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IN VALUING GOD’S CHURCH                                                  1 CORINTHIANS 3:5-23 

A local church – a church like KRBC – isn’t important or valuable to non-Christians.  No 

surprise there.  After all, why should it be?  But what is surprising and sad is to hear 

how many followers of Jesus don’t feel any local church is important or valuable to them 

either.  A recent report before the pandemic by Pew research claims a hefty 28% of 

self-identified Christians don’t participate in any church.  Just to be clear for those 

joining us online, I consider joining us by livestream to be participating given our current 

circumstances.  Very much so.  You’re familiar with the term the “nones” in reference to 

people with no religious affiliation.  Now, there’s a growing number of “dones” - 

Christians who have given up on church entirely.  True, some people who quit church 

are probably not true Christians.  But, according to the research, close to one out of 

every five Christians who no longer participate in any church claim to be born again.  

They say they’ve made a personal commitment to Jesus that is still important in their life 

today and that when they die they believe they will have eternal life with God only 

because they have confessed their sins and accepted Jesus as their Savior. 

The Bible says my church is yet another arena where I can glorify God.  That’s the 

theme of our current message series on the New Testament book of 1 Corinthians.  

Paul’s letter to the first Christians living in the Greek city of Corinth was all about 

discovering how to glorify God in every area of our lives.  For me, the key verse for the 

entire letter is found in 10:31 (NLT) “So whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, 

do it all for the glory of God.”  Paul encouraged and challenged the Corinthians 

Christians to make every area of their lives a place where God was glorified.  In other 

words, God can be honored, praised, and recognized for His greatness and grace by 

and through the behavior and attitudes His people live out in every area of life. 

You’re likely aware the New Testament uses that word “church” in two different but 

related ways.  It can refer to a local congregation like the church in Corinth or the church 

known as KRBC.  Don’t think of this or any local church as a literal building, however, 

but instead as a specific group of Jesus’ followers.  It’s your spiritual family.  It’s the 

group of people you gather to worship God and do ministry with regularly.  The local 

church is literal and physical.  In other places, the New Testament defines “Church” as a 

universal, spiritual body made up of every believer who has ever lived, is living now, and 

will live in the future in every corner of the planet.  It’s just as real or literal as the local 

church, but it’s not physical.  For me, the easiest way to differentiate between those two 

kinds of church is to write that word “church” differently.  A local church might use the 

little or lower case letter – “c”.  Literal, local, physical.  But the universal and spiritual 

Church might better use the big or upper case letter – “C.”  Literal, universal, spiritual. 

So which “church” is Paul writing about in what we’re about to read?  Little “c” church or 

big “C” church?  Both!  Just about everything he wrote there applies to a physical, local 

church as well as to the spiritual, universal Church.  But let’s remember he was writing 

to a specific group of God’s people – the church in the city of Corinth in the middle of 
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the first century.  The passage we drill down on today is all about the value of the 

church – this church.  Let’s read it just now.  We forget those first Christians in Corinth 

didn’t automatically understand the value or importance of the church.  They had to be 

taught why the church is important to God.  Good for us.  Lucky for us.  So, what can we 

learn about valuing the church and how we can glorify God in it? 

MY CHURCH BELONGS TO GOD ALONE. 

“You are God’s field.  You are God’s building….  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.” 
(1 Cor. 3:9, 16-17 NLT)  Who owns this or any church?  Who does it belong to 
ultimately and in the end?  God and God alone.  That’s clearly underlined and 
emphasized in this passage.  Well, if that’s true, how can I glorify God in the church? 

I see some transferable concepts in what Paul wrote.  First, I always help maintain 
Jesus and the message of the cross as its foundation.  “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.” (1 Cor. 3:10-11 NLT)  Paul used two important 
metaphors regarding the church here.   One compared us to a building.  The local 
church isn’t a literal building, but it’s like a building in many ways.  Every building needs 
a strong foundation.  If you construct a bad foundation or tamper with a good one, the 
building will eventually collapse.  I believe one big reason KRBC has been a church 
much used by God for 114 years now is because we’ve kept Jesus and the message of 
the cross as our foundation.  It’s all about Jesus’ death and resurrection to pay the 
penalty for our sins and give us the gift of eternal life now and in the future.  It’s all about 
the need for spiritually lost people to be found by a loving Savior and get transformed.  
It’s all about God using us in the Northland community and beyond to make disciples.  
That foundation won’t change as long as I’m your pastor.  But if it did – or it does after 
I’m gone – you have my permission to throw a holy fit!   

How can I glorify God in my church?  Second, I remember every member is God’s 
servant to build up His people.  You may be a leader or a longtime in this church.  
Guess what?  You’re not in charge by virtue of what office you hold, how long you’ve 
been a member, or how much money you’ve given.  This church doesn’t belong to me 
as your pastor.  It doesn’t belong to staff members.  It doesn’t belong to Ministry Council 
members.  It doesn’t belong to the people who’ve been members of it since the dawn of 
time.  This church doesn’t even belong to the congregation itself.  It belongs to God.  
That means all of us and each of us can only ever be His servants to serve Him and His 
people here.  Doesn’t the church needs strong, capable leaders?  Of course, it does!  
But leadership in the God’s church always means being a servant – never control, never 
domination, and never getting my way come what may.  

Here’s another way I can glorify God in my church.  I remember every member has a 
significant contribution to make.  The Corinthians had turned some of their spiritual 
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leaders into celebrities and created clubs and cliques around them.  “I belong to the 
Apollos club.  I belong to Peter’s club.  I belong to Paul’s clique.”  Stupid, said Paul.  
Really stupid.  It was the other way around!  They didn’t belong to this or that leader.  
Instead, all those spiritual leaders belonged to the Corinthians, because they belonged 
to Jesus who belonged to God.  “So don’t boast about following a particular human 
leader.  For everything belongs to you— whether Paul or Apollos or Peter, or the world, 
or life and death, or the present and the future.  Everything belongs to you, and you 
belong to Christ, and Christ belongs to God.” (1 Cor. 3:21-23 NLT)  Paul and Apollos 
had no independent importance when it came to the church at Corinth.  Yes, God had 
used them to start and build up the church.  Just like every Christian, they had unique 
callings and made great contributions, but they were both just part of a team – God’s 
team.  What’s the old saying?  “There’s no “i” in team.”  That’s true in God’s church, too. 

Let me mention one other way we can glorify God in this place.  I remember only God 
can make the church grow.  “I planted the seed in your hearts, and Apollos watered it, 
but it was God who made it grow.  It’s not important who does the planting, or who does 
the watering.  What’s important is that God makes the seed grow.” (1 Cor. 3:6-7 NLT)   
Paul switched to a second metaphor.  He moved from architecture to agriculture.  He 
went from a building to a field used on a farm to grow a crop.  When a farmer plants a 
seed, and waters it, he really doesn’t make it grow.  The miracle of life does that.  All the 
farmer can do is provide the right environment for growth, and trust in the miracle of life.  
We do the same thing in ministering Jesus to people through this church.  Each of us 
have different jobs and see different results, but God is the one who gets the work done.  
Whether it’s the spiritual growth of the people who are already here or numerical growth 
through adding more people to our spiritual family, God says He’s the One ultimately 
responsible for growth of any kind.  Our job is to provide and maintain the right spiritual 
environment so the Holy Spirit can do what He alone can do in people’s lives.   

When Kyle Idleman started a new church, he was overwhelmed with pressure and 

stress.  He was working more than seventy hours a week.  Never took a day off.  Took 

sleeping pills at night.  When the church was about a year old, Kyle woke up one night, 

and he had this strange sensation God was laughing at him.  He wondered, “Why is 

God laughing at me?”  Kyle says he finally got an answer to that question five years 

later.  Here's how it happened.  When he and his family moved into a new house, Kyle 

saved the heaviest piece of furniture for last—the desk from his office.  As he was 

pushing and pulling the desk with all his might, his four-year-old son came over and 

asked if he could help.  So together they started sliding it across the floor.  The little boy 

was pushing and grunting as they inched their way along.  After a few minutes, Kyle’s 

son stopped pushing, looked up at him, and said, "Dad, you're in my way." And then he 

tried to push the desk by himself.  Of course it didn't budge.  Kyle realized his son 

thought he was actually doing all the work, instead of Kyle.  He couldn't help but laugh.  

The moment he started laughing at his son's comment, he recalled that middle-of-the-

night incident and he realized why God was laughing at him back then. Kyle thought he 

was “pushing the desk” of starting a new church.  Instead of recognizing God's power 
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and strength, he started to think it all depended on him.  Because it belongs to Him, 

God makes the church grow.  Another truth about God’s church…. 

MY CHURCH IS CENTRAL TO GOD’S PURPOSE. 

But, that’s only true of the big “C” Church, right?  After all, the average size of a local 
church – a small “c” church - worldwide is reckoned to be about 80 people, and there 
are over 2 billion Christians worldwide, so that would mean there are some 27 million 
churches out there all over the world.  All those 27 million churches are central to God’s 
purpose including local churches that no longer exist and local churches yet to be 
birthed.  After all, Paul wrote the following words to the local church there in Corinth not 
to the big “C” Church.  “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.” (1 Cor. 3:16-17 NLT)   

Paul said that the church wasn’t like just any old building; in fact, it was like a temple.  
The Corinthians knew all about temples, because the city of Corinth was filled with 
pagan temples.  A temple is where a god lived.  So, they were collectively – as a group - 
the temple of the one, true God in Corinth.  When lost people in Corinth came to their 
worship gatherings, they encountered and experienced the one, true God, not some 
worthless idol.  But, if the Corinthian believers insisted on doing church their way 
instead of God’s way, they would destroy the only alternative God had in their city. 

Big, transferable concept!   We’re told here God indwells my church through the Holy 
Spirit.  God reveals Himself in and through literal, physical, local congregations like 
KRBC.  Isn’t that exciting?  God makes Himself present and active here in a way He 
doesn’t anywhere else in this world.  Because of that this church is holy, sacred, and 
holds a special place in God’s heart.  It’s unique and special.  The local church – 
including KRBC - is God’s temple indwelt by the Holy Spirit making it of great 
importance to God’s plan and purpose.  Just like those Corinthians believers, we need 
to recapture this vision of what we are by God’s grace and also what God intends us to 
be.  We, too, are called to be a genuine alternative to the world around us. 

I believe there’s another big, transferable concept implied in this chapter.  I need my 
church to know and experience God Himself more fully.  This is something all those 
Christians who are “dones” - who who can’t bring themselves to get vitally attached to 
any local church - need to understand.  You’re missing out on experiencing something 
of God Himself that you can’t get anywhere else!  Yes, it’s true each of us as individual 
believers is indwelt by the Holy Spirit and becomes a little temple.  Paul said as much a 
bit later in this letter, “Don’t you realize that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit, 
who lives in you and was given to you by God?”  (1 Cor. 6:19 NLT)  Sure, you can and 
should experience God as an individual.  Sure, you can experience God taking a walk in 
the park on a beautiful fall day or at home sipping a cup of tea and reading the Bible.   
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But this isn’t a case of either/or, but rather both/and.  If you ignore God’s church, if you 
indulge excuses for not being actively involved in it, or if you’re just content to remain 
unconnected, you are robbing yourself of knowing God more fully.  If you want to settle 
for an inadequate, stunted, very limited experience of knowing God, stay away from His 
church!  He is present in and through this church in ways you can only experience if 
you’re a vital, active part of the church.  We experience God in and through corporate 
worship.  We experience God in and through groups who gather to study God’s Word 
together.  We experience God in and through interaction with other believers who have 
had their own unique journeys of faith from which we can learn and grow.  The simple 
fact is we need this church to know and experience God Himself more fully.    

One day, a little girl got lost.  She ran up and down the streets of the big town where 

she lived, but she couldn't find a single landmark.  She was very frightened.  Finally a 

policeman stopped to help her.  He put her in the passenger seat of his car, and they 

drove around until she finally saw her church.  She pointed it out to the policeman, and 

then she told him firmly, "You could let me out now.  This is my church, and I can 

always find my way home from here."  That ought to be true of us spiritually.  A good 

reason to stay close to my church—even if I’m feeling discouraged by the imperfections 

of my fellow members or I’m feeling somehow lost, lonely or frightened myself – is the 

simple fact that by staying connected to it, I can experience God in a way I can nowhere 

else.  My church can help me find my way home spiritually.  Here’s something else we 

can learn from 1 Corinthians 3 about glorifying God in His church. 

MY CHURCH DESERVES MY LIFELONG SERVICE. 
 
Paul reflected on his ministry in Corinth, “Because of God’s grace to me, I have laid the 
foundation like an expert builder.” (1 Cor. 3:10 NLT)  In other words, it’s my privilege – 
as it was Paul’s - to serve God through His church.  Anything we do with and for God’s 
people is an undeserved favor to us from God Himself.  It’s an exalted thing to be one of 
God’s servants serving His church in any capacity.  But God doesn’t choose exalted 
people to do His work.  It isn’t anything in us that makes us worthy to be a worker in His 
church.  It’s just a demonstration of God’s grace to us. 
 
When you read through this chapter, you begin to pick up what a grace-motivated 
attitude of serving the Lord looks like.  Grace-motivated serving understands and values 
the whole idea of a spiritual team.  We all need each other and we are all working 
together toward the same goal.  We all have a role to play, or a niche to fill, or a spiritual 
gift to give or share.  Paul was a planter and a foundation maker.  Apollos was a water 
and a builder.  All roles, niches, and gifts are important.  No one is expected to do it all 
or have it all.  On the one hand, we can’t accomplish anything meaningful spiritually 
without God.  On the other hand, God wants us to join Him in the work He wants to 
accomplish and often waits to act until we get on board with Him.  When you consider 
all the ways God could have done His work, it’s even more amazing to know He wants - 
and sometimes waits - for our participation. 
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But let’s make sure we transfer another very important concept or truth from 1st century 
Corinth to 21st century Columbus.  I will be held accountable for how I serve His church.  
“The one who plants and the one who waters work together with the same purpose.  
And both will be rewarded for their own hard work….  But on the judgment day, fire will 
reveal what kind of work each builder has done. The fire will show if a person’s work 
has any value.  If the work survives, that builder will receive a reward.  But if the work is 
burned up, the builder will suffer great loss.”  (1 Cor. 3:8, 13-15 NLT)  An industrious 
farmer enjoys a bountiful crop, but a lazy one goes hungry.  An industrious servant of 
the Lord is blest, but a lazy one loses out on God’s blessing.  A wise builder uses 
materials that are costly and permanent – gold, silver, precious stone like marble or 
granite – while a foolish builder uses cheap, temporary materials – wood, hay, and 
straw.  A wise servant of the Lord does things that end up having eternal value.  A 
foolish worker’s efforts are wasted because they have no lasting spiritual impact.   

What’s the point?  Whatever we do for God’s church will be tested and evaluated.  It will 
eventually be revealed for what kind of work it was.  Notice that the amount of the work 
isn’t the primary issue, but what sort or kind of work it was.  Did it glorify God?  Was it a 
sincere demonstration of love for Jesus and for His people?  Did it have an eternal 
impact on anyone?  And we can’t know that until Judgment Day.  Only eternity will 
reveal the true value of what we did for God’s church – good or bad, worthwhile or 
worthless, useful or useless.  If the value or quality was good, we will receive some kind 
of reward.  We’re not told what, but it’s certain and sure.  If it was inferior in quality, 
however, we will suffer the loss of the reward we might have received.   

Joe was an executive who did a lot of business traveling.  One day when Joe was on a 

flight, he found himself deeply impressed by the flight crew.  They were the most 

attentive, responsive flight crew he’d ever seen. So, toward the end of the flight, he 

stopped one of the flight crew members and said, "Excuse me, I don't mean to bother 

you, but I fly a lot, and I have never seen a flight crew this. You are the most engaged, 

enthusiastic, service-oriented flight crew that I've ever seen."  The female flight 

attendant got a little smile on her face as she bent down and whispered to Joe, "Thank 

you, sir, but for that you can thank the woman seated back there in 12B."  She paused, 

nodded her head slightly towards seat 12B, and continued: "You see, sir, the woman 

sitting in seat 12B is the head supervisor for all of the flight attendants for our airlines.  

And she's on our flight today!" 

 

Yes, the Kingdom of God is all about grace and unconditional love.  But if we miss the 

note of accountability and rewards for faithful service, we haven’t gotten the whole 

picture yet.  When we really know and live out the truth that Jesus is in our midst - that 

he’s "on our flight" - it has a profound way of changing the way we serve other people.  

God will hold you and me accountable, child of God.  No, not in terms of whether we get 

to live in Heaven for all eternity.  But, instead, whether we will get to enjoy rewards that 

He hasn’t yet revealed.  Part of that evaluation will include how I served in and through 

a local group of believers – in other words, my church.  My church belongs to God 

alone.  My church is central to God’s purpose.  So, then, my church deserves my 

lifelong service.  When I value my church, I glorify God.   


