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Spiritual or Fleshly? 
1 Corinthians 3:1-23 

Pastor Bryan Clark 
 

The past two weeks in Washington have been an interesting study in leadership. I suppose 
there’s a lot we could talk about both good and bad, but one of the things that struck me is how, 
on occasion, childish the behavior has been. I’m all for a good hardy debate around substantive 
issues, but to come out of an environment like that, stand in front of a camera, and sound more 
like a child on the playground than national leaders, seems very inappropriate. And it isn’t a 
partisan comment; it’s equally bad on both sides.  
 
That would never happen in the church, (laughter) would it?  Well, according to Paul it does and 
it’s a problem. If you have a Bible, turn with us to 1 Corinthians 3. Paul identified a problem in 
the church in Corinth in chapter one that was driven by spiritual pride, spiritual arrogance. They 
were dividing into factions, into divisions: “I am of Paul, I am of Apollos, I am of Cephas, I am 
of Christ”. And of course that’s driven by a performance-based value system. In other words, 
taking the value system of the world, bringing it into the church, and creating these factions, 
created a level of spiritual arrogance, by trying to say, “My group is better than your group and 
our way is better than your way and our theological camp is better than your theological camp.” 
 
So Paul’s been addressing them about this issue, reminding them of what grace is really about 
and why spiritual pride is very inconsistent with the theology of grace. The last thing in chapter 
two, that he reminded us of, is that apart from the spirit of God in your life, you weren’t even 
capable of understanding the message of grace. Even the fact that you believe and responded to 
the message of grace is an act of God’s grace and mercy in your life, again reminding us that 
there is absolutely no basis by which we could have spiritual pride.  
 
Having said that, we move into chapter 3, verse 1: 
 

And I, brethren, could not speak to you as to spiritual men, but as to men of flesh, 
as to infants in Christ.  I gave you milk to drink, not solid food; for you were not 
yet able to receive it. (*NASB, 1Corinthians 3:1-2a) 
 

He opens by reminding them that when he was with them, going back three to five years, he 
couldn’t really teach them the deeper, meatier doctrines of the faith, but had to feed them the 
milk of the Word because they were infants in Christ. He says that you were fleshly. That’s a 
Greek word that basically means they were made of flesh.  
 
In the New Testament, the idea of flesh really captures that which I can do apart from the Spirit 
of God. So we go back into chapter two where He called them “natural men,” meaning those that 
have no presence of the Spirit. You do what comes naturally and that’s what trains our flesh. 
But, once the Spirit of God comes into our life, there is a period of transition where we’re still 
acting in the flesh, but we’re moving more to being surrendered to the Spirit and that doesn’t 
happen overnight. This particular Greek word has no blame to it. Paul’s not saying that’s a bad 
thing; he’s actually saying that would be a normal thing. When you first come to Christ there is 
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going to be that residue of the flesh that’s normal; you were infants in Christ; that’s to be 
expected.  

 
Indeed, [That’s a really strong word in the Greek.] even now you are not yet able, for 
you are still fleshly. For since there is jealousy and strife among you, are you not 
fleshly, and are you not walking like mere men?  For when one says, "I am of 
Paul," and another, "I am of Apollos," are you not mere men? (vs. 2b-4) 
 

He switches from his comments that you were infants in Christ and that was normal, to saying, 
“Now here we are 3-5 years later and you’re still that way and that’s not normal.” This word 
fleshly, here, is a different Greek word and it does carry a level of blame; it does carry a level of 
rebuke. This is a word that captures more the idea of the characteristics of the flesh. In other 
words, as a new believer, I would expect you to act like an infant. But now, as time has passed, 
you really shouldn’t be acting so childish. You really shouldn’t be so fleshly.  
 
He says that the reason he’s saying that is there is jealousy and strife among you. You can tell, 
just by the terminology, he’s talking again about the fact that this performance-based value 
system from the world has come into the church. It creates this competition; it creates this 
comparison; it creates this level of arrogance. “Our group is better than your group; our way is 
better than your way.” Somehow there’s a competition and a comparison and it leads to a 
jealousy; it leads to strife; it leads to an infighting that characterizes children on a playground, 
more than mature adults.  
 
He says, if you’re acting that way, … “are you not fleshly and are you not still living like mere 
men?” meaning there’s no evidence of the Spirit; that shouldn’t still be the way you’re behaving. 
And then in verse four he identifies, again, these factions which are the specific issues he’s 
dealing with in Corinth.  
 
Verse 5: 
 

What then is Apollos? And what is Paul? Servants through whom you believed, 
even as the Lord gave opportunity to each one.  I planted, Apollos watered, but 
God was causing the growth.  So then neither the one who plants nor the one who 
waters is anything, but God who causes the growth.  Now he who plants and he 
who waters are one; but each will receive his own reward according to his own 
labor.  For we are God's fellow workers; you are God's field, God's building. 
 (vs. 5-9) 

 
They were dividing into these factions following Paul and following Apollos, and so he raises 
the question, “Who are these men?” And the answer is, “They’re table waiters.” The word 
translated “servant” is the Greek word for table waiter; it’s a very lowly term. What happens in a 
religious system is, you have religious leaders that are made into this clergy cast that somehow is 
a cut above, and so you have the clergy cast and then you have the rest of the people. And that’s 
true in a religious-based system, but when you move into an economy of grace, there is no such 
division.  
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The calling of leaders is to serve. The calling of leaders is to be a table waiter. He uses this 
metaphor of a field that’s to be planted and watered. We’re all in this together and there is no 
distinction between one and the other. They’re table waters, through whom you believed. In 
other words, they were the vehicle for the message; you heard it and you believed, but you’re 
elevating their status. You’re elevating who they are; you don’t understand the economy of 
grace. That’s the way it works in the world, but that’s not the way it works in God’s economy. 
He says, “I planted, Apollos watered, but God was causing the growth.” Not only did God 
provide the opportunity, God was the One doing the work; they were nothing more than the 
mouthpiece.  
 

So then neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but God 
who causes the growth. (vs.7)  

 
What he’s saying is, “It’s God’s business to call people.” The fact that we “believe” is a work of 
God’s grace; the fact that we’re “called” is a work of God’s grace; the fact that we have an 
opportunity to “serve” Him is a work of His grace. The fact that anything positive happens out of 
that service, is God doing the work, completely stripping away any possibility for spiritual 
celebrity or spiritual pride. At the end of the day, only God is worthy of the praise.  
 

Now he who plants and he who waters are one; (vs. 8a) 
 
What he’s saying is that there is no calling that is higher than another calling in the Body of 
Christ. It doesn’t really matter if you were called to be a sower of the seed, if you’re called to 
water, if you’re called to weed the garden. At the end of the day, God’s responsible for the 
opportunity; God’s responsible for the growth; God’s responsible for all of it! Therefore, at the 
end of the day, we’re all one, equally called and valued by God to be stewards of our calling.  
 
 …but each will receive his own reward according to his own labor (vs. 8b) 
 
What the text is saying is that every single Christian has equal opportunity for reward. In a 
performance-based system you have those people that seemingly outperform other people. They 
have a higher calling; they have a holier calling; they somehow outperform the rest and the 
implication would be they are more deserving of more reward. And that’s the way the religious 
system works. But what he’s saying here is, “No, at the end of the day, whether you’re called to 
preach or whether you’re called to work in the nursery or whether you’re called to some other 
service role, wherever or whatever that would be, we are all equally valued by God, no one 
more, no one less.”  
 
And as long as we are faithful to what God has called us to, then God will reward according to 
our labor. That word reward is the Greek word that means a wage. God will give us some sort of 
a wage, based on what?..based on our labor.  Now the whole concept of rewards is very difficult 
in a grace-based environment. If God is the one who is responsible for saving us, God is the one 
who’s responsible for calling us, God is the one who gives us opportunity; God is the one that 
causes the growth. At the end of the day, God is the one who does everything! What am I being 
rewarded for?  
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The danger when we talk about rewards is we slip back into a performance-based value system 
and we’re back to thinking if somebody outperforms somebody else, they’re more worthy of 
rewards. But everything Paul is saying is, “That’s not the way it works.” So, what’s the deal with 
the rewards? Well, Paul’s going to talk about it a little bit more so we’ll wait until he gets there. 
For now, 
 
 Verse 9: 
 
 For we are God's fellow workers; you are God's field, God's building. 
 
He’s using this metaphor of a field. And he’s saying, “You know he came along and planted; 
Apollos came along and watered; God’s the one that brought the growth; they’re the field that 
has emerged because of that. All of the credit and glory goes to God; we’re in this together.” 
 
 And then he switches the metaphor to a metaphor of a building and he’s going to talk about that. 
Verses 5-9 are really interesting to think about in light of the celebrity culture in which we live.  
You’ve heard me say this multiple times, but I have great concerns about taking the celebrity 
culture of the world and just moving it into the church and somehow trying to Christianize it. It 
is completely inconsistent with everything we’re about in an economy of grace. What Paul is 
saying completely eliminates any possibility of a Christian celebrity culture. If there were any 
people who would have been Christian celebrities in the first century, it would’ve been Paul! It 
would have been Apollos and yet, he’s saying, “Hey, we’re nothing but table waiters; we’re 
nothing but servants here. God is the one that gave us opportunity; God is the one who did the 
work; God is the one who gets the credit and, at the end of the day, we’re all equally valued in 
God’s eyes.”  
 
Now this whole celebrity thing has basically two points of responsibility. There are certain 
people that have been called to roles that are more visible: somebody who’s an author, 
somebody’s who’s a musician, somebody who’s a preacher. On our end of the deal we have to 
remember that the only reason we have this opportunity is, God’s grace. The only reason 
anything good could happen would be, God’s grace. The only reason that anything of 
significance could take place is, God’s grace. Therefore He is responsible when people like me 
start to think we’re somehow more valuable to the Kingdom than somebody who works in the 
nursery or somebody that helps in the parking lot or on the landscaping. People like me lose our 
way.  
 
There should be no personality-driven churches; there should be no such thing as a celebrity 
culture within the economy of grace. So people in roles like mine can never forget who we are 
and what we’ve been called to. But the other end of the deal is for those people who view those 
that are more visible, for example, your favorite Christian musician, your favorite radio preacher, 
your favorite Christian author. If you believe that it would be a greater privilege for you to meet 
one of those people than the person who works in the nursery, then you’ve reverted back to a 
performance-based value system.  
 
Let’s use Billy Graham as an example. Billy Graham is responsible for his own heart and what 
he does with the opportunities that God has given to him. That part we can’t control. But, if we 
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were to see him walk through the building, would we somehow consider him to be of more value 
in the Kingdom than the third grade Sunday School Teacher? If the answer is, “Yes,” then we 
don’t understand grace! He’s nothing more than a table waiter.  The opportunity, the growth, 
anything that God’s done through him, is purely a work of God and makes him no more or no 
less than any person sitting in a seat here this morning. It’s a very difficult thing to maintain a 
right perspective when it goes contrary to everything that we experience in this culture.  
 
Verse 10: 
 

According to the grace of God which was given to me, like a wise master builder I 
laid a foundation, and another is building on it. But each man must be careful how 
he builds on it.  For no man can lay a foundation other than the one which is laid, 
which is Jesus Christ. (vs. 10-11) 

 
You can’t miss in verse 10 that he says, “according to grace”. Again he’s going to talk about his 
calling, his role in the life of the Corinthian believers. It’s all on the basis of grace, according to 
God’s grace, that he’s had this opportunity. And the opportunity was to lay the foundation, in 
other words preach the message of the gospel, which was the beginning of their spiritual journey. 
That laid the foundation, which is Jesus Christ.  
 
A “master builder” is taken from the Greek word from which we get our English word, architect. 
But, in the Greek worlds, an architect was not somebody who drew the pictures; it was someone 
who was the site manager. We might use the term general contractor. He was the one who 
showed up in Corinth; he was the site manager; he was the general contractor to this spiritual 
building that God was putting together. His job was to lay the foundation.  
 
Now there are those who believe that part of the problem in Corinth was that there was a very 
strong movement to establish the church on a foundation of Peter. You’ll notice that Paul’s been 
very careful to use Paul and Apollos as his illustration, because the problem point might very 
well have been Peter. It goes all the way back to the Gospels. When Jesus asked Peter the 
question, “Peter, who do you think I am?” Peter said, “Thou art the Christ, the Son of the Living 
God.” And Jesus said, “Peter, upon this rock, I will build my church.”  
 
There were those in the first century, like people today, who believe that Peter was the 
foundational rock of the church. But what Paul was saying here is you cannot build the church on 
any foundation other than the foundation of Jesus Christ. He’s very clear here; you cannot build 
the foundation on a mere man.  
 
So, if it isn’t clear in the Gospel of Matthew when Jesus made that statement, it is really clear 
here. When Jesus said, “Upon this rock, I will build my church”, He was referring to Peter’s 
statement, “That thou art the Christ, the Son of the Living God.” There is no foundation other 
than Jesus Christ. Then he issues a warning, “Be very careful how you build on it.”  
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Verse 12:  
    
Now if any man builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, 
hay, straw, each man's work will become evident; for the day will show it, because 
it is to be revealed with fire; and the fire itself will test the quality of each man's 
work.  If any man's work which he has built on it remains, he will receive a 
reward. If any man's work is burned up, he will suffer loss; but he himself will be 
saved, yet so as through fire. (vs. 12-15) 

 
He encourages them to think about their building materials that they’re using to build on the 
foundation of Jesus Christ. He talks about gold, silver, and precious stones, which were the 
building materials for the temples in Corinth and he talks about wood, hay and straw which were 
the building materials of a personal dwelling. In the ancient world fires were commonplace. 
They didn’t have electricity. They used lanterns and it wasn’t at all unusual that the lantern 
would be put in the wrong spot or fall over and a fire started. They were fairly common.  
 
It’s most likely all of these people had seen a fire break out in a corner of the city and sweep 
through an area of town, and it is very obvious what remains and what is consumed. So he’s 
probably using an imagery that they were very familiar with, and it was very obvious some of 
these materials make it through the fire; some of them do not. 
 
 He says,..each man's work will become evident; for the day will show it... What day is 
that?...the day of judgment! 
 
 ...will show it because it is to be revealed with fire...  The “it”, there grammatically connects 
to “the day”, so the day will be obvious because it will come “with fire”. Fire is symbolic of 
judgment. So there’s coming a day when there will be a day of judgment.  
 
...and the fire itself will test the quality of each man's work.  
  
Now (one side note here), some of you are familiar with those who teach a basically medieval 
doctrine called Purgatory. It’s the idea that after you die, you go to kind of a staging area and, 
after a certain period of time there, depending on multiple factors, you continue on into the 
presence of God. It was started by Thomas Aquinas in the Middle Ages. The only verse in the 
New Testament that is used to support that idea is this verse in 1Corinthians 3. When you read it 
in its context, it is obvious that it has nothing to do with what Paul is talking about. As a matter 
of fact, the verb tenses make that conclusion impossible because they are a “moment in time” 
verb tense, which means this is not a “period of time”; this is a moment in time judgment of 
Jesus.  
 
You might also be interested to know that Cardinal Ratzinger, who today is the current Pope 
Benedict XVI, is clearly on record as saying that he believes that the New Testament supports 
the idea that this fire of judgment is a “moment of time”. Jesus is the fire and there is no support 
for the Medieval doctrine of Purgatory. So, that’s worth noting as well.  
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He says in verse 14:  
 

If any man's work which he has built on it remains, he will receive a reward. If any 
man's work is burned up, he will suffer loss; but he himself will be saved, yet so as 
through fire. (vs. 14-15) 
 

So, what is he saying here? He’s saying that the day that Jesus comes and Jesus judges his 
people, based on what we have done, those who go through the fire and their works come 
through the fire and remain, in other words, built with gold, silver and precious stones, those 
works will remain and are worthy of reward.  
 
I suggested to you last spring and I suggest to you again today that this is very consistent with 
the idea of a new heaven and a new earth and the idea that, as we begin to bring the future 
forward, we’re building for the Kingdom today.  Those things that are built with materials that 
last, will come through the fire and will remain into the new heaven and the new earth, and we 
will know that we were part of something that will last.  
 
Contrary to that are those whose works go through the fire and the fire consumes them and they 
are lost. What is lost? Well, the works are lost and what’s implied in that, is there is no reward. 
But then he’s quick to say, ...he will suffer loss; but he himself will be saved, yet so as 
through fire, reminding us this is not a judgment of salvation; this is not a judgment of whether 
we get into heaven or not. This is a judgment of works and whether or not we receive a reward or 
not.  
 
There are several things to think about here. Number one, Paul doesn’t define rewards so we’re 
not going to try to define it. In this particular text he is in essence saying, “That’s not the point,” 
so let’s just honor that. What he is saying is there are those works that will make it through the 
fire and there are those works which will not. So what does he mean by that? Well, let’s think 
about what we’ve already studied in Corinthians. He has told us on multiple occasions that the 
value system of this world, this performance-based value system, it will not endure. It will fade 
away; it will not last. And what’s been the substance of this discussion is: there are competing 
values systems; one will fade away; one will endure forever, and that certainly is the context into 
which he goes, in this discussion about rewards.  
 
So, is he saying that if your works are motivated by a performance-based religious mindset, 
where you think on the basis of these works, I somehow am more than, I somehow am better 
than, I somehow merit more favor with God, somehow that makes me a cut above, somehow I’m 
a better Christian than somebody else, because I did this? Those works will be burned up 
because they were wrongly motivated.  
 
Contrary to that is the idea that those things that are done in an economy of grace, understanding 
that the calling is the gift of His grace, the opportunity is the gift of His grace, the work is the gift 
of His grace, that I’m nothing more than a vehicle, I’m nothing but a table waiter, I’m just trying 
to be faithful to what God has called me to do. Let him who boasts, boast in the Lord. I’m not 
trying to prove anything; I’m not trying to demonstrate I’m somehow better than anyone; I’m 
simply, out of a love relationship with God, seeking to be faithful to what he’s called me to do.  
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Those works, rightly motivated, will go through the fire and remain and be worthy of reward. 
 
Now we’re not going to define reward this morning but it’s very important that we don’t slip 
back into a performance-based system where the reward must be a bigger mansion; the reward 
must be a bigger heavenly bank account; the reward must be “this”, the reward must be “that,” 
and then we’re moving back into this other system. At the end of the day, the reward can only 
reflect glory to God. That’s the whole point. God did it all, so the reward has to, in some way, 
ultimately be about God’s glory and not ours, in order for this grace-based system to remain 
intact. 
 
If it’s true that the basis by which works are either burned up or they remain is based on the 
motive, and that’s based on either a value system of grace or a value system of performance, it 
would explain why he said in verse ten, “Be careful how you build on this foundation.” The 
wording is not to be careful with what materials you use; be careful of your motive. And then he 
talks about gold, silver and precious stones, wood hay and straw or stubble.  
 
In other words, what he’s saying is the how determines the what.  If you are rightly motivated, 
then your building materials are gold, silver and precious stones. If you’re wrongly motivated, 
then it’s wood, hay and stubble. The how is what determines the what. In other words, what he’s 
saying is this discussion in Corinthians is a really big deal! Not only does it create jealousy and 
strife and quarrels and divisions and all kinds of problems in the church, it also is going to affect 
whether your Christian life is ultimately going to be about that which lasts and goes through the 
fire, or whether your Christian life will just be a Christianized version of the performance-based 
system of the world, and, at the end of the day, whatever you did will be burned up and lost.  
 
Verse 16: 
 

Do you not know that you are a temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwells 
in you? If any man destroys the temple of God, God will destroy him, for the 
temple of God is holy, and that is what you are.  (vs. 16-17) 

 
All the pronouns there are plural. He’s not saying “you personally” are a temple. He’s saying 
“we collectively” are the temple. We are this building that God is building, and He is building 
this temple of people redeemed by the grace of God, and it’s in this temple where the Spirit 
resides. In other words, God is building this magnificent building of Grace and, “Woe to those 
who take the value system of this world and introduce it into this temple of grace”. When he says 
the word “destroys” here, it’s not a word that means annihilate. It’s not a word that’s ever used of 
eternal destruction; it’s a word that means “to corrupt”. It carries the idea that it’s basically a 
warning, “Woe to those who would bring a performance-based value system into God’s temple 
of grace, and so, corrupt it”. It’s God’s way of saying He takes this issue very seriously.  
 
Verse 18: 

   
 Let no man deceive himself. If any man among you thinks that he is wise in this 
age, he must become foolish, so that he may become wise. For the wisdom of this 
world is foolishness before God. For it is written, "He is THE ONE WHO 
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CATCHES THE WISE IN THEIR CRAFTINESS"; and again, "THE LORD 
KNOWS THE REASONINGS of the wise, THAT THEY ARE USELESS." So 
then let no one boast in men. For all things belong to you... (vs. 18-22) 
 

He is warning us against deceiving ourselves into thinking we are something based on our 
performance, based on our spiritual accomplishments, because what he’s saying, he quotes from 
Job in the Old Testament and he quotes from the Psalms. When he quotes from Job, he says, "He 
is THE ONE WHO CATCHES THE WISE IN THEIR CRAFTINESS." In other words, what 
makes sense to people in our world is the world of religion, that, based on your performance, 
based on your ability to perform for God, that is the basis by which you merit favor with God. 
That is the basis by which you become somebody before God; that’s the basis by which God will 
choose His high achievers. That makes sense to people. That’s why religion is so popular, 
because it stays consistent with everything we’ve ever experienced in this world.  
 
But what he’s saying here from Job is, if you think that’s the way it’s going to work, then God 
will hold you accountable for your performance and you're going to get caught in your own 
cleaver craftiness. When he quotes from the Psalm, he says, "THE LORD KNOWS THE 
REASONINGS of the wise, THAT THEY ARE USELESS." In other words, what makes sense 
to us, at the end of the day, is silly to God. Any thought that we, in ourselves, could somehow 
merit some sort of favor with God because we’re such high performers, while that may make 
sense to us, it is silly before a holy God.  
 
Rather we must embrace the foolishness of the Gospel, because it’s when we embrace the 
foolishness of the Gospel that we take one step towards the holiness of God. The foolishness of 
the Gospel is the reality that, based on the death, burial and resurrection of Jesus two thousand 
years ago, God offers us salvation as a gift. A salvation that includes the forgiveness of sin, a 
salvation that includes a relationship with God, a salvation that includes more than we could 
even begin to imagine. That’s what he said in chapter 2 when he quoted from Isaiah, that things 
beyond our ability to even comprehend are ours in Christ, simply on the basis of His grace. To 
the world that seems foolish; to us, it is the power of God unto salvation.  
 
Until we are broken of our belief that we can be our own God, that we can perform our way to 
God, that we can embrace the wisdom of this world, we will never truly be wise. The conclusion,  
 
Verse 21: 
 

So then let no one boast in men. (vs.21a) 
 

No celebrity culture... it just simply is not acceptable in the world of grace. It’s all God, from 
beginning to end; it’s all God and it’s all grace. One person plants; one person waters; one person 
weeds.  God gives the opportunity; God gives the growth; God does the work and God gets the 
glory. It was beautifully illustrated for you in the Worship, as one person lays the foundation and 
the next one brings another color and another color and another color until you have this 
beautiful tapestry of grace. That’s a beautiful picture of this magnificent temple of grace that 
God calls His Church.  
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For all things belong to you, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or 
death or things present or things to come; all things belong to you, and you belong to 
Christ; and Christ belongs to God. (vs. 21b-23) 

 
That’s one of those paragraphs again, when you get done reading it, you say, “Now, what was 
that again?” It’s kind of confusing. What he is saying is absolutely magnificent! Think of it like 
this, in a performance-based value system, what are you trying to accomplish? What are you 
trying to achieve? At the end of the day, what would you like the return to be? People are trying 
to find a sense of self.  They’re trying to find a place to belong; they’re trying to find personal 
value; they’re trying to find some basis by which I can say, “I really am somebody, I really do 
matter, I really do have value.” And that creates a value system that’s full of competition and 
comparison that can only bring about jealousy and strife. It’s you against me and we’re 
constantly comparing and competing to see how we measure up.  
 
What Paul is saying is, that it is no longer necessary because you already have it all! Anything 
you can name, you already have it. It’s been given to you in an act of God’s grace. That’s what 
he’s saying there; it all belongs to you! Whether it’s people like Paul and Apollos or Cephas, or 
the world or life or death or things present or things to come, all things belong to you and you 
belong to Christ and Christ belongs to God; this is the magnificent truth of Grace. Everything 
that people in our world are trying to ultimately accomplish through a performance-based system 
is already yours, this morning, as a gift of God’s grace. It’s yours! You don’t have to compete for 
it; you don’t have to perform for it; you don’t have to be somebody for it; it’s already yours! It’s 
given to you as a gift of His grace.  
 
Your value, your worth, your sense of self, meaning and purpose in life, whatever the world is 
seeking for, it’s already yours and it’s given to you as a magnificent gift of His grace. Therefore, 
I don’t have to compare; I don’t have to compete; I don’t have to perform. I don’t have to be 
characterized by jealousy and strife, because I already have it. What am I performing for? It sets 
me free to be a table waiter; it sets me free to be a servant. I’m not trying to prove anything to 
you; I’m not trying to impress you; I’m not trying to impress anybody; I’ve just been set free 
from all that; I already have all that. I found it in Christ and Christ is in God! I’m set free to be a 
table waiter. God, whatever you ask me to do, I just want to be faithful to do that. Out of a heart 
that loves you and wants to be faithful to serve you, my desire is that You get the glory in this 
magnificent temple of grace.  
 
The wonder of grace is it absolutely sets you free from the baggage of this world in a way 
nothing else can. There is no place for spiritual pride in an economy of grace; you didn’t do 
anything to provide a basis for pride. It’s been all God from beginning to end. There is no basis 
to consider one person as more valuable, more important than anybody else; we’re all in this 
equally together. There are those of you here this morning, you don’t struggle with spiritual 
pride; you struggle at the other end. You struggle with your sense of self, your sense of self 
esteem and where you belong and where you fit and it makes you miserable every single day. 
You need to understand that, too, is a reflection of the exact same thing. You’ve bought into a 
performance-based value system and you’re thinking you don’t perform very well; therefore, you 
have little value. Therefore, you think poorly of yourself. That’s just as worldly as spiritual pride. 
And it is very inconsistent with the economy of grace.  
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If you could understand grace, you could understand, “All that’s out; all that’s out! I’m not 
competing; I’m not comparing; I’m just set free to do what God has called me to do, rightly 
motivated for God’s glory.” My prayer would be that that would be true for every single one of 
us. That that day, when we stand before Jesus, we would find that we built with gold, silver and 
precious stones, because we were rightly motivated for God’s glory.  
 

Father, we’re thankful that You have called us; You have saved us; You have given us 
opportunities; You have caused the growth; Lord, You’ve done it all! Therefore, we have no 
basis for spiritual pride. But, Lord, it’s more than that. This magnificent gift of your grace has 
given us all we could ever need or want. Lord, it’s not out there somewhere that we someday 
might perform well enough to get it. It’s ours this morning, as a gift of Your grace that sets us 
free from the strife and the jealousy, sets us free from the performance of this world. It sets us 
free to be table waiters, servants in Your Kingdom for Your Glory. Lord, we thank you for this 
and we pray this is Jesus’ name, Amen.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE 
Copyright 1960, 1962, 1963, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1987, 1988, 

The Lockman Foundation. Used by permission 
Lincoln Berean Church, 6400 S. 70th, Lincoln, NE 68516 (402) 483-6512 

Copyright 2008 – Bryan Clark. All rights reserved.  
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October 4/5, 2008                             Study Questions 
Living Like Christians 

Spiritual or Fleshy? 
I Corinthians  3:1-23 

Pastor Bryan Clark 
 
 
 
Opening Discussion 
 

1. How would you define the difference between the behavior of a spiritual infant and a 
mature believer? 

 
2. What would define the difference between the motives of a spiritual infant and a mature 

               believer? 
 

3. In what ways do you see the value system of the world (performance-based) manifesting 
itself in believers today?  Do you struggle with truly living out the realities of grace? 

 
Bible Study 
 

1. Review Paul’s argument from 1:10-2:16.  What are the bullet points? 
 

2. Read 3:1-9.  What is the difference between being “of flesh” (v.1) and “still fleshly (v.3)?  
What is the problem? 
 

3. In 3:5-9 Paul destroys any possibility of Christian celebrity.  What is his argument?  
Based on this argument why is it hypocritical for any believer to be prideful? 
 

4. Read 3:10-15.  If everything we accomplish as believers is “according to grace,” what is 
the basis of rewards?   Compare “suffer loss” with statements in 1:19, 2:6.  Those who 
suffer loss are those who…?  Those whose work “remains” are those who…? 
 

5. What must be the essence of our rewards given the context in which these words in 3:12-
15 appear?  How do we process the concept of rewards without returning to a 
performance based value system?  How can rewards be compatible with grace? 
 

6. Read 3:16-18.  How does God feel about those who bring destructive spiritual pride into 
His temple of grace? 
 

7. Read 3:18-23.  To become wise we must become foolish.  What does this mean?  
According to this text do we end up with more or less if we quit comparing and 
competing and settle into the realities of grace?    
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Application 
 
 

1. Knowing what we now know about grace, why are we so prone to returning to an 
economy of performance? 

 
2. Does your attitude and behavior reflect more a person who is spiritual or a person who is 

fleshy?  Why? 
 

3. What is the most significant truth you take away from this text?  What practical thing can 
you do this week to make sure you remember and apply this truth? 
 

4. What will be necessary for you to make sure your work today remains when it is 
“revealed  by fire?” 
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