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CORRECTION: Our attention has been called to a serious error we made in the interpretation 

rendered in Outline 16 of the previous issue. It was too late to make the correction before the 

material went to press. Hence we wish to call attention to it now. 

Under the sub-heading marked “Coworkers with God” which should have been “Co-

workers of God” we thoughtlessly made the following statement: “However, it is to be noticed 

that though the ministers are God’s instruments, they are not to be conceived of as a plow, or a 

harrow, or a tractor, in the cultivation of land. No, they are co-workers WITH God.” And under 

the sub-heading marked “The Church is God’s husbandry” we made the following statement: 

“The Christian ministry is still a distinct office, and Paul does not hesitate to bestow honor upon 

it. Full of labor though it be, the ministers are God’s co-workers who WITH God work in His 

vineyard to bring to manifestation the grace of Christ in His Church unto His glory.” 

Our error is that we failed to call attention to the discrepancy in the English translation 

which read (I Cor. 3:9): “For we are laborers together with God.” Rather the text should be 

translated: “For of God we are co-workers;” or, “For of God we are laborers together.” 

We trust you will, as we did, immediately see the serious difference. In the English 

translation the laborers work WITH God. In our translation, the laborers are God’s and they 

work together, not with God, but with themselves. The English translation may lead to the false 

doctrine which teaches that man and God work together in the salvation of souls and in the 

realization of His Church. This is a doctrine which we as Protestant Reformed hate with all our 

hearts. We believe, and that is also what Paul says here, that God saves His own souls. Man can 

never work with God. So that the text teaches that Paul and Apollos labor together in God’s 

husbandry, not with God, but with themselves, and while they so labor together, they are gifts of 

God to His Church which is His husbandry. 

 

 

OUTLINE 17  

 

2. CO-WORKERS IN GOD’S HUSBANDRY AND BUILDING (continued)  

(I Cor. 3:5-17) 

 

b. Builders in God’s Building (I Cor. 3: 9b-17) 

 

1)  God’s Building. 

In the preceding the apostle had been speaking of the Church as God’s husbandry. Now 

the figure changes, and of the same Church the apostle speaks in the figure of a building, and 

in verses 16 and 17 more particularly of a temple of God, 

Emphatically the Church is God’s building. It is not of man but of God. It does not 

belong to man but to God. The Church is His workmanship. We are His temple. In us God’s 

Spirit dwells. Also here the Church as a building must be insisted upon. It is not the idea here 

that the Spirit of God dwells in each of the members, though this is in itself true. When the 

apostle says in I Cor. 6:19 “Know ye not that your bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit?” he 

has in mind something quite different from that in our text. The view point here is that of the 



Church as a whole, not that of her individual membership. The Church is a building, a 

temple, a holy place in which God will tabernacle. She is not an ordinary building, but a 

house of God in which He will take up His abode. And, of course, by building we do not 

mean the material building of stone or brick in which the Church meets. It is rather a spiritual 

house. 

That Church, that building, has a foundation. Everyone knows that in respect to a natural, 

physical building as the foundation is, so will be also the building that is set upon it. The 

foundation determines the shape, the size, and the weight of the building. You cannot put a 

round house on a square foundation. If you will build wisely you will build a super structure 

that is commensurate with the shape, size and strength of the foundation. So it must be also 

in the spiritual sense with respect to the Church of God. 

The foundation which is laid is Jesus Christ. In this connection it is interesting to note 

other Scriptures which speak of the foundation. In II Tim. 2:19 we read “Nevertheless the 

foundation of God standeth sure, having this seal, The Lord knoweth them that are his, and 

let everyone that nameth the name of Christ depart from iniquity.” Here Paul does not say 

directly that, the foundation is that of the Church, though the context makes it quite clear that 

it is. Neither does he say what the foundation is. He merely emphasizes its stability and its 

two-fold seal. In Eph. 2:19-22, however, Paul speaks more explicitly of what constitutes the 

foundation when he says: “Now, therefore, ye are no more strangers and foreigners but 

fellow citizens with the saints, and of the household of God; and are built upon the 

foundation of the apostles and prophets Jesus Christ himself being the chief corner-stone; in 

whom all the building fitly framed together groweth unto a holy temple in the Lord ...” From 

this it is quite plain that the foundation is the word of Christ spoken by the apostles and pro-

phets. Christ is the chief corner-stone in that foundation. To Him all the prophets of the Old 

Testament pointed, of Him all the apostles spoke as they went out from Him. So we must 

conclude that Jesus Christ, and more particularly the Gospel concerning Jesus Christ, con-

stitutes the very foundation upon which God will build His Church. No other foundation can 

be laid than is laid which is Jesus Christ. 

 

2) The Builders. 

The apostle designates himself as a wise master-builder who has laid the foundation. The 

word translated ‘master-builder’ comes from the same word from which our word architect is 

derived. But surely the apostle cannot mean that it was he who, carrying out the blue print 

conceived in his own mind, erects the building and temple of God. For God alone is the 

Architect of His Own building. Rather, the apostle means that he as a builder was set of God 

to be first, to be as it were the supervisor or superintendent of the laying of the ground-work 

in God’s building. It was given to him of grace not only to see what foundation was to be 

laid, but also to lay it according to God’s plan. The apostle had not constructed the material 

of the foundation. It was already prepared for him. And according to the measure of the gift 

of God’s grace, as a wise builder, he had laid the foundation in the Church of Corinth. 

The foundation being laid, the apostle exhorts the rest of the builders to build according 

to that foundation. We are not to conclude from this that every believer is a builder. Rather, 

the apostle has in mind only those who perform some labor in the building of the Church. 

These need not be exclusively the ministers and other officebearers. There are others who are 

apt to teach, who prophesy, and who had the gift of tongue, etc. 

 



3)  The Seriousness of Building. 

The seriousness of building on this foundation is emphasized by the apostle in several 

different ways in the text. First of all by direct exhortation. “But let each one see to it how he 

builds on.” It may not be done haphazardly and irrespective of the foundation, but his 

building process must be determined by the foundation. In other words, all his labor must be 

controlled and regulated by the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Secondly, the builders are warned of 

the fact of the day of judgment when all their works shall be tested with fire to prove their 

true value. And in connection with this the apostle warns that all the work that cannot stand 

the test of fire will be burned up. And the builders are encouraged to build substantially with 

the promise of reward. And finally the builders must keep in mind what building it is that is 

to be built. It is the temple of God which is holy. If anyone corrupts this temple, God shall 

destroy him. 

That makes the building process a very serious one indeed. All the work of building that 

is not properly in line with Jesus Christ will be burned up. No, it is even more serious than 

that. We must say that all that is not of God in Christ shall be burned up. Only that which is 

His work of grace shall remain. To put it bluntly, all my sermons, no matter how piously they 

were prepared and delivered, if they are not a work of God’s grace, if they are not the Word 

of God, they shall be burned up. For we must remember that the building is God’s. The 

builders contribute nothing to God’s building. All the works of man shall perish. Only God’s 

work of grace shall remain. This is clearly indicated in the figures the apostle uses to describe 

the material used in building. Noticeably they are of two kinds. They are gold, silver, and 

precious stones, which signify the imperishable; and wood, hay, stubble, all of which are 

combustible. That alone is imperishable which is the work of God’s grace. And that alone 

receives the reward of grace. 

This surely must keep the builders very humble, for they cannot contribute of their own 

to God’s building. They may labor together by grace in His building program, but both they 

and the material of which the building shall be erected are all of God. For His must be all the 

glory. Even the workers shall be saved as by fire. 

Woe therefore to those who imagine that they by their own material can add to God’s 

building, and woe to them that corrupt the temple with their own defilements. 

 

Questions for Discussion 

1. If Christ is the foundation, how can Jesus say to Peter and the apostle grout) what "He 

declares in Matt. 16: 16-18? 

2. Does the foundation include more than the person and doctrine of Jesus Christ? 

3.  Does the two-fold seal of II Tim. 2:19 belong also to the foundation, or do election and 

sanctification merely identify the veracity of the foundation? 

4. Does Rom. 8:1 also mean that the works of those who are in Christ Jesus shall have no 

condemnation? 

5. In what sense is the Church holy? Verse 17. 

 

OUTLINE 18 

 

3.  THE FOOLISHNESS OF BOASTING IN MAN (I Cor. 3:18-23) 

 

a. It is Self-Decption 



Throughout the entire context the apostle has been condemning partisanship and the gloating 

in worldly wisdom which was apparently the cause of it. He denied the right of individual party 

leaders. They were mere men given of God in His grace to the Church, and they must work 

together, not apart. And the Church is exhorted to look upon these leaders as such. 

In the verses we now have under consideration, the apostle once more reflects on this evil, 

and intimates that anyone in the Church who insisted nevertheless in this evil way was simply 

deceiving himself. He would have them avoid this self-deception. 

If there was anyone among them, and thought himself to be wise by the standard of this age 

(the world from the point of view of her present development and scheme), let such an one be-

come a fool in the estimation of this age, with the purpose that he may become truly wise. Paul 

had no objection to wisdom or to considering oneself wise. This he had done himself (see verse 

10). But the wisdom must not be that which meets the standard of this age, but it must be the true 

wisdom which is the gift of grace. One who possesses such wisdom is reckoned a fool by the 

world, but truly wise by God. 

Besides, the apostle, quoting from the Scripture again proves that this wisdom of this world 

is foolishness with God. The quotations are from Job 5:12, 13 and Psalm 94:11 respectively. 

Surely if the Lord captures the wise it: their own craftiness, and He causes the inner reasonings 

of the wise to be useless, how vain it is then that one should imagine himself wise or appear unto 

men as wise. This would be the height of deception. Therefore the apostle exhorts that no one 

boast in mere men. This should settle the matter of seeking party leaders, and creating party strife 

in the Church. But there is more. 

 

b.  All things belong to the Church 

All the more reason why they should not boast in men. Emphatically all things are for the 

entire Church. All the leaders, such as Paul, Apollos and Cephas. They do not belong to a select 

group in the Church. No! They belong to all. The Church is not there for her leaders, but the 

leaders are there for the Church. The world also is there for the Church, not the Church for the 

world. All the powers in the world must serve the Church. This may not always seems true, but 

ideally it is true nevertheless. “All things work together for good to them that love God, who are 

the called according to His purpose.” And therefore the extreme powers of life and death, 

prosperity and adversity, health and sickness, peace and war, things present and coming, all 

belong to the Church. 

 

c. All is of God 

It is striking that in verse 22 when the apostle enumerates those who before in his Epistle 

were designated leaders in the Church (see 1:12) that he purposely leaves out the name of Christ. 

You would expect that he would say: "Whether Paul, or Apollos, or Cephas, or Christ, etc.” The 

reason for this is evidently two-fold. In the first place, already in 1:13 the apostle asked: “Is 

Christ divided?” The answer to this question is, of course, emphatically, NO! And again in our 

passage the apostle asserts: “And ye are Christ’s.” Here again is the thought expressed that Christ 

is for the entire Church and not for a select group in the Church. This same truth is expressed 

from the opposite view-point, “And ye are Christ’s.” The entire Church belongs to Christ, not a 

certain party in the Church. 

“And Christ is God’s.” The anointed Servant of Jehovah is He, appointed and qualified of 

God to be the Head of His Church which is given to Christ to he saved by Him. 

Thus all is of God. Of this the Church should be deeply conscious. All must serve His glory. 



Of this the Church should be ever mindful. No glorying in men. They are only given to the 

Church that, the Church may serve Christ, and with Christ, serve our God. 

 

Questions for Discussion 

1. Though in controversies in the Church, the differences are generally over doctrine, is it not 

unavoidably true that the persons of men are also involved? 

2. To what attitude should the truth “all things are yours” lead us? 

3. In what sense is it true that all things mentioned in vs. 22 are ours? 

4. If Christ is God, how can He be said to be God’s? 

 

OUTLINE 19 

 

4. FAITHFUL STEWARDS OF GOD'S MYSTERIES (I Cor. 4:1-5) 

 

a.  Idea of Stewards 

The apostle in vs. 1 makes the distinction of ministers and stewards, and in vs. 2 carries on 

the idea of the steward, thus indicating that the latter concept receives the emphasis. 

There is, however, a fine distinction here which should be pointed out. The word translated 

‘ministers’ comes from a word which literally means: one who rows under. Evidently it 

originally referred to one who served in the galley below deck at pulling the oars of the ship. 

Such an one received along with others below the deck, his orders from the master of the ship 

who was on deck. When Paul therefore speaks of himself and others who served in the Gospel as 

ministers of Christ, he meant to show that he was under Christ, and entirely at Christ’s disposal, 

as the slave in the galley. 

Moreover, when the apostle adds to this idea also that of ‘stewards of the mysteries of God’, 

he heightens the idea of responsibility in this sendee. A steward is one who in the house is placed 

in charge of his master’s goods, and that too in his master's absence. He is therefore not only to 

discharge his duties, but also to report to his master the faithful fulfillment of them when the 

master returns. This idea is impressed upon us when the apostle writes in vs. 2 “Moreover it is 

required in stewards, that a man be found faithful.” This is a statement to be applied to all 

stewards in general. No one hires a steward to place him in trust who cannot be considered 

trustworthy. No lord will allow a man to take care of his money of whom he has the slightest 

doubt as to his integrity. This is true of any steward. But it is especially true of one who, as in 

this case, is entrusted with the mysteries of God. This steward is not accountable to the members 

of the household, but solely to the Lord of the house. Concerning the “mysteries of God”, we 

refer you to Chapter. 2:7-11. 

 

b. The application. 

The apostle applies this figure of the minister and steward to himself and in relation to the 

congregation. He is tinder orders of Christ Who is his Master. He has been designated by Christ, 

not by the congregation, as Christ’s assistant and helper. He is responsible therefore to no man. 

He has been also entrusted by Christ with the mysteries of God, and as a faithful steward he is 

charged to be the caretaker of these mysteries. At the time of reckoning, he is to give account of 

his stewardship to the Lord. 

O, to be sure, as the apostle clearly indicated in the preceding Chapter the apostles were 

laborers together in God’s vineyard and builders in His building program, and therefore as such 



were to serve the Church of Christ in its founding and erection. But this could never mean that 

they are ever to be reckoned with as mere servants of the Church. No, they are Christ’s servants, 

and accountable only to Him. 

This is a truth especially applicable to Corinth with her present partisanship. It appeared that 

the Church had assumed the prerogative of lordship, and of judge. Therefore the apostle says “so 

let a man (any one, every one) consider (think, reason concerning) us as ministers, etc.” If the 

congregation would do this, their own particular judgment of the leaders would cease. 

You will notice that the apostle assumes that the leaders all were faithful. If there had been 

unfaithfulness on the part of the leaders, the apostle would have no doubt written quite dif-

ferently. In other places, where there were false teachers, etc., the apostle does not hesitate to 

warn and exhort the Church to withdraw from and to discipline. 

But the faithful steward must not bother his head .about the judgment of man. “For I know 

nothing by myself, yet am I not hereby justified.” He means to tell us that his conscience was 

clear, he knew of no unfaithfulness, but even that did not clearly justify him because his 

conscience could be wrong. Conscience could not be his infallible norm in self-judgment. 

Neither would the apostle consider himself obliged to pass the judgment of a human court. But 

He who judges the apostle is the Lord, Alone. 

Hence, the Church is exhorted to “judge nothing before the time, until the Lord come.” This 

evidently refers to the time of Christ’s coming as Judge, when He will throw the light of His 

judgment upon the hidden things of darkness, and reveal the plans and purposes of every heart. 

This implies, of course, retribution to all who are evil, also unfaithful steward; but also then shall 

praise befall every one, who is worthy in the judgment of the Lord. 

 

Questions for Discussion: 

1. Does this passage mean to teach that no Church may judge her minister? 

2. Does this passage show that a minister should not receive praise and commendation from his 

congregation when he is worthy? 

3. Should a minister who has been unfaithful refuse to pass before the judgment of the Church 

on the ground of this passage? 

4. If the minister is the steward of God’s mysteries, what effect should this have on the attitude 

of his congregation? 

 

OUTLINE 20 

 

5. THE BUBBLE OF CARNAL BOASTING PUNCTURED 

(I Cor. 4:6-13) 

 

a. Examples of Ministers and Stewards Only for the Church. 

When the apostle continues with “and these things, brethren, I have in a figure transferred to 

myself and Apollos for your sakes”; it was not his intention to merely analyze the holy office to 

which he and these leaders were appointed, but it was his purpose by way of illustration to show 

the Church of Corinth something of what her attitude toward these leaders should be. There were 

more besides Paul and Apollos to whom the figures of ministers and stewards could apply, but 

these two would do to serve the apostle’s purpose. He did not need to refer to these examples for 

his own purpose, perhaps to reassure himself of what his holy office ought to be, but rather he 

did this on account of the brethren at Corinth. And the purpose is expressed: “that ye might learn 



in us not to think of men above that which is written;” and the final purpose, “that no one of you 

be puffed up for one against another.” 

The examples to which Paul referred, namely of ministers and stewards, were then to be 

object lessons to the congregation. The Church is to learn nothing more or less than that which is 

written. The questions arise here: To what does Paul refer by this latter? Does that which is 

written refer to something the apostle had written before in his Epistle? Does he refer to other 

Scriptures, say in the Old Testament? In reply, we could answer: perhaps both. Yet it must be 

observed that no specific reference is given. We are inclined to believe that the apostle is 

referring more particularly to that which he is about to say; which is above called the final 

purpose, namely, “that no one of you be puffed up for one against another.” That is the contents 

of what is written, and this is written everywhere in the Word of God. Carnal pride is always 

condemned and also the carnal boasting in one person in distinction from another. To be puffed 

up, one against another, is a most vivid picture of self-conceit. Such an one is like a bubble that 

ought to be pricked. 

Surely, from what: the apostle had said about ministers and stewards in the preceding, no one 

could possibly conclude that their’s was a position in which they could possibly subscribe to vain 

and carnal boasting of men, in which they could be the leaders these partisans at Corinth 

purported them to be. 

 

b. Carnal Boasting Ironically Blasted. 

I say ‘ironically’ because it surely appears that the apostle uses irony here to blast away at the 

carnal Corinthians. Notice in the first place, how he does this with pointed questions. “For who 

maketh thee to differ from another?” Self-conceit rests, of course, on the notion of superiority of 

gifts and graces as if self-bestowed. And again, “What hast thou that thou didst not receive?” 

These questions are very similar in meaning to those we use today to blast away at proud, 

arrogant persons. We say: Who do you think you are? You aren’t any better than others, are you? 

Don’t you think you should get down off from your high horse? And the apostle continuing asks: 

“now if thou didst receive it, why dost thou glory, as if thou hast not received it?” He means to 

say simply: you are no more and have no more than what God has given you, then how can you 

act as if you are what you are by yourself? 

And then, secondly, he rather sarcastically makes certain assertions concerning the 

Corinthians which magnify their carnal position evidenced in their partisan strife. ‘'Now ye are 

full, now ye are rich, ye have reigned as kings without us.” These expressions make the bubble 

of self-conceit to be blown up still more. They reveal the self-satisfaction and complacency to 

which the congregation was addicted, and an autonomous nature that relegated to itself all rule 

and authority apart from Christ and the apostles. Yes, they had leaders, but they themselves 

would lead them. They themselves would reign, instead of being ruled over. Hence the apostle 

adds: “And I would indeed ye reigned in order that also we might reign with you.’” O, this spirit 

of partisanship is a devilish thing when it takes root in. a congregation! 

But there is more. The apostle continues: “For I think that God has set forth us the apostles 

last as it were appointed to death, for we are made a spectacle unto the world, and to angels and 

to men.” The word “for” introduces the reason for the apostle’s wish expressed in the last part of 

the preceding verse. Namely, that it would be desirable to rule with the Corinthians. But look 

how far the position is from the fulfillment of that wish. Instead of ruling, they are made a 

spectacle unto all. That is cold deliberate fact, not a fancy of the apostle. You see, the apostle 

compares here his actual condition with that apparently assumed by the Corinthians as to 



themselves. He means to say: Isn’t it strange that God has dealt so differently with us than He 

has with you, if I consider the lofty position to which you imagine yourselves to have climbed? 

Should we not be the first? But look at us, we are last. Should we not rule? But look at us, we are 

doomed, we are made a spectacle. 

Yes, there is still more. “We are fools for Christ’s sake, but ye are wise in Christ: we are 

weak, but ye are strong, ye are honorable, but we are despised.” By Christ’s ordination the 

apostles are placed as it were on the stage in a theatre, even as Christ Himself was made a 

spectacle of. And all the world including angels and men are looking at them. And while they are 

for Christ’s sake being reckoned as fools, the Church at Corinth with its worldly wisdom and 

because of their connection with the Name of Christ, were being reckoned as intelligent. While 

the apostles were reckoned to be weak and impotent, the Church was adjudged to be strong, 

either by themselves or others. While the Church was inventoried as honorable, they, the 

apostles, were in dishonor. These are actual conditions to which the apostle refers, which he and 

all faithful stewards of the mysteries of God have suffered. 

Even while he writes these things to the Church at Corinth from Ephesus, the apostle is 

passing through these periods of want and persecution. “Even until this present hour we both 

hunger and thirst, and are naked, and are buffeted, and have no certain dwelling place, and labor, 

working with our own hands.” 

And always under these trying circumstances, they were conducting themselves as faithful 

followers of Christ. “Being reviled, we bless; being persecuted we suffer it; being defamed, we 

intreat.” There is no semblance of carnal pride, of spiteful arrogance here. What a contrast to 

carnal self-conceit and boasting so characteristic of the Church of Corinth! Yes, the apostles 

were “made as the filth of the world, and the off-scouring of all things.” They were being treated 

as the refuse and garbage one eagerly sweeps up and throws away. What must those at Corinth 

think of these leaders now, these leaders they had dared to set over their respective parties? 

Should they not be thoroughly ashamed of their sinful conduct? The bubble of carnal boasting is 

herewith completely deflated. 

 

Questions for Discussion 

1. Which basic doctrines of Scripture are implied in what the apostle says in verse 7? 

2. In what sense can the apostle speak of being a, spectacle to angels? 

3. Is there proof for the apostle’s description of the conditions he is said to have suffered? 

4. If we do not experience the same difficulties the apostles endured, must we conclude that we 

are unfaithful? 
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