teaching people in such a 

way that they will be able to endure the fire of testing as they cling 

to the sound doctrine we have taught them? Are we helping them 

center their faith on the wisdom and power of God? Are we 

preparing them for the testing of their faith? We have no control 

over who does or does not receive our teaching, but I believe there 

is a very real sense in which our joy and reward will be the lasting 

fruit of those whose lives endured God’s testing because they were 

clinging to the true wisdom of the gospel that they received through 

our instruction in sound doctrine.  

I think this explains why Paul could say to the Thessalonians, “For 

who is our hope or joy or crown of exultation? Is it not even you, in 

the presence of our Lord Jesus at His coming? For you are our glory 

and joy” (1 Thess 2:19-20; cf. 2 Tim 4:7-8; 1 Pet 5:4; James 1:12). 

 

2. The quality of our building is affected by the source of wisdom we 

build with (3:18-20; cf. 1:19).  

I think there is direct correlation between our worthless material 

(wood, hay, stubble) being destroyed by the fire of God’s testing (vs. 

15) and God’s promise to destroy worldly wisdom [1:19]. So Paul 



had just said that God will destroy the wisdom of the world and now 

he’s telling us not to build in such a way that our work will be 

destroyed. In other words, one of the ways in which we build with 

wood, hay, and stubble is by building according to human wisdom 

rather than God’s wisdom. What we build according to God’s 

wisdom will endure the fire of testing but what we build from 

worldly wisdom will only result in a loss in the end.  

This is why Paul goes on in vs. 18 to say,… [18-20]. 

3. The quality of our building is affected by our actions and choices (2 

Cor 5:10) 

 

I’ve already mentioned 2 Cor 5:10 where Paul informs us that we 

she all appear before the judgment seat of Christ to give account   

and be rewarded for our deeds. What we do with the choices we 

make has an impact on our heavenly reward. In other words, 

sometimes we build with gold and silver by simply doing what’s 

right and sometimes we build with straw by not going what’s right. 

Yet, God not only weights our conduct but also knows the heart 

from which our actions come… 

 

4. The quality of our building is affected by our attitudes and motives 

(1 Cor 4:5).  

 

Just a few verses ahead in I Cor 4:5, Paul goes on to say, “Therefore 

do not go on passing judgment before the time, but wait until the 

Lord comes who will both bring to light the things hidden in the 

darkness and disclose the motives of men’s hearts; and then each 

man’s praise will come from God.”  

So I think that God weighs the quality of our lives in a way that takes 

into account both what we do and the motive behind how and why 

we do it. Sometimes this may mean that He honors our obedience 

and love that comes from a heart that sincerely wants to do what is 

right (our feelings agree and affirm our obedience). But there are 

probably also times when he honors our choices and behavior when 

we do what is right, not because its what we feel like doing in the 

moment, but none the less we do it by faith because we long to 

please the Lord more than ourselves in the moment. In the end, 

only God knows how to weight these things. This is why the 

believers at Corinth erred in esteeming some leaders above others 

because while they could observe the benefits of their ministry, 

they were not able to weigh their hearts.  

5. The quality of our building is affected by our stewardship of gifts 

and opportunities (1 Cor 12-14).  

Later in 1 Corinthians Paul is going to spend several chapters on the 

role of spiritual gifts and the superior importance of love in the use 

of those gifts. After Paul details for us the variety of gifts that can be 

employed for a variety of effects through a variety of ministries 

(12:4-6), he goes on to remind us that the use of our gifts, even with 

great sacrifice, is meaningless if not administered through love 

(13:1-3).  

Of these 5 suggestions that I have laid out, I think that number two is the most significant in 

terms of the flow of Paul’s thoughts in 1 Cor 3. The quality of our lives and ministry is 

determined primarily by the wisdom from which we build. Any actions, choices, and motives 

of the heart that will not stand are likely driven by a human wisdom. But when we build on a 

godly wisdom that esteems Christ crucified so highly that it is demonstrated in our deeds and 

motives, we build up on the foundation of Christ in way that will last.  

So at a personal level as we reflect on 1 Cor 3:10-17, I think it would be wise 

for us to ask… 

� Am I building on the foundation of Christ with actions and choices 

that are compatible with the character and cross of Jesus?  

� Am I building on the foundation of Christ with attitudes and motives 

that are consistent with the character and cross of Jesus? 

� Am I building on the foundation of Christ with good stewardship of 

our gifts and service that magnify Jesus and His gospel?  



� Am I building on the foundation of Christ with a wisdom that is 

compatible to the crucified Christ?  

I hope that what we are beginning to see is how essential it is for us to be a 

Christ-centered church if we will truly build on the foundation of Jesus 

Christ and Him crucified.  

� A Christ-centered church is not just a motto or theoretical idea, but 

a people walking closely with Jesus in such a way that His character 

and the spirit of the gospel and the cross are permeating our lives 

and relationships, bringing transformation to us and hope to our 

world.  

� A Christ-centered church is known as a people who put the interests 

of others ahead of themselves.  

� In a Christ-centered church, worship is Christ-exalting  and 

overflows with the joy of our redemption in Christ.  

� In a Christ-centered church the gospel drives all that we do because 

its shapes our identity and defines our mission. 

� In a Christ-centered church, we live as though sin has already been 

defeated through the cross, and therefore we are free to pursue 

holiness as our new way of life. Verse 17—“the temple of God is 

holy, and that is what you are!” 

� In a Christ-centered church, there is bountiful fruit of the Spirit born 

out of a joyful affection for Jesus and His Father. 

� In a Christ-centered church people’s faith rests on the power of God 

rather than the wisdom of men (1:24). 

� A Christ-centered church boasts in the Lord rather than men. In fact, 

they even value their own weakness so that the power of Christ can 

be manifested to the world.  

Do you see how much better this is than a church that is caught up in 

human wisdom?  

� A church where pleasing people outweighs pleasing God. 

� A church where worship is gutted of integrity by showy, 

entertainment-driven ambitions to impress people rather than 

attracting the holy favor of God.   

� A church where who we feel outweighs what is true  

� A church where people are jockeying for attention and control 

resulting in jealous quarreling.  

� A church where living according to the flesh is all too natural and 

walking by the Spirit is the exception. 

The warning that Paul issues us is a reminder of just how easy it is for us to 

bring worldly wisdom into the church and build a ministry that will not 

withstand the fire of God’s testing. But it is also an encouragement, that 

when we build that which is compatible with the godly wisdom of the cross 

and character of Christ, no fire can snatch away our reward.  


