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1 Corinthians 3:1-8 
 
1a  And I, brethren, could not speak unto you as unto spiritual, but as unto carnal, 
even as unto babes in Christ.   
 
Paul refers to what he wrote about the spirit of man and the Spirit of God, the wisdom of man 
and the wisdom of God, and the discernment (judgment) of the natural man and the spiritual 
man. 
 

1 Corinthians 2:11-15  11  For what man knoweth the things of a man, save the spirit of man 
which is in him? even so the things of God knoweth no man, but the Spirit of 
God.  12  Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the spirit which is of God; 
that we might know the things that are freely given to us of God.  13  Which things also we speak, 
not in the words which man's wisdom teacheth, but which the Holy Ghost teacheth; 
comparing spiritual things with spiritual.  14  But the natural man receiveth not the 
things of the Spirit of God: for they are foolishness unto him: neither can he know them, 
because they are spiritually discerned.  15  But he that is spiritual judgeth all things, yet he 
himself is judged of no man. 

 
Paul could not speak to the Corinthians as though they were more spiritual than natural.  
 
1b  And I, brethren, could not speak unto you as unto spiritual, but as unto carnal, even as 
unto babes in Christ.   
 
Paul is not using “babes in Christ” as an endearing phrase. He is telling the Corinthians that they 
are immature Christians. Peter uses a similar phrase in his epistle. 
 

1 Peter 2:1-3  Wherefore laying aside all malice, and all guile, and hypocrisies, and envies, and 
all evil speakings,  2  As newborn babes, desire the sincere milk of the word, that ye may 
grow thereby:  3  If so be ye have tasted that the Lord is gracious. 

 
The Corinthians were more carnal (fleshly, worldly, immature) than they were spiritual (godly, 
holy, mature). They had grown from being “newborn babes”. They had not fulfilled God’s 
expectation for his adopted children: to become like their brother Jesus Christ. Their lack of 
growth left them open to all kinds of doctrinal and practical error. 
  

Ephesians 4:11-16  And he gave some, apostles; and some, prophets; and some, evangelists; 
and some, pastors and teachers;  12  For the perfecting of the saints, for the work of the 
ministry, for the edifying of the body of Christ:  13  Till we all come in the unity of the faith, 
and of the knowledge of the Son of God, unto a perfect man, unto the measure of the 
stature of the fulness of Christ:  14  That we henceforth be no more children, tossed to and 
fro, and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the sleight of men, and cunning craftiness, 
whereby they lie in wait to deceive;  15  But speaking the truth in love, may grow up into him in 
all things, which is the head, even Christ:  16  From whom the whole body fitly joined together 
and compacted by that which every joint supplieth, according to the effectual working in the 
measure of every part, maketh increase of the body unto the edifying of itself in love. 
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2a  I have fed you with milk, and not with meat: for hitherto ye were not able to bear it, 
neither yet now are ye able.  
 
“The sincere milk of the word” being “Jesus Christ, and him crucified”, the basic gospel message. 
Not that there is anything wrong with the basic gospel message, but there is something wrong 
with an infant who only ever desires mother’s milk, who never desires solid food. Such an infant 
is not going to grow and will be subject to disease and death. Doctors call such a condition 
“failure to thrive”. The Corinthian church was being diagnosed by Paul with that condition. 
 

Hebrews 5:12-14  For when for the time ye ought to be teachers, ye have need that one teach 
you again which be the first principles of the oracles of God; and are become such as have 
need of milk, and not of strong meat.  13  For every one that useth milk is unskilful in 
the word of righteousness: for he is a babe.  14  But strong meat belongeth to them 
that are of full age, even those who by reason of use have their senses exercised to 
discern both good and evil. 

 
2b  I have fed you with milk, and not with meat: for hitherto ye were not able to bear it, 
neither yet now are ye able.  
 
The Corinthians were not “of full age” though Paul had provided everything that they needed to 
grow. Therefore they were unable to “discern good and evil” in the doctrine and practice of the 
church. They were still attempting to feed upon milk but could not understand that they were 
starving for lack of meat. “Strong meat” being the deeper knowledge of the work of the grace of 
God in the member and the church.  
 

Hebrews 6:1-3  Therefore leaving the principles of the doctrine of Christ, let us go on 
unto perfection; not laying again the foundation of repentance from dead works, and of faith 
toward God,  2  Of the doctrine of baptisms, and of laying on of hands, and of resurrection of the 
dead, and of eternal judgment.  3  And this will we do, if God permit. 

 
3  For ye are yet carnal: for whereas there is among you envying, and strife, and 
divisions, are ye not carnal, and walk as men?   
 

John 13:34-35  A new commandment I give unto you, That ye love one another; as I have 
loved you, that ye also love one another.  35  By this shall all men know that ye are my disciples, if 
ye have love one to another. 

 
Not that the Corinthians were unregenerate, but that, contrary to the command of Jesus Christ, 
they were fleshly and worldly. No man would know that they were the disciples of Jesus Christ 
because of the envying, striving, and dividing nature that they demonstrated. These things were 
signs of immaturity. Watch children interacting with one another. They embody all of these 
things. It is the same in the Christian world today: the milk-fed babes in Christ are kept starving 
for meat for the safety of fundamentalism, radicalism, liberalism, and whatever other -isms 
might enslave the free brethren of Jesus Christ. All those things are carnality veiled in 
spirituality.  
 
4  For while one saith, I am of Paul; and  another, I am of Apollos; are ye not 
carnal?   
 
Paul had written of the divisions among the Corinthians previously. 
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1 Corinthians 1:11-16  For it hath been declared unto me of you, my brethren, by them which 
are of the house of Chloe, that there are contentions among you.  12  Now this I say, that every 
one of you saith, I am of Paul; and I of Apollos; and I of Cephas; and I of Christ.  13  Is 
Christ divided? was Paul crucified for you? or were ye baptized in the name of Paul?  14  I thank 
God that I baptized none of you, but Crispus and Gaius;  15  Lest any should say that I had 
baptized in mine own name.  16  And I baptized also the household of Stephanas: besides, I know 
not whether I baptized any other. 

 
The divisions, which were more -isms such as Catholicism, Calvinism, Arminianism, 
Lutheranism, etc. (a.k.a. denominationalism), are also signs of immaturity. The Corinthians had 
aligned to their teachers rather than aligning to Jesus Christ. They had chosen to elevate man 
over God, creating idols of men in their ignorance. This does not only happen with men, but it 
happens with doctrine, it happens with practice, it happens in all aspects of religion. It is 
carnality cloaked in spirituality. It is slavery not freedom. 
 
5  Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos, but ministers by whom ye believed, even 
as the Lord gave to every man?   
 
Paul begins to provide the course correction to the Corinthians. First: Those they had elevated 
and idolized were only men. Second: God gave those men the gifts of ministry.  
 
6  I have planted, Apollos watered; but God gave the increase.   
 
Third: The men worked with God gave them. Fourth: God produced from the ministry. 
 
7  So then neither is he that planteth any thing, neither he that watereth; but God 
that giveth the increase.   
 
The course correction is complete. The men who the Corinthians had elevated and idolized over 
their Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, were nothing. Their works were nothing. It was all by the 
power of God alone. 
 

Luke 17:10  So likewise ye, when ye shall have done all those things which are commanded you, 
say, We are unprofitable servants: we have done that which was our duty to do. 
 

The “unprofitable servants” had done what was commanded them. Their works would have no 
profit to them or to men unless God directed and blessed them.  
 
8  Now he that planteth and he that watereth are one: and every man shall receive 
his own reward according to his own labour.   
 
Paul explains that each man’s work may look different and may occur at different times. Just as 
farmers planting seed and farmhands watering the earth occur at different times during a 
season, the growth of the plant and the produce of the plant belong to God. One ministry activity 
is not valued over another ministry activity. All ministers of Jesus Christ should share the same 
goal. 
 
Gill: “…they had one and the same commission to preach the Gospel; and the Gospel they preached was 
the same; and so were their views, aims, and ends, which were the glory of God, and the good of immortal 
souls; and they had the same love and affection for one another; they were one in their work, judgment, 
and affection; and which carries in it a strong reason and argument why the members of this church 
should not contend and divide about them:”. 
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All ministers of Jesus Christ should expect the same reward. 
 

Matthew 25:23  His lord said unto him, Well done, good and faithful servant; thou 
hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many things: enter thou into the 
joy of thy lord. 

 
It is only in the humility of being “unprofitable servants” that they might then expect to hear 
“well done, good and faithful servant” from God. That is their reward. Paul is driving the 
Corinthians back to the one to whom glory and honor belong: the triune God. It is only when 
they elevate God over man that they can grow and be unified. 
 

John 17:20-23  Neither pray I for these alone, but for them also which shall believe on me 
through their word;  21  That they all may be one; as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, 
that they also may be one in us: that the world may believe that thou hast sent me.  22  And 
the glory which thou gavest me I have given them; that they may be one, even as we are 
one:  23  I in them, and thou in me, that they may be made perfect in one; and that the world may 
know that thou hast sent me, and hast loved them, as thou hast loved me. 

 
Jesus Christ prayed for his apostles, and those that would believe him through them (such as 
Apollos), that they would be unified as he and God the Father were unified. There is no biblical 
precedent for divisions among God’s people, but the bible warns that it will happen. This 
happens because God’s people are milk-fed babes-in-Christ who are either being kept from or 
are keeping themselves from feeding on meat. The immature Christian is a weak Christian. The 
immature Christian is “tossed to and fro, and carried about with every wind of doctrine, by the 
sleight of men, and cunning craftiness, whereby they lie in wait to deceive”. The -isms that have 
been prevalent in the churches since the first century are due to God’s people embracing the 
carnal over the spiritual. This is slavery, not freedom. Unknowingly, the immature Corinthians 
had fallen into slavery to their idolatry, rather than freedom from idolatry. 
 
Liberty in Jesus Christ is based upon the grace of God working in each individual child of God. 
Liberty of conscience by grace in each individual child of God should be protected within the 
churches of God. The mature Christian patiently, gently, and lovingly guides the immature. The 
immature Christian respectfully and lovingly responds to the mature. Questions of doctrine and 
practice that are not specifically addressed by or readily deduced from scripture are left to each 
individual child of God to decide in their conscience. All decisions of conscience should be 
constrained by God’s grace and by brotherly love. This was one of the errors in the Corinthian 
church. They had traded liberty for slavery. Their carnal law had replaced God’s spiritual grace. 
 

1 Peter 2:15-16  For so is the will of God, that with well doing ye may put to silence the 
ignorance of foolish men:  16  As free, and not using your liberty for a cloke of 
maliciousness, but as the servants of God. 

 
Philippians 2:3  Let nothing be done through strife or vainglory; but in lowliness of mind let 
each esteem other better than themselves.    

 
Freedom of conscience by grace, combined with humility and love one toward another, would 
have established unity among the Corinthians. 


