The ‘Carnal Christian’ Doctrine: Is it Biblical?

1 Corinthians 3:1-18

2011 FBC 1-23
Introduction: “And I, brethren, could not speak to you as to spiritual men, but as to men of flesh, as to infants in Christ. 
A. ‘Men of Flesh’
1. Last Sunday, I raised the eyebrows of some when I refuted the false teaching of the “Carnal Christian.”

a. Apparently, some of you have been taught to believe that there is a unique and special category for so-called Christians who live like the devil and walk perpetually in the flesh. While it is true that all believers begin their Christian life as “new-born babes,” it is equally true that the milk of the Word nourishes them spiritually. The work of the Spirit is to make sure growth is certain! 
b. Despite what you may have been taught, 1 Cor. 3 is not speaking to carnal Christians, but to Corinthian believers who had idolized teachers over truth, thus hindering the work of building the church on the one true foundation (God’s Word) whose cornerstone is Jesus Christ.

I. The Corinthian Commendation

A. “I thank my God always concerning you.”
1. The Corinthian Christians were not being chastised for a life of complete carnality. 

a. These believers were making spiritual progress and Paul recognized God’s grace and their growth in chapter 1, verse 4. The testimony of Christ was confirmed in them. They gave evidence of a changed life!

b. Once a sinner is converted to Christ, the habitual lifestyle of sin is severed. The born-again believer is now led by the Spirit Who teaches him God’s Word (Jn 16:13; Rom. 8:14; 1 Cor. 2:12-14; 1 Jn. 3:7-10).
II. The Corinthian Context

A. “For when one says, "I am of Paul," and another, "I am of Apollos," are you not mere men?” (vs. 4)
1. The specific sin Paul is confronting is the sin of human idolatry, so prevalent in a new believer’s life. 

a. These Corinthian Christians were boasting about belonging to a particular group led by Peter, Apollos or Paul (1 Cor. 1:11-12; 3:4).
b. Jesus builds His church. To argue about which teacher is the best or which group is more spiritual is a sign of spiritual immaturity (vs. 5).

III. The Construction in Corinth

A. “For we are God's fellow workers; you are God's field, God's building.”
1. In verse 9, Paul refers to the church at Corinth as God’s building, and to himself as God’s fellow worker.

a. The work (vs. 10) is the work of building the church; the spiritual house of God. Believers build the church by preaching the gospel and proclaiming truth. God grows His church via the Word (1 Pet. 2:5).
2. “But each man must be careful how he builds on it.”
a. If these believers are to build God’s church with the wisdom of Christ they must mature in faith, lay aside their personality cults, and join together in unity to build the church with the right materials. 

IV. The Construction Materials

A. “Gold, silver, precious stones – wood, hay, straw”
1. The gold, silver, precious stones represent the wisdom of God, while the wood, hay and straw are analogous to the wisdom of the world. 

a. 19th Century commentator R. L. Dabney believes Paul is referencing the spiritual condition of individuals in the church, the result of the doctrinal teaching they have received (1 Cor. 1:18-21; 2:1-8; 3:18-19). If you build the church with God’s wisdom then the result will be true converts to Christ. But if you build with worldly wisdom, the result is unconverted sinners who perish (See also Warren Wiersbe on 1 Cor. 3).
V. The Condition of the Corinthian Church (vss. 14-15)
A. The Day of Judgment

1. There is a Day coming when the quality of each man’s work will be tested (2 Cor. 5:10).

a. “If any man's work which he has built on it remains, he will receive a reward.” But, “if any man's work is burned up, he will suffer loss.”
1) Those who proclaim the wisdom of God will be rewarded with true converts. But if you build the church with the world’s materials your followers will perish, though you yourself may be saved.  
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