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First Corinthians: Chapter 3

Co-Workers Together 
Building the Temple of God
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Chapter 3 has four sections.  

1. Personality Cults (v. 1-4)

2. Co-Workers with God (v. 5-11)

3. Building God’s Temple (v. 12-17)

4. Everything Belongs to You (v. 18-23)
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Personality Cults (v. 1-4).

• Paul closed chapter 2 talking about spiritual and unspiritual people

– He said “We have the mind of Christ!”  

– The Corinthians must have thought he was praising them for 
their spirituality.

• But then Paul lets them have it:  

– They are the unspiritual ones! ( v. 1)

– They are still babies who are not ready for the responsibilities of 
Christian adulthood. (v. 2)

• The proof is their behavior:

– They are plagued by rivalries and jealousies. (v. 3)

– And they take too much pride in their loyalties to Christian 
leaders like Paul and Apollos.  (v. 4)
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Co-Workers With God (v. 5-11).

• The Corinthians’ attitude is what is wrong

– There is nothing wrong with having leaders like Paul and Apollos.  

– But followers of one shouldn’t think they’re better than others!

• To correct their attitude, Paul uses two metaphors:

– Farming in God’s Field (1 Corinthians 3:5-9)
• The Corinthians are like a field to be farmed (v. 9)

• Paul and Apollos were laborers sent by God to work on the farm: Paul’s job 
was to plant, and Apollos job was to water. (v. 6, 8)

• But it was God who made the crop grow! (v. 7)

– Laying and Building Upon God’s Foundation (1 Corinthians 3:10-11)
• The Corinthians are like a building (v. 9)

• Paul laid the foundation by preaching Jesus Christ while Apollos (“another 
man”) has been building upon it. (v. 10-11)
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Building God’s Temple (v. 12-17).

• Paul’s building metaphor is more than just a metaphor
– Gold, silver, and precious stones were used to the build the Jerusalem Temple.
– The Christian community is the Temple of God!”  (Compare Ephesians 2:19-22)

• Paul didn’t make this up.  
– Several first-century Jewish communities believed 

• The existing Temple in Jerusalem was corrupt
• God would destroy it!
• God was building a new temple not made of stone but of people!

– Jesus himself seems to have had this very thing in mind.  
• Jesus intended to build a church, a community of followers (Matthew 16:18).
• When Jesus cleansed the temple (Luke 19:45-46, John 2:14-16), he condemned it!
• Jesus predicted that the Jerusalem temple would be destroyed (Matthew 24:1-2).
• And then said he would raise it up again in 3 days (referring to his body, John 2:19-21).

• Paul’s point is that 
– Those who build God’s temple, the Church, with fine materials will be rewarded.
– Those who try to build with cheap materials of poor quality will “suffer loss”.
– “Suffer loss” means to “pay heavy fines and penalties”.
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Purgatory : The Catechism of the Catholic Church see verses 
12 through 17 as a reference to Purgatory (CCC 1031).

• This helps us to understand what Purgatory is and isn’t
– Purgatory is a Judgment of Christians

• Takes place on the “Day” (v. 13).
• This is the “Day of the Lord”, the final judgment (compare to 1 Corinthians 1:8).

– “Fire” is not literal:  it is part of the “Building the Temple” metaphor.  
• The fire tests the quality of building materials used!
• Poor quality materials will be burned up
• You, the builder, will pay a heavy fine.

• The “heavy fine” 
– Connects this passage to the story of the Ungrateful Servant (Matthew 18:22-35) 

• Jesus said if we don’t forgive others then God won’t forgive us.
• Rather, we will have to pay our entire debt!

– Corresponds to the temporal punishment for sin (CCC 1472-1473).
• Bottom line:  

– God holds us accountable for how we work together to build his Temple
– To avoid Purgatory, build God’s temple with gold, silver, and precious stones!
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Everything Belongs to You (v. 18-23).

• In this passage, Paul gives us the big picture, we can summarize this way:*
– All human wisdom is overturned by divine folly
– We don’t need to understand how everything works or fits together
– All we need to know is that 

• It does work
• It does fit together

• In short
– Our faith is in God, not in ourselves and not in our heroes!
– For all things are yours:

• Your heroes like Paul or Apollos or Cephas
• The world or life or death 
• The present or the future

– All are yours, you are Christ's, and Christ is God's. 

* Following Tom Wright, Paul for Everyone: 1 Corinthians, pages 40-43.


