
Ministry Matters

1 Corinthians 3:5-17 

Intro 

There are a few questions we need to answer before we attempt to 
interpret and apply this passage of scripture. First, what is Paul's purpose in 
writing this passage? We are now three chapters into the letter and Paul is still 
contending for unity in the church. It may seem as though he is belaboring the 
point, but this reveals to us just how significant unity in the church truly is. 
Pastor Reggie has taught us a number of times that our unity reflects the Trinity. 
God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit are one and in them there 
is no division whatsoever. Our unity was so important to our Lord that he chose 
it as one of the five most important things he could pray for on our behalf before 
he went to the cross. He prayed,  20 “I do not ask for these only, but also for 
those who will believe in me through their word, 21 that they may all be 
one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, 
so that the world may believe that you have sent me. 22 The glory that you 
have given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are 
one, 23 I in them and you in me, that they may become perfectly one, so 
that the world may know that you sent me and loved them even as you 
loved me. (Jn. 17:20-23). Our unity preaches the gospel to the lost world.  

The second question we need to answer is, what is Paul talking about? To 
put it simply, Paul is explaining how ministry works in the church. He is 
explaining it on an elementary level. Last week we learned that Paul sees the 
Corinthian church as acting childishly. He says that they are acting like people of 
the flesh (unbelievers) and infants in need of milk because they are not ready for 
solid food. Paul is going to use two metaphors to explain ministry in the church. 
In verses five through nine he uses the metaphor of planting a garden. In verses 
10 through 15 he uses the metaphor of building a building. In versus 16 and 17 
his building metaphor evolves into that building being the temple of God. So it's 
not just a building that we are constructing. 


	 So how does Paul's teachings about the church’s ministry relate to his 
desire to fix the problem of division? MINISTRY MATTERS. When a church 
properly understands how ministry works in the church, according to the 
Scriptures, and seeks to properly apply that knowledge, unity follows. The aim 
of today's message is to explain biblical ministry within the local church and 
encourage our unity through that knowledge. 
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	 Before we dive into our text there's one more question we need to wrestle 
with. Though it is not a hill to die on, I do believe it is an important detail that 
helps us accurately divide this text and apply it. It is a contextual question, who 
are the ministers Paul is referring to? The answer to that is not as simple as you 
might think. Some commentators believe that Paul is only speaking about 
leaders within the church that have a preaching/teaching ministry. Other 
commentators believe Paul is speaking about all Christians in general. I have 
concluded that both are correct but both are not always being referred to in this 
text. I do believe that Paul is specifically talking about the leaders in the 
Corinthian church at this time who have a preaching/teaching ministry. However, 
I also believe that when he speaks about the judgment of Christian works, he is 
referring to all believers. All believers have ministries that contribute to the 
building up of the church and all Christian’s ministries (or works) will be judged. I 
know it's a minor detail but I believe it is an important one. 


 


	 1. The Gardening Metaphor (5-9) 

	 Let's begin by looking at the gardening metaphor in verses five through 
nine. I won't spend a ton of time on this section because David covered it in last 
weeks sermon. However, it is very pertinent to the context of our discussion this 
morning.  


	 Again let me remind you that Paul is explaining the basics of Christian 
ministry in a very elementary way. He is going to begin with a gardening 
metaphor, something his listeners would have all understood well. 


5 What then is Apollos? What is Paul? Servants through whom you 
believed, as the Lord assigned to each. 6 I planted, Apollos watered, but 
God gave the growth. 7 So neither he who plants nor he who waters is 
anything, but only God who gives the growth. 8 He who plants and he who 
waters are one, and each will receive his wages according to his labor. 
9 For we are God's fellow workers. You are God's field, God's building. 

- The Ministers


	 Paul is going to conclude this whole discussion in chapter 4 verse 6 by 
saying, I have applied all these things to myself and Apollos for your 
benefit, brothers, that you may learn by us not to go beyond what is 
written, that none of you may be puffed up in favor of one against another. I 
think he used himself and Palos as primary examples because they were most 
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likely the two most influential teachers in the church. Acts 18:24-25 tells us 
about Apollos, He was an eloquent man, competent in the Scriptures. 25 He 
had been instructed in the way of the Lord. And being fervent in spirit, he 
spoke and taught accurately the things concerning Jesus,. The rest of the 
chapter tells us the story of how Priscilla and Aquila had to teach Apollos about 
the baptism of the Holy Spirit. I think his willingness to receive instruction from 
them tells us a lot about his humility.  

	 The difficulty that the Corinthian church is having is that they are elevating 
men above one another and choosing favorites to follow. Paul puts forth this 
question. 5 What then is Apollos? What is Paul? In other words, if you are 
choosing among your leaders who you will follow over against the others, you 
clearly do not understand who ministers are according to God's view of the 
church’s ministry. God’s ministers are nothing more than Servants through 
whom you believed as the Lord assigned to each. They are nothing more 
than servants. The Greek word used here is not the typical word Paul uses 
doulos but diakonoi, which is a lower form of the word referring to a waiter or 
what we would call today, a busboy. Paul is saying, they are average Joes 
chosen by God to deliver the gospel to people and invest in building up their 
faith. They are not the source of salvation and people do not get saved through 
their ministry because of them. If someone comes to believe through our 
preaching it is because the Lord in his sovereignty assigned them to believe 
through our particular ministry. 


	 He further emphasizes this point by saying, 6 I planted, Apollos watered, 
but God gave the growth. 7 So neither he who plants nor he who waters is 
anything, but only God who gives the growth. Each minister plays a role in 
the development of a church body, but when all is said and done, God is the 
only one who truly deserves credit. God is the one responsible for anything 
productive in the ministry of the church. It is foolish to follow ministers because, 
if it were not for the gracious work of God through them they would not only be 
fruitless ministers but they would likely not even be in the church. They would 
most likely be lost sinners in the world, sinning and awaiting destruction like the 
rest of mankind.  

Not only are they not worth following, they should not be elevated one 
above another either.  8 He who plants and he who waters are one, and each 
will receive his wages according to his labor. Ministers are all one and the 
same in the kingdom in terms of importance. We each have different giftings and 
responsibilities in the Kingdom, but we should not think that any one person is 
greater than the other. In chapter 12 of this letter we will see that everyone 
works together as a body and no body part is any less important than the other. 
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Paul says in 12:6 there are varieties of activities, but it is the same God who 
empowers them all. So God is the only one who deserves any credit for 
anything good that gets done in the Church. 


9 For we (the Ministers) are God's fellow (synergoi) workers. You (The 
congregation) are God's field, God's building. 

2. The Building Metaphor (10-11) 

	 Paul now moves on from the gardening metaphor to the construction of a 
building. Again, we need to remember that up until this point Paul has been 
referring to the ministry of the apostles and other leaders in the church with a 
preaching/teaching ministry. It is true that every Christian is called to ministry, 
but not every Christian is called to an apostolic type evangelistic ministry, and/or 
a preaching/teaching ministry. It is appropriate to divide the two ministries. 
There is a sense in which those with a teaching ministry will be held to a higher 
standard of accountability than those called to general service ministries.  
James says, Not many of you should become teachers, my brothers, for you 
know that we who teach will be judged with greater strictness (3:1). 


	 Paul essentially divides this metaphor into three phases. The first phase in 
the construction of a building is laying a foundation. The second phase is what 
Paul refers to as “building upon a foundation”. I find it helpful to refer to this 
phase as framing. The framing phase consists of the preaching/teaching 
ministries which establish doctrines that create a framework for all other 
ministries. This helps me to understand the place where general service 
ministries fit in the church and at the coming judgment, which we will look at in 
just a moment. I see general service ministries like electrical, plumbing, installing 
flooring, painting, trim work, light fixtures, furniture, and other decorations. 


Phase One: The Foundation 10a-11


10 According to the grace of God given to me, like a skilled master-builder I 
laid a foundation,  

Just like building a house or any other building, establishing a Christian 
church begins with a foundation. In most circumstances Paul was called 
specifically to be a foundation layer. We would refer to this as a missionary or a 
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church planter. He was called to go places where no church existed and begin 
the work of establishing a church through the preaching of the Gospel. 


	 On the surface it may sound like Paul is bragging a bit by referring to 
himself as a skilled master-builder. However, he clearly credits the grace of God 
with his calling and abilities. He knows that apart from the grace of God he 
would be a useless train wreck just like the rest of us. His reason for calling 
himself a skilled master-builder is to show us the intentionality with which he laid 
the foundation for the Corinthian church, as well as the rest of his church plants. 
A literal translation of the phrase skilled master-builder would be, a wise 
architect. However, the Greek word architekton, used for master-builder, is a 
little different than the word architect that we use today. Not only does it refer to 
one who draws up the plan, but also the one who performs the work. In other 
words, Paul didn't just sit in an office in a high-rise in downtown Antioch telling 
all his servants how to go plant churches. He developed strategies and put his 
life on the line implementing them wherever the spirit of God led him.


	 So the first phase in building a church is laying a foundation, which is the 
gospel of Jesus Christ. It is the wisdom of God that Paul has been pleading the 
Corinthians to cling too with all their might.  11 For no one can lay a 
foundation other than that which is laid, which is Jesus Christ.


Jesus is the Cornerstone upon which the church is laid:


1 Pet. 2:4-6 4 As you come to him, a living stone rejected by men but in the sight 
of God chosen and precious, 5 you yourselves like living stones are being built 
up as a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices 
acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. 6 For it stands in Scripture: 

“Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone, 
    a cornerstone chosen and precious, 
and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.” 

The confession of Jesus as Saviour and Lord is the Rock upon which the church 
rests:


Matthew 16:13-18 13 Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea 
Philippi, he asked his disciples, “Who do people say that the Son of Man is?” 
14 And they said, “Some say John the Baptist, others say Elijah, and others 
Jeremiah or one of the prophets.” 15 He said to them, “But who do you say that I 
am?” 16 Simon Peter replied, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” 
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17 And Jesus answered him, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and 
blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven. 18 And I tell 
you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell 
shall not prevail against it.  

Phase Two: Framing 10b


and someone else is building upon it. Let each one take care how he builds 
upon it. 

	 Admittedly, Paul does not refer to the next phase as the framing phase. 
He simply says that someone else is building upon the foundation. I refer to it as 
the framing phase because someone has to establish parameters to determine 
what is proper and beneficial for the church to be doing. Can you imagine if Paul 
simply preach the gospel, had many come to believe, and then he told them to 
do anything they feel led to do? We have to think that chaos would prevail. And 
in a since, it did.  The preaching/teaching ministry was not operating well, and 
that's likely the reason Paul had to deal with disorder and chaos in their worship 
gatherings, as we will see later in this epistle. 


	 I have referred to the framing phase as the preaching/teaching ministries 
of the church. Preaching and teaching biblical doctrines help to establish 
parameters by which we judge all things in the church. In other words, how can 
we know if the ministries we engage in are honoring to the Lord if we do not 
have the Scriptures to tell us? And, how can we know what the Scriptures tell us 
is right and wrong and good and bad if we are not engaged in studying, 
preaching, and teaching them to one another?


	 When Paul says, Let each one take care how he builds upon it, I 
believe he is still referring to the preaching/teaching ministers. However, I also 
believe this is where the Holy Spirit wants to speak to the whole church about 
our works. Whether we are foundation layers, framers, or decorators, we will all 
stand before God and give an account for our ministerial works. Therefore, Let 
each one of us take care how we build upon the foundation.  

3. The Judgement of the Christian’s Works (12-15) 

	 Before we get too deep into this, let me say a few things. First of all, I'm 
not an expert on end time judgments. Some people believe the judgment for the 
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Christian’s works and the judgment for the unbeliever’s eternal fate are two 
separate judgments. I believe they are one and the same. 


Romans 14:10-12 10 Why do you pass judgment on your brother? Or you, why 
do you despise your brother? For we will all stand before the judgment seat of 
God; 11 for it is written, 

“As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, 
    and every tongue shall confess to God.” 
12 So then each of us will give an account of himself to God. 

Romans 2:6-8 6 He will render to each one according to his works: 7 to those 
who by patience in well-doing seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will 
give eternal life; 8 but for those who are self-seeking and do not obey the truth, 
but obey unrighteousness, there will be wrath and fury. 

I am convinced that there is one judgment with two aspects. The first 
aspect will deal with our eternal destiny and the second will deal with our works 
or deeds performed while in the flesh. 2 Corinthians 5:10  For we must all 
appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive 
what is due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil.  

For those who do evil apart from trusting Christ the Bible says they will 
not inherit the kingdom of God. Or do you not know that the unrighteous will 
not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived: neither the sexually 
immoral, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who practice 
homosexuality, 10 nor thieves, nor the greedy, nor drunkards, nor revilers, 
nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God. (1 Cor. 6:9-10). Notice that 
these are references to deeds. Idolaters worship idols, adulterers cheat, thieves 
steal, revilers condemn, swindlers cheat, etc… 


	 So what about those who have trusted Christ for salvation? First of all, it's 
not as though they stop sinning and therefore get into heaven because they are 
sinless and perfect. Christians continue to struggle with sin, but do not 
"practice" the sins they once knew. When they trust Christ they become a new 
creature and for the first time in their life are able to accomplish good works. 
Works that please God. Christians are judged according to their works but not 
because of their good works. I’ll let John Piper explain. 
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	 “According to works” means God will take the fruit of the Spirit (Galatians 
5:22) and the “good deeds” by which we let the light of our faith shine (Matthew 
5:16), and he will accept them as corroborating evidence of our faith. His 
sentence of acquittal will not be because we are not guilty. It will be because 
Christ bore our guilt. The place of our works at the judgment is to serve as 
corroborating evidence that we did indeed put our trust in Christ. Therefore 
when we are acquitted and welcomed into the kingdom it will not be earned by 
works but it will be according to works. There will be an “accord” or an 
agreement between our salvation and our works. (John Piper, https://
www.desiringgod.org/articles/final-judgment-according-to-works). 


	 Now that we have that all cleared up, let's go back to our text and see 
what Paul wants us to know concerning our works. 


12 Now if anyone builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious 
stones, wood, hay, straw— 13 each one's work will become manifest, for 
the Day will disclose it, because it will be revealed by fire, and the fire will 
test what sort of work each one has done. 14 If the work that anyone has 
built on the foundation survives, he will receive a reward. 15 If anyone's 
work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he himself will be saved, but 
only as through fire. 

	 Paul lists six categories of Christian works. John MacArthur refers to these 
as materials which we use to build onto the house. Gold, silver, precious stones, 
wood, hay, and straw.  When you look at these in light of the test of fire that is 
coming, it's clear to see that three of these are good and three of these are not. 
Gold, silver, and precious stones are not consumed by fire, but wood, hey, and 
straw are. This test will come at the final judgment on the “Day” Christ returns. 
For those whose works are not consumed in the fire they will receive a reward. 
The reward could be the crowns that we will cast at the Lord’s feet (Revelation 
4:10-11; James 1:12; 1 Peter 5:4; Revelation 3:11). It could be the 
commendation from God (1 Cor. 4:5 Therefore do not pronounce judgment 
before the time, before the Lord comes, who will bring to light the things now 
hidden in darkness and will disclose the purposes of the heart. Then each one 
will receive his commendation from God.). Whatever it is, It is unfading and 
imperishable (1 Cor. 9:25). 


	 However, those whose works are consumed by the fire will suffer a loss. 
It’s not the loss of their salvation. Whatever the reward is, I don’t want to lose it. 


	 So what does all this mean? First of all, it means that MINISTRY 
MATTERS. No let's look at why and how ministry matters, and perhaps, what 
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will be the criteria used in the judgment of our works to determine our reward or 
loss. 


a. Motive Matters 

	 We just read in chapter 4 of this letter that when the Lord comes he will 
bring to light things now hidden in darkness and will disclose the purposes of 
our heart. The core reason behind everything we do in the church matters to 
God. Now is the time to search your heart. What motivates your service in the 
church? Is it acceptance, glory, personal fulfillment, tradition?


	 What then is the proper motivation for Christian ministry? First and 
foremost, it is a love for Christ. If you love Jesus you will love what Jesus loves. 
Jesus loved the church and has told us that if we love him we too must love and 
care for the church. Remember his conversation with Peter? Secondly, we must 
be motivated by the glory of God in all that we do. 1 Cor. 10:31 whatever you do 
do it all for the glory of God. 


	 b. Deeds Matter


	 We cannot choose any deed we want and say it's for the glory of God. 
God does not need our creativity. He does not need for us to develop new 
needs for the kingdom Kingdom. He has told us what he wants to accomplish 
and how to accomplish it. It is not rocket science. It begins with loving the 
church and loving our neighbors. When we see a need and have the ability to 
fulfill it, we act. 


c. Source Matters 

What energizes our service to the church? If our motive is self gratification 
then the source of our ministry will certainly be our own strength. We are going 
to study in depth the doctrines of spiritual gifting. Only the Holy Spirit can be the 
energizing source behind our ministries.  

d. Credit Matters 

	 If our motive is proper, and our deeds are the works God has prepared for 
us, and the Holy Spirit is the energizing source behind our efforts, God being 
glorified is the inevitable outcome. Our language is important. It is critical that 
we continually give God the praise and all the glory for all good that happens 
through us. 
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4. The Judgment of the Unbeliever’s Works (16-17) 

We know that at this judgment every knee will bow and every tongue will 
confess Jesus is Lord. However, not everyone will perform this act unto their 
salvation. And just as it is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes 
judgment, 28 so Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will 
appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly 
waiting for him (Heb. 9:27-28). Just like believers, unbelievers will be judged 
according to their works. Their works will be the evidence that condemns them. 


In our final two verses Paul is speaking about those wolves in sheep's clothing 
who have infiltrated the church and have used their position to divide and harm 
the church. 


16 Do you not know that you are God's temple and that God's Spirit dwells 
in you?  

	 The church is not just a building; it is God's temple. We are the place 
where God dwells on earth through His Holy Spirit. In all of our ugliness we are 
still the beautiful and spotless Bride of Christ. We are God’s prized possession 
on this earth and  If anyone destroys God's temple, God will destroy him. For 
God's temple is holy, and you are that temple. 

	 I believe this destruction is speaking to one of the most frightening 
passages in all of the Bible. Matthew 7:21-23 Therefore do not pronounce 
judgment before the time, before the Lord comes, who will bring to light the 
things now hidden in darkness and will disclose the purposes of the heart. Then 
each one will receive his commendation from God. 

Conclusion


	 Now is the time for self examination. Now is the time to commit or 
recommit ourselves to Christian ministry. The needs are all around us. If you are 
a Christian, loving and serving the church should be a priority in your life. If it is 
not, now is the time for repentance. 
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CG Questions


1. What are the three responsibilities Paul gives in the “Gardening Metaphor” 
and who is responsible for each? The planter, the waterers, and God.  The 
planters are the missionaries or evangelists, those who water are the 
ministers, and God is the one who gives the growth.


2. Can you name the six categories Paul gives for Christian works? gold, silver, 
precious stones, wood, hay, straw


3. What is the difference between gold, silver, and precious stones, and wood, 
hay, straw? gold, silver, and precious stones are not consumed by fire, while 
wood, hay, straw are.


4. Can you give some practical examples of ministries for each of the six 
categories? 


5. What are the four “Ministry Matters” that determine good works from bad 
works? Motive, deeds, source, and credit


6. Can you give a few examples of right and wrong motives for Christian 
works?


7. How can we determine the difference between right ministry deeds and 
wrong ministry deeds?


8. What are some practical ways this text promotes unity within the church?  
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