
 

The Church is God’s Building 
(1 Corinthians 3.1-4.5) 

 
Have you ever heard the phrase, “The Church is not the building; it’s the people?” What do you think 
people mean when they say that?  
 
Some probably mean that buildings don’t matter, so we should quit making such a big deal about them. 
There is some truth in this thought, which we will get to in a moment. Yet, it is also an incomplete 
thought. Buildings do matter, some. We sure think what our houses are like and what condition they are 
in matters. Buildings sure matter a lot when we choose hotels or places to stay on vacation. We put some 
stock into the condition of our schools. In the Bible, certain places or buildings are built for a set apart 
purpose. They are deemed as holy because they are either places that God did something amazing, places 
where God uniquely dwells, or places where God will be uniquely worshipped. Buildings do have some 
value.  
 
Even today, though we don’t need a building in order to worship Jesus or do the work of ministry, there is 
some value in the buildings we choose to erect for the contexts we are in. Some congregations are small 
and in rural communities and therefore may only need smaller, simpler spaces. Some congregations are 
more numerous and require larger spaces. Some congregations have special programming for children 
and need spaces that are secure. Some churches build with a minimalist perspective in mind, believing 
you don’t need anything fancy in order to gather together to worship Jesus. Some churches build with a 
more beautiful, extravagant perspective in mind. God is worth our best effort and sacrifice. Why not build 
a place to worship Him that is beautiful, one that tells an intentional theological story to represent Him to 
those who see it? While a building isn’t needed in order to be the Church, to worship Jesus, or do the 
work of ministry, to say they have no value probably is an exaggeration or incomplete thought. It’s good 
for buildings where churches meet to hold some value as we show reverence to the God who made us 
and gave us all good things. They just don’t need to hold more value than other things that are more 
important and should not be ignored. 
 
Some people probably say, “The Church is not the building, it’s the people,” and mean that formal church 
structure or institutional church doesn’t matter. Many believe that because the Spirit of God now dwells 
in the people who put faith in Jesus, we don’t need a building or a formal, organized congregation in 
order to be part of God’s people. It is understandable how people get to this thought. All we need is 
faithful allegiance to Jesus in order to be made right with God. All we need is the Spirit. All we need is the 



Bible. “You people put too much stock in buildings, worship services, and the institutional church.” It is 
true that some people can place too much stock in a building, the specific preferences they have in 
worship settings, or in the form of church polity. But, like the first view, this view is also incomplete and, 
in many ways, unnecessary. Usually, people get to this view because of pain they have seen or personally 
experienced at the hands of a particular church leader or congregation. Some get here because of the 
obvious flaws they see in a particular church government structure. Some get here because they have 
become “fed up with hypocritical Christians.” Some just can’t get over the fact that some use the Church 
for their own greed, self-promotion, or the pedaling of particular ideologies that seem contrary to biblical 
theology. Yet, they often forget that the Church has sought structure and leadership from the very 
beginning in the book of Acts. They often belittle the idea that each of us needs a church family to help 
keep us on track in our doctrine and in our life so that we do not become misguided by our own opinions 
or the ideologies of the world. They forget the reminder that we should not be a people who neglect 
meeting together as some, who do not value the regular gathering of the body to worship Jesus and do 
the work of ministry, are in the habit of doing.  
 
Maybe you are someone who holds one of these views, has held one of these views in the past, or at 
least knows people who hold these views. It is important that we go to God’s Word to help guide us 
rather than to personal or public opinion. In 1 Corinthians 3.9, Paul says, “You are God’s building.” It is 
important to think deeply about what he means and how that should shape our understanding of the 
Church.  
 
First, Paul wants the Corinthians to know that the Church is God’s. He is the Great Architect who planned 
this whole thing. God established the Church on the cornerstone of Jesus. In Ephesians 5, Paul reminds us 
that Jesus loves the Church and gave Himself up for the Church. The Church is God’s.  
 
Second, in continuation of Genesis 1 & 2 where God created humanity in His image to be stewards who 
hold a unique rule over God’s creation, Paul wants the Church at Corinth to know that God has 
contracted out the continuation of the labor He began. It is the job of the Church, both its leaders and the 
rest of the saints, to build the Church. It started with God’s plan; became a reality as God laid the 
cornerstone of Christ; God finished the foundation via the work of the Apostles, like Paul; and now, it has 
become the job of all God’s people, like Apollos, Jim Johnson, and Genevieve Hurst, to continue the work 
of ministry by finishing the structure.  
 
Third, Paul wants the Church to know that the work will be tested by God. In reality, not all of the work 
done by the people of God through the years has been fruitful, God-honoring work. Some of the work 
done is work that is, at best, temporary with little to no value and, at worst, damaging to the witness of 
the Church in the world. Paul is clear that all work done by the Church will be tested. Some of that work 
will be burnt up because it wasn’t eternal work and some of that work will remain and be rewarded 
because it is eternal work. 
 
How does all of this help the Church in Stillwater who meets at Sunnybrook during the year 2021? In 
many ways!  
 
First, we should be encouraged that no matter what happens to us or to the building we meet in, God’s 
Church will remain. It will never end, and it will never be destroyed.  
 
Second, we should be uniquely focused on making sure the work we do is eternal and not temporary or 
damaging to the witness of the Church. Who sets the standards for what is temporary/fruitless and what 
is eternal/fruitful? God does. And He made it clear though His Word. We are to be a people who proclaim 
and hold to the words of God found in His inspired, true, and authoritative Scriptures. We are to go into 
the world to make disciples of all nations. People of God who have been called and empowered by the 



Spirit to lead the Church are to train, equip, and encourage all the faithful saints to do the work of 
ministry so that we, leaders and saints, can build each other up into the eternal household of God. We 
are to hand the Gospel message and the work of ministry off to the next generation. We are to lean into 
the guiding of the Holy Spirit to know how this all plays out in our particular context with all humility.  
 
Getting back to our question earlier… What do we mean when we say that the Church isn’t a building but 
the people? Whatever we used to mean, let’s be a people who mean that the Church isn’t bound by a 
building. Some churches may close their doors or get destroyed, but the Church never will. Ministry can 
and will happen within the walls of a local church, but they will also happen outside of them. Some 
churches will meet in beautiful structures that lead people to be in awe of the awesome God they are 
meant to direct worship toward, and some churches will meet under shade trees on the plains of Africa. 
We aren’t people who go to church; we are the Church. At the same time, we are not the whole Church, 
but part of a global, universal Church that was established by Jesus, is spreading through all places and all 
people groups, and will continue into eternity. We are a people who longs for, wants, and recognizes our 
need for the Church and its local worship at Sunnybrook. Let us be a people who says that the Church is 
God’s building made up of God’s people. 
 

 
 

Discussion 
 

1. How has the biblical image of the Church as God’s building specifically challenged and/or 
encouraged you today? 

2. What reflections and convictions do you have from the following ideas: 
a. The work of building the Church has been handed down to us by God. 
b. The work we do in this life will be tested by God as temporary or eternal. 

3. Consider the work of the Church: 
a. Have you been intentionally involved in the work of building the Church?  
b. How might God be leading you to get more involved in the work? What specific 

opportunities to do the work of ministry do you need to pursue? 
c. How can we help you make the next step in doing the work of ministry? 

4. How has this particular lesson encouraged, strengthened, confronted or challenged you? 
 

 

Our Corporate Prayer 
 

Lord, thank you for the Church, your building. May we continue the work that has been handed down to 
us. Give us the discernment to know what work builds the Church eternally and what is temporary and 
fruitless. God, sustain your Church as you have promised you will do. In the holy name of Jesus, Amen. 
 


