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A Strong Foundation 1 Corinthian 3:10-23 January 28 2018 

Paul in our passage continues his treatment plan of the Corinthians 
spiritual immaturity, to move on from babies who need milk. From 
fields in which seed is sown, to architectural – a great construction 
site where God is building a great edifice where it turns out in 
verses 16 and 17 to be His temple.  

Paul brings all of those metaphors together and there’s sort of a 
transition from the agricultural to the architectural. You’re God’s 
fellow workers, you’re God’s field, and God’s building. That’s 
now the metaphor he’s going to be working on, that if we’ll grasp 
them and implement them, will help us to mature.  

Let’s try to fix the image in our minds. Here’s a great 
construction site. First of all, the foundation must be excavated 
then carefully laid. And then each layer of the superstructure is 
built upon that foundation with equal care.  

On that great construction site, there are different workers with 
different roles, swarming all over the place about their tasks – 
architects, project managers, structural engineers, electrical 
engineers, electricians and plumbers and stone masons and heavy 
machine operators and glaziers and roofers and many others 
besides.  

Each has a distinct vital role and contribution. Paul is telling 
us this is a picture of the church, and that each of us is engaged 
in a great construction project. 

Paul brings out three exhortations, three encouragements to us 
that will help us to grow in unity and in maturity to the glory of 
God.  
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You’ll see the first of them in verses 10 and 11. Here’s the first 
principle of Christian growth. Very simple! Be sure you build on 
the correct foundation.  

As we know very well, a good foundation really matters if what 
you build on is going to last. Here’s how Paul puts it. “Because of 
God’s grace to me, I have laid the foundation like an expert 
builder” – pause right there.  

He’s not boasting. He’s not sort of shining his nails and saying, 
“I’m a particularly skilled builder.” The word is a technical term 
for a sort of project manager on a building site. “I have laid the 
foundation like an expert builder. Now others are building on 
it. But whoever is building on this foundation must be very 
careful. For no one can lay any foundation other than the one 
we already have - Jesus Christ.”  

Paul’s role is to lay the spiritual foundation for the church. It’s the 
only foundation that will work, he says. You can’t lay any other. 
Try it, and your Christian life will begin to lean, off-centre. 
Cracks will start to appear. You don’t build to last unless you build 
on the foundation that is Jesus Christ. 

Christ Our Only Secure Foundation 

And the metaphor is so helpful because it’s the most basic of 
things. This is step one. This is foundational. This is the 
beginning of the Christian life. Get this wrong and whatever else 
you build will inevitably come tumbling down. The only secure 
foundation for your life is Jesus Christ. What are you building 
your life on?  

Some may be building their lives on moral foundations.  



Page 3 of 10 
 

We have a strong work ethic. We strive to treat others as we wish 
ourselves to be treated. We pride ourselves on the nobility of our 
motives. Others of us, perhaps, have built our lives on the 
attempt to win approval. 

First from mom and dad, then from our peer groups. The great 
animating principle that directs all our efforts is the affirmation and 
praise of others. And then there’s some who may be living in a 
make-believe world of their own invention.  

But Paul is telling us here very clearly, that whatever we’re 
building on, if it’s not the foundation of Jesus, cracks will start 
to appear eventually. Only Jesus can take the weight – unmoving, 
solid, secure – until we come to the place where we’re able to say 
truly from the heart, “On Christ the solid rock I stand; all other 
ground is sinking sand.”  

Until we come there, we’ll find our lives listing and leaning. The 
cracks will start to appear. You’re not built to bear the weight of 
your life. Only Jesus can take that weight. Are you resting on Him 
today? The first foundation – be careful that you’re building on 
the right foundation. 

Then there’s the second principle. Paul asks us first, “What are 
you building on?” then he asks us secondly, “What are you 
building with?” Notice how in verse 12 he lists different 
construction materials that we might select for use – gold, silver, 
precious stones, wood, hay, straw. They’re listed in decreasing 
value and increasing flammability.  

Do you remember the story of the Three Little Pigs? When it 
was time for the pigs to head out into the world and build houses of 
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their own, each had a perfect plan for building. They chose their 
materials to suit their personalities.   

One chose straw, another chose sticks, and the third pig 
decided to build a house out of bricks. When the Big Bad Wolf 
came around, it took no time at all for that wolf to huff and puff 
and blow down the house of straw. 

The pig that had built the straw house went running to the 
next pig’s house. Together they huddled in the house of sticks, but 
the Big Bad Wolf huffed and puffed and blew in that house, too. 

When two very frightened pigs showed up at the third pig’s door, it 
would have been easy to say, “Sorry, you got what you deserved!” 
But that didn’t happen. 

The third pig let the other two in, and bolted the sturdy door and 
shutters against the Big Bad Wolf.  Safe at last! But when the Big 
Bad Wolf couldn’t blow down the brick house, no matter how hard 
he tried, he climbed onto the roof, and found the one opening that 
the pigs had left open: the chimney! 

As the wolf came down the chimney, however, he discovered – 
now here you can insert your favourite ending to the story. Some 
folks end it with the wolf falling into a boiling kettle that was 
hanging over the fire (but in that version, the first two pigs get 
eaten by the wolf!), while others have the wolf falling into the fire 
itself. 

I learned that second one, thanks to Walt Disney. So the wolf 
fell right into the flames, where his tail caught fire. He went 
running out of the house as fast as he could, straight to the pond, 
and jumped in the water to cool off his burning tail. The Big Bad 
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Wolf never bothered those three pigs again, and they lived happily 
ever after in their strong, brick house. 

God is concerned for quality in His church and in the lives of His 
people. He wants us to build with gold, silver and precious stones 

Paul’s exhortation is, “There’s a fire coming. Build so that what 
you build lasts. Make sure you build so that it lasts.” 

Now, why is that so important? Surely as long as you’ve got 
Jesus you’re good. Right? As long as your life is resting on Christ 
as the sure foundation, it doesn’t really matter all that much how 
you build. Or does it?  

Take a look at verse 13. “But on judgment day, fire will reveal 
what kind of work each builder has done.” At the final 
judgment, our lives will fall under the scrutiny, the white-hot 
combustible scrutiny of the Lord Himself.  

All of our work for Jesus will be put to the test and the criterion is 
not how much we did. It’s not volume. It’s not busyness. It’s 
quality. “But whoever is building on this foundation must be 
very careful,” Paul says, verse 10. “The fire will test what sort 
of work each one has done.  

The fire will show if a person’s work has any value” verse 13. 
Not how much, simply how. Not what volume, but what sort of 
work. That’s the test! 

You may rule yourself out. “You’re not famous or important; 
you’re not a preacher. You’ve not written any books; you’re no 
evangelist. You’re not a missionary; you’ve not been around the 
world serving the Lord Jesus. No one will remember me,” you tell 
yourself. “What has my contribution been?”  
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And so you think that you’ve been building with wood, hay, 
and straw. But when you sat nursing your aging parents, through 
tears till they crossed the finish line, in Jesus’ name, ministering to 
them so selflessly, you were building with gold, silver, and 
precious stones.  

When day after day after day, for years and years you faithfully 
prayed for that loved one who did not know the Lord, and no one 
saw and no one knew, the Lord saw, and the Lord knew you were 
building with gold, silver, and precious stones.  

When you opened your mouth, risking reputation or worse in your 
workplace to speak for Jesus, then you were building with gold 
and silver and precious stones. When the opportunity comes, will 
you step forward in humility to serve or will you be willing only 
to work when there’s the possibility of plaudits and praise?  

That’s the difference between gold, silver, precious stone work and 
wood, hay, and straw work. How have you been building? 

Eternal Rewards 

Look at verses 14 and 15 would you please? It’s one of those 
uncomfortable passages we want to overlook. It really is very 
important for us to understand however. “if the work survives, 
that builder will receive a reward. 15 But if the work is burned 
up, the builder will suffer great loss. The builder will be saved, 
but like someone barely escaping through a wall of flames.” 

Let’s be clear. The Scriptures teach and promise eternal rewards 
for work in this life that survives the coming test of our motives 
and our methods. That’s what Paul is teaching us here. I wonder 
have you room in your thinking for what  he’s saying?  
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This great doctrine of differing rewards according to works in 
the Christian life. Not salvation according to works, not salvation 
by works, but rewards according to works. Every Christian will 
get to heaven, but not every Christian will have the same reward in 
heaven. Our reward will match how we have built on the 
foundation.. 

Paul is trying to help the Corinthians understand; let’s labour for 
Christ’s glory, seeking to build with gold, silver, and precious 
stones, something that will last.   

So that instead of the stunted, mediocrity that characterized their 
lives, they might begin to grow and get past their divisions and kill 
their pride and go hard after Christ.  

Be Careful How You Build 

And then Paul raises a sobering possibility in verse 15 that all or 
most of our works might be burnt up on the Great Day. Did you 
catch it? The builder will be saved, but like someone barely 
escaping through a wall of flames.  

The image is of a house fire. You’re asleep in the home that you’ve 
built with your own hands but you’d cut corners in the construction 
process. You didn’t build it according to code; you didn’t use the 
best materials.  

The electrical wiring is dangerous. The gas is unsafe. And so as the 
flames engulf your handiwork, you jump from the window with 
the smoke still rising from your clothes and soot on your face. 
Everything is lost but you. That’s the picture; that’s the warning.  

A child of God can’t be lost, the final blaze will not consume him, 
but the same can’t be said for his work.  
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Be careful how you build. Build with gold, silver, and precious 
stones. Build for eternity. Build in humility. Build selflessly. 
Build joyfully. Build in faith, resting on the foundation that is 
Jesus Christ. Build for His honour and His praise. Build for the 
salvation of the lost. Be careful how you build that you build for 
eternity. 

You might know a little of the story of the great pioneer 
missionary, C.T. Studd. Studd is probably most famous for his 
saying – this is his sort of life mission statement. He said, “Some 
want to live within the sound of church or chapel bell. I want to 
run a rescue shop within a yard of hell.”  

Studd came up with a little two-line poem, at least it’s attributed to 
him. But here it is. I think it actually captures Paul’s point really 
well. He says, “Only one life twill soon be past.” Do you know 
the rest of it? “Only what’s done for Christ will last.”  

Isn’t that Paul’s point? “Only one life twill soon be past. Only 
what’s done for Christ will last.” Is what we’re building going to 
last? How much of our labours are we spending for ourselves, for 
our pleasures, for our own distractions?  

Beware of Destroying the Building 

So he says to be sure you build on the correct foundation first. 
Then he says be careful how you build on that foundation 
secondly. Then finally, he says, beware of destroying the 
building. He’s anxious about the foundation. He’s anxious about 
the construction, but he’s also anxious about the possibility of 
destruction.  
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Verses 16 and 17, “Don’t you not know that you” – the “yous” 
there are plural by the way. He’s talking about the church 
collectively. “Don’t you realize that all of you together are the 
temple of God and that the Spirit of God lives in you? God will 
destroy anyone who destroys this temple. For God’s temple is 
holy, and you are that temple.”  

So now the building apparently we see at last is the temple of 
God, holy to the Lord. That’s the church. He dwells there. He 
delights in His dwelling place that is His people. And Paul is still 
thinking about this problem of division. 

His message to the Corinthians is unmistakable! Your 
divisiveness, your partisan attitude, your commitment to one-
upmanship, all driven by pride, reveal a heart that doesn’t know 
His saving touch, and shows that you’re not building on the true 
foundation at all. And anyone who destroys the church will face 
the destruction of the Lord. It’s a sobering warning. 

So Paul says to be sure you have laid the correct foundation. 
There’s only one that can bear the weight of your life for time and 
eternity – the foundation that is Jesus Christ.  

He says be careful how you build on that foundation. There’s 
only one life twill soon be past. Only what’s done for Christ 
will last. And then he says let’s be careful not to destroy the unity 
of the church. Those who do show they’re not building on the right 
foundation at all.  

And those who destroy God’s temple, God Himself will destroy. 
May the Lord give us grace in the light of His Word, to be sure 
we’re resting on the one true foundation, building in such a way 
that our labours will last to the glory of God. Let’s pray together! 
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Our Father, we give You praise for Your Word, for its truth. We 
pray for forgiveness for sometimes being too willing to build with 
poor products – wood, hay, and straw; easily consumed in the final 
judgment.  

Help us instead to be sure we’re resting on the true foundation that 
is Christ and to build for eternity, to build for Your glory. Help us 
to build with gold and silver and precious stones that our labours 
might magnify and make much of Jesus. For we ask this in His 
name, Amen. 


