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The thrust of Paul’s argument is as follows:  
 
In chapter 1 Paul began by saying, “I exhort you, brethren . . . that you all agree and that there be no 
divisions among you, but that you be made complete in the same mind and in the same judgment. For I 
heard . . . that there are quarrels among you” (1:10–11).  

 
In 1:17–2:5 it appears that the real problem was the Corinthians’ love for worldly wisdom. Paul, 
therefore, rebukes those who pursue human wisdom, for they minimize the wisdom of God in the 
gospel and strip it of its power.  

 
However, Paul is not opposed to all types of wisdom. In 2:6–16 he argues that Christians actually possess 
a greater wisdom than the world does. They have wisdom from the mind of God (i.e. the mystery of the 
gospel) which is revealed by the Spirit. 2:16 ended chapter 2 by stating that we have the mind of Christ, 
but sadly, Paul could not speak to the Corinthians as spiritual men.  
 

3:1 And I, brethren, could not speak to you as to spiritual men, but as to men of flesh, as to 
infants in Christ. 
3:2 I gave you milk to drink, not solid food; for you were not yet able to receive it. Indeed, even 
now you are not yet able, 
3:3(a) for you are still fleshly 
 

Five words need to be defined in chapters 1–3: “natural men,” “spiritual men,” “men of flesh,” “fleshly,” 
and “infants.” 
 

1. “Natural men” (2:14; yuciko.j de. a;nqrwpoj) are unbelievers; they don’t have the Spirit of 

God and cannot understand the things of God. Paul does not use this term to describe the 
Corinthians because they are not completely devoid of the Spirit.   

2.  “Spiritual men” (3:1; pneumatiko,j) are believers whom Paul has also described as mature 

(in wisdom—2:6); in the context, they understand that the gospel is the wisdom of God. 
[the—ikoj suffix of pneumatiko,j connotes “characterized by” = “the person characterized 
by the Spirit”] 

3.  “Men of flesh” (3:1; sa,rkinoj) are people who place the physical over the spiritual side of 
life (Fee, 124). They are moved by entirely human drives (Thiselton, 289). Paul had to speak 
to the Corinthians as if they were men of flesh since they adhered to secular values [the— 
inoj suffix of sa,rkinoj means “made of” = “made of flesh”; Garland, 109; Thiselton, 293]. In 
verse 3 he drops the comparison and asserts as a matter of fact that they are still fleshly.  

4. “Fleshly” (3:3; sarkiko,j) is related to the word “flesh” (#3 above), but has “clear ethical 
overtones of living from the perspective of the present age, therefore out of one’s 
sinfulness” (Fee, 124). [sarkiko,j = “the person characterized by the flesh”; Garland, 109; 
Thiselton, 293]. Though the Corinthians saw themselves as spiritual, Paul flatly tells them 
that they are not (3:1–4). Their quarrelling is undeniable evidence that they were living after 
the flesh (Alford, 489). They needed to stop thinking and acting like people of the world. 
This is ironic since the church touted and prized its spiritual giftedness (Garland, 109).     

5. “Infants” (3:1) in Christ could simply refer to new believers, and many commentators 
interpret it this way (Morris, Plummer, Hodge, Barrett, Moffatt, etc.). In other places, 
“children” was a loving term used of Paul’s relationship to people he had led to Christ           



2 

Ted Kirnbauer I Corinthians 3:1–9 5/19/19 
(I Thess. 2:7, 11; I Cor. 4:14-16; II Cor. 6:13; Gal. 4:19; Phil. 2:22; Phlm. 10). Therefore, these 
commentators believe that when verse 1 says that Paul gave them milk (the basics), he is 
simply saying that he had to accommodate his teaching to their level of knowledge as young 
Christians; the deeper truths (the solid food) would come later. However, this only makes 
sense if we see a diversion from what Paul has just said in chapter 2.  Hence, a second 
interpretation may be better; namely, that “infants” is used as a pejorative, meaning 
“immature” (cf. 13:11; 14:20; also Eph. 4:14). This view has the following advantages:  

(1) “Infant” in this context is NOT contrasted with “mature” but with “spiritual.” Paul 
was not simply saying that they were still young in their faith, but that they were 
immature in their thinking, not spiritually minded.  
(2) Paul had just said that the mature are those who are able to perceive the wisdom of 
God found in the gospel (2:6). If he was now stating that the gospel is elemental (milk), 
he would be agreeing with the Corinthians’ understanding of it and conceding to a point 
he just vigorously opposed in 2:6–16.  
(3) The reason they could not receive the message as solid food was because (gar—ga,r 
3:3a) they were still fleshly, not because they were simply young in the faith.  
(4) Paul identified them as fleshly because of their ungodly behavior. 3:3b–4 says, “for 
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?” 

6. “Mere men” (3:3b, 4) is literally, “according to man” (kata. a;nqrwpon). Paul’s point is that 

as believers they possessed the Spirit and had access to the deep things of God, but they 
continued to act, think, and value things like the unregenerate.  

 
Thus, in chapters 1–3 Paul has distinguished three groups of people. 
 

1. There are natural people (mere men) who do not appreciate the wisdom of the cross at all. 
2. There are spiritual people who see the gospel as wisdom. 
3. And then there are the Corinthians who believed the gospel (1:2–9) but saw it as elementary 

wisdom. Paul calls them infants and states that they were thinking and behaving like people 
who had never been transformed by the gospel.   

 
Paul believed that the Corinthians were saved. In 1:2 he said they were “sanctified in Christ Jesus,” in 1:4 
he thanked God for His grace in their lives, in 1:30 he said that they were “in Christ,” and in 3:21–23 he 
will say “all things are yours. . . in Christ” (see Hoekema, Saved by Grace, 24ff.). However, spiritual 
people have the mind of Christ (2:16). They recognize the wisdom of God in the gospel. This was not 
evident among the Corinthians. Their ungodly mindset and pursuit of human wisdom revealed their 
immaturity. They were thinking like mere men.  Paul’s goal was to move the church from their present 
fascination with human wisdom back to the pure gospel of the crucified Christ. 
 
Thus, “milk” and “solid food” are not referring to two different teachings—one rudimentary and the 
other advanced. Paul is not saying that he gave them the gospel as “milk” but their immaturity 
prevented them from receiving other, deeper truth; rather, he gave them one truth which “in one form 
is milk, in another form strong meat. ‘Christ’, Calvin says, ‘is milk for babes, and strong meat for men’” 
(Hodge). The Corinthians could not “digest” what Paul said as solid food; they could only receive it as 
milk due to their infantile thinking.  The problem, Paul insists, is not on his side, but on theirs. “I could 
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not” (explain the cross as God’s wisdom) “because you could not” understand it as such (given your 
“advancement” in the wrong direction).   
 
As proof of their immaturity, Paul points to their actions that witness against them.  

 
3:3(b) For since there is jealousy and strife among you, are you not fleshly, and are you not 
walking like mere men? 

  
“For” explains how Paul knows that they were fleshly. No matter how spiritual they thought they were, 
their jealousy and strife showed that they had the mindset of the world, not the mind of Christ. 
 
3:3(b) ties 3:1–3 to 2:6–16. A mere man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for such things 
are spiritually discerned (2:14). Therefore, he sees the cross as foolishness. Furthermore, his sinful 
behavior provides additional evidence that he has not grasped the gospel (2:8). However, the mystery of 
the gospel has been revealed to those who have the Spirit (2:11–13). This puts the Corinthians in a 
particularly deplorable state. They had received the Spirit and understood the gospel, which should have 
changed their thinking and behavior, but they continued to think and act like natural men. 
 
  3:4 For when one says, “I am of Paul,” and another, “I am of Apollos,” are you not mere men? 
 
Verse 4 brings the whole discussion back to 1:10–12 and the disunity within the church. In view of what 
Paul has just said in 3:1–3, the Corinthians’ actions made them look like unbelievers, not like people who 
have been enlightened by the Holy Spirit. 
 
Conclusion: Paul clearly believes that the church of Corinth was made of saved individuals. But these 
who had started off well by receiving the gospel had somehow gotten sidetracked with human wisdom. 
The result was disastrous. The road that they were on had caused them to fall short of realizing the 
implications that the gospel had on their lives. Though they believed that they were advancing in their 
faith, they were becoming more like the world in their ways than like Christ. Paul cannot endure their 
arrogance. He insists that they are immature in their understanding and this immaturity has now been 
manifested in divisions, quarrels, and jealousy. His goal is to get them to turn back to the gospel where 
true wisdom and maturity is found. He wants them to start thinking and acting like Christians. Therefore, 
verses 1–4 is not a call to maturity, but a warning against valuing oratory skill or theatrics above gospel 
content. The spiritually minded bring a different criterion to the role of the teacher than the world does 
(Thiselton, 291). 
 
The apostle will now move on to show how the leadership in the church should function and be viewed.  
 

 3:5 What then is Apollos? And what is Paul? Servants through whom you believed, even as 
the Lord gave opportunity to each one. 

 
Paul doesn’t ask who is Apollos, or who is Paul? He asks what are they? They were simply instruments 
through whom God by His grace had chosen to work; they were nothing more than that. Paul, Apollos, 
or other leaders were not idols or masters whom people were to align themselves under (1:10–12), but 
servants who simply worked the farm, whose different tasks came from God and whose success 
depended entirely upon God. 
 



4 

Ted Kirnbauer I Corinthians 3:1–9 5/19/19 
 3:5 Paul and Apollos were servants     God assigned them the task 
 3:6 Paul planted, Apollos watered     God caused the growth 

3:7 the planter and waterer are nothing   God is everything                
3:8 the planter and waterer are equal in their labor God will give each the proper reward  
           

The Corinthians’ boasting, showing jealousy, and choosing personal favorites showed that they were 
acting as mere men (3:4). Furthermore, it also showed that they did not understand how a church 
worked or the purpose of Christian ministry. 
 
Paul viewed himself as a servant, as did Jesus (Mk. 10:45). The opportunities that were given to Paul, 
Apollos, or any other leader came from the Lord. They had no claim to anything they did.  
 
Paul has two concerns: “(1) that they recognize that the differences between Apollos and himself, which 
had become occasions for strife, are in fact Christ-appointed for their common good; (2) that they focus 
not on the servants, but on the Lord himself, whose servants they all are to be” (Fee, 131). 
 
 3:6 I planted, Apollos watered, but God was causing the growth. 
 
As the rest of the analogy reveals, Paul is not talking about the conversion of individuals but the starting 
of a church.  

 
In this analogy: 

• Paul is the one who evangelized the people (planted the seed) 

• Apollos taught them (watered it) 

• God caused the growth (imperfect tense, God caused and continues to cause spiritual 
and numerical growth) 

• The field is the church of Corinth 
 

God both owns the field and causes the produce to grow. The leaders are simply laborers, each with 
their own task. As laborers, they have different jobs but work with one goal in mind—to fulfill the 
Master’s desires.  

 
 3:7 So then neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but God who 
causes the growth. 

 
“The only significance of planter and waterer is that God accepts their labor and works through them 
(verse 9); they have no independent importance” (Barrett, 85). Paul broadcast the seed. Apollos 
watered it. But planting and watering are nothing. The miracle is in the growth which can only be 
attributed to God. 
 

 3:8 Now he who plants and he who waters are one; but each will receive his own reward (or, 
pay) according to his own labor. 

 
Verses 6 and 7 focused on the source of productivity—God. Verse 8 focuses on the servants’ tasks. The 
believer’s objective is to do all that can be done to produce an abundant harvest for the Owner and they 
are to work together as one. They are to be unified. They are to have the same goal. Paul and Apollos 
are allies, not rivals.  
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The owner determines the pay of the laborers based on their individual labor. They should, therefore, 
be careful how they work (3:10, 14). As Rosscup says, “Those who depend on the grace of God and 
ascribe the glory to Him are individually distinct. God takes notice of the difference in their individual 
labor and also will make legitimate distinction in the particular reward that He deems suitable for each 
worker (3:8b)” (Rosscup). 
 
  3:9 For we are God's fellow workers; you are God's field, God's building. 
 
“For” explains the main point of this farming analogy; namely, both the workers and the field (the 
church) belong to God. In this verse, “God” is in an emphatic position in Greek; literally, “God’s we are 
co-workers, God’s cultivation, God’s construction you are” (Garland, 111). Being co-workers probably 
means they are fellow workers belonging to God, not that they and God are co-workers, for servants are 
not generally considered co-workers with the master, and the emphasis of the passage is the equality of 
the workers and their nothingness without God (Garland, 113).  
 
The image of the cultivator and the waterer makes a number of different points (cf. Garland, 111–112): 
 
 1. The labor of one without the other would be useless—both are interdependent and 
complimentary, contributing to the same goal of producing a crop. 
 2. Both laborers are essential for the task; they are to be regarded as “one.” The value of one 
laborer over another is not to enter into our thinking. Rather, what is important is that God can use their 
labor. 
 3. Rivalry between a planter and irrigator working the field is absurd. The field is not a battlefield 
where workers vie with one another for supremacy; it is a farmland where both are working to produce 
fruit. 
 4. God is the life force that produces the harvest. Planters only scatter seed supplied to them by 
God. Paul uses the aorist tense to describe the work of the workers (I planted, Apollos watered—their 
actions are viewed as singular completed events), but he uses the imperfect tense to describe the work 
of God (God was causing the growth—meaning that God was continually at work during the planting 
and watering process). The point is that success doesn’t depend on the worker, but on God throughout 
the entire process. 
 5. Beyond the grace given, Paul tells us that each person receives an individual reward for his 
labor.  
  
 


