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The Word of the Lord from 1 Corinthians 3: “For God’s temple is holy, and you are that temple.” 
This is the Word of the Lord. 

  
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 
There are essentials, and there are non-essentials. A car has to have things like an engine, 

transmission, four tires and a steering wheel—those are essential to the car. It’s nice if it has a radio, AC 

and a sunroof, even heated seats: but those aren’t essential to the car doing what a car needs to do. 
Essentials for a kitchen would be refrigerator, stove, oven and sink, I suppose—that’s what I grew up 

with; but I’ve got to admit that the garbage disposal, microwave and dishwasher are nice. They’re not 
essential, but it’s nice to have them anyway.  

 

There are essentials and non-essentials for the Church, too; and in speaking of this, Paul 
compares the Church to a building. He’s laid the foundation like a skilled master builder, he says; and 

now someone else is building upon it. This isn’t difficult to decode—Paul says that the foundation is Jesus 
Christ. Similarly, he writes in Ephesians 2:19-21: 

 
So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and 

members of the household of God, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ 

Jesus himself being the cornerstone, in whom the whole structure, being joined together, grows 
into a holy temple in the Lord.  

 
The Church is built upon Christ, revealed in His Word. Or, as Paul said in 1 Corinthians 2, “I 

decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified.” That’s who—and what—the 

Church is built upon. Now, someone else is building upon it: Paul doesn’t say who—it might be Apollos, it 
might be somebody else. But remember how the Corinthians were dividing up, some saying “I follow 

Paul” or “I follow Cephas” or “I follow Apollos”? Paul’s point here is that it doesn’t matter who the builder 
is—as long as he takes care to build on Christ. That’s the measure of a preacher, right there: does He 

proclaim Christ? And proclaiming Christ, does he continue to build upon that foundation so that those in 

the congregation don’t remain infants in the faith, but grow in maturity? See, if Christ is proclaimed, the 
Holy Spirit is at work to create faith. That means that you are God’s temple, because the Holy Spirit 

dwells within you. This is all for the sake of Christ. That’s what’s essential.  
 

There are non-essentials, too, things that aren’t so lasting. Paul uses the example of a variety of 
building materials: “Now if anyone builds on the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, 

straw—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.” 
 

Some building materials stand up better than others. When tested by fire, gold, silver and 
precious stones are going to remain. Wood, hay and straw will not. Preachers—and hearers—are to focus 

on those things that will not pass away, that will survive the fire—even the fire that consumes this earth 

on the Last Day. What will not pass away? God’s Word will not pass away. His Law isn’t going anywhere, 
and that means that we are to hear it, obey it, repent of our sin where we do not. His Gospel isn’t going 

anywhere, either: there is not a time when Christ will run out of forgiveness for you. Because He has 
been baptized with His baptism of fire on the cross, He will deliver you from the fire on the Last Day. 

 



When preachers build on the foundation of Christ, they are to build with things that will last, that 

will even withstand the test of fire. That means that they are to stick with God’s Word, continue to speak 
of Christ and Him crucified. Remember, that’s the foundation, the essential proclamation on which the 

Church is built. 
 

There are a couple of different applications we might make here. One is about preachers, the  

builders. A pastor’s work will be a mix of gold and silver, wood and straw. Where his sermons proclaim 
God’s holy Word, that proclamation will stand the test of fire. Where his preaching instead consists of 

good advice and folksy wisdom, it may well be useful stuff: but because it doesn’t give Christ, forgiveness 
and salvation, it won’t stand the fire. It will be consumed. What does Paul say of preachers, the builders 

at the time of that testing? He says, “The fire will test what sort of work each has done. If the work that 
anyone has built on the foundation survives, he will receive a reward. If anyone’s work is burned up, he 

will suffer loss, though he himself will be saved, but only as through fire.” Note that all of this will be 

revealed on the Last Day: a pastor who builds with wood and straw may construct a huge building in his 
time, one that looks impressive until fire reduces his ministry to nearly nothing; while the one who builds 

with the gold of the Gospel may seem to accomplish very little, until what he has done withstands the 
fire. All will be made truly known on the Last Day, when little churches of gold are found to be far greater 

than massive ones of straw.  

 
Both will be in heaven, provided both have remained on the foundation of Christ. However, if 

they have left that foundation behind, nothing will survive. As Paul says, “If anyone destroys God’s 
temple, God will destroy him.” This is always the temptation when preachers build: if they leave the Word 

of God behind, opting for straw instead of gold, they’ll start building additions that are no longer on the 
foundation. If they stray too far, they destroy the temple and construct a different one instead. It may 

look good on the outside, but only because the decaying foundation isn’t seen. This is a matter of real 

concern. There’s been quite the kerfuffle in recent Saturday papers, as a pastor in town wrote a column 
in which she said that Christians who confess Christ and Him crucified aren’t being faithful. Rather, 

they’re guilty of “demonizing God” and accusing Him of “glorified child abuse.” In her preaching, the 
Gospel isn’t salvation; to her, it is actually satanic. No matter how nice the people who attend, we cannot 

call such a church “Christian.” That pastor has left the foundation behind, and so whatever she teaches 

will not stand the test of fire. She is wise according to this age—just read the comments of support on 
the Statesman’s website. I pray for her repentance, for I fear for her soul. She is not Christ’s, for she has 

rejected His death for her—and she is beckoning others to do the same. 
 

The other application is more about congregations than pastors by themselves. It is interesting 

that, when Paul speaks of building with gold and silver, wood and straw, he doesn’t condemn the wood 
and straw outright. Rather, he says that wood-and-straw going to happen. It’s not even necessarily bad. 

It’s just not going to stand the test of fire on the Last Day. Might we compare this to non-essentials of 
congregational life? What I mean is this: I’m thinking of potlucks, youth trips, quilting groups, guys’ night 

out, tea parties, golf outings, food drives, skeet shoots, bowling nights, cooking parties, various social 
activities that might take place in a congregation. Are these bad? Not at all. They are, in fact, beneficial. 

They’re good things. Could we use more of them—could we have more of them? Absolutely: as long as 

we understand that these are not the essentials of Christianity. They’re the air conditioning in the car or 
the microwave in the kitchen. They’re beneficial. They’re fun. As an LCMS president once said, the 

Church goes on with the Lord’s Supper and oyster dinners. One is essential, the other is not. The oyster 
dinners are good to have: but if you don’t have them, you’re still the Church because you still have Christ 

and His Gospel.  

 
 One might look at Good Shepherd and say that we don’t have a whole lot of such events going 

on. Compared to some churches, that’s true: and the reasons for that might be many, some we can 
control and some that we cannot. More would be fine, as long as we keep in mind that they’re wood and 

hay—helpful wood and hay for sure, but not the Gospel. For my part, handing out the gold of the Gospel 



keeps my plate pretty full, so I do pray that the appropriate opportunities will arise, along with the 

appropriate people to get it done. 
 

In the meantime, though, there’s no reason to hang your head—because you lack nothing. You 
have the gold, the silver, the precious stones. See that font? Your baptism is gold: Christ promises that 

that water with the Word will see you through the fire—that on Judgment Day you will be revealed to all 

as a holy child of God, tested and approved. That Absolution you heard—and the Word which is read and 
preached? It lasts forever: and because it has gone into your ears and created faith in you, you will last 

forever too. See that Supper—that body and blood given for you, for the forgiveness of sins? There, 
literally, Christ is yours because He gives Himself to you. If Christ is yours, then you are Christ’s—and 

because Christ lives forever. As Paul concludes our reading, “So let no one boast in men. For all things 
are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or the present or the future—

all are yours, and you are Christ's, and Christ is God's.” 

 
You’ve got the gold, because you have Christ. Non-essentials are great—but not to be boasted in. 

You have Christ, so you’ve got what you need to live forever. You have faith and life and salvation: 
because you are forgiven for all of your sins. 

 

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen 

 


