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Be Careful What You Build Upon 

Text: 1 Corinthians 3:10–15 

Years ago, before I started driving a tractor-trailer over the road, I worked 
for a mobile home company. I worked out of the home office in Salem, 
Virginia, but in Abingdon, Virginia, they manufactured the “Castle” brand 
of single and double-wide homes. They also sold other brands, but Castle 
was the most popular because they were much less expensive. Those were 
the days before mobile homes had to be manufactured to HUD and BOCA 
specifications like regular homes. The company had 54 sales lots located 
throughout Virginia, West Virginia, and North Carolina.

In Southwest Virginia and southern West Virginia, there were quite a few 
coal mines. Some of the mines provided incentives for miners to stay and 
work at a very difficult and dangerous job that almost guaranteed some 
form of black lung disease. For a long time, the pay was exceptional but in 
addition some of the mines gave their miners five acres of land after their 
fifth year of employment. Unfortunately, the land was usually on the side 
of a mountain. When they got their five acres they would come down to 
our Bluefield, West Virginia, sales lot and buy a mobile home to be placed 
on that newly acquired land. The Castle homes were priced so that they 
could put several thousand dollars down and have a very low monthly 
payment. This was important for times when the miners went on strike and 
didn’t have much money coming in.
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On one occasion, a gentleman bought a double-wide home to go on a piece 
of property located on a fairly steep side of a mountain. The crew and I 
went up to see the site to determine how to get the home in place. It was 
going to be a challenge to even get the home up the narrow winding dirt 
mountain road, but the first thing the crew noticed was that the fill dirt 
leveling the lot looked fairly new. The owner told us that three months 
before he had large boulders brought in and placed on the lot and then had 
fill dirt placed on top of it to level it out. Sometimes they would pour 
concrete over the boulders hoping to hold it in place. 

It was explained to him that the rock and dirt would probably need two to 
three years to shift and then settle before it would be safe to bring anything 
to the site. He insisted that the lot was ready, and he didn’t want to wait. 
The home came in two pre-manufactured pieces that would be put in place 
and bolted together. Then they would be leveled and anchored to the 
ground to hold them in place. We knew there was no way this was going to 
end up well, but the man signed a form that he had been told that the site 
wasn’t ready and that the mobile home manufacture, sales lot and 
installation crew were relieved of any responsibility if things didn’t work 
out. Once the whole process was completed and signed off on, the miner 
and his family proudly moved into their new home. 

I can’t remember how long it was before the sales lot received the 
inevitable phone call from the very angry miner, but I believe it was less 
than six months. The dirt and rock had shifted, and the home broke in two 
and there was literally no way they could live there. Everyone felt sorry for 
this family, but they had not placed their home on a firm foundation and 
there was nothing that could be done to make it right.

Having a firm foundation applies to most every area in life: health, career, 
relationships and it certainly applies to what you believe about God, his 



creation and his word. If you believe that everything came into being 
randomly and has no real design or purpose then ultimately your 
foundation is built on hopelessness and has no sense or meaning. If you 
reject the truth that there is a God who has given us his word as our final 
authority, then you are left with trusting your own wisdom, which like the 
miner, doesn’t work out. Today many people believe that the Christian 
teaching on the creator God who rules and sustains his creation is 
foolishness. Christian apologist C.S. Lewis once said,  “When the whole 
world is running towards a cliff, he who is running in the opposite 
direction appears to have lost his mind.”

In our epistle reading this morning from 1 Corinthians 3:10–23 the Apostle 
Paul continues teaching the church at Corinth that the only foundation that 
would last would be Jesus Christ. Today we will limit ourselves to verses 
10–13.

In the past three weeks we have focused on Paul chastising the church at 
Corinth for allowing factions to divide them and cause jealousy and 
fighting. Instead of faithfully following only Jesus some claimed to follow 
Paul, or Cephas or Apollos. Paul began and developed this theme from 
chapter 1 through the beginning of chapter three. 

Last week we looked at 1 Corinthians 3:1–9 where Paul returns to the 
theme of divisions in the church as evidence that they were still existing on 
the milk that he had initially given them as a newborn in Christ, instead of 
the meat or solid food of God’s word. The apostle complained that the 
Corinthian Christians were not behaving like those taught by the Holy 
Spirit. Even though they professed to be believers they were acting just like 
those in the unbelieving world, by their quarreling and being jealous. In 
that passage he used an agricultural metaphor to help them understand his 
point. In 1 Corinthians 3:6 he writes, “I planted, Apollos watered but God 
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gave the growth.” He stressed the point that he and Apollos were only 
servants anointed by God to join him in building the church. They formed 
a team working together in God’s service. Each one needed the other to 
fulfill the goal, and the goal had been designed by God. The Corinthian 
church was God’s field, not theirs. Their allegiance needed to be focused on 
Jesus alone, not them. 

In verse 9 Paul switches to another type of metaphor, “For we are God’s 
fellow workers, You are God’s field, God’s building.” By allowing arguing
and jealousy to grow in the church, the Corinthians were destroying God’s 
field. Now Paul has switched examples so that they could further 
understand that what they were doing was tearing down what God was 
building.

Through Paul and the other leaders in the church, God was building a 
unified church, not a fragmented one. In verse 10 Paul spoke of his role as a 
“skilled master builder” because God gave him the grace to do so. His role 
was to lay the foundation, “and someone else is building upon it. Let each 
one take care how he builds upon it.”

The role that Paul served in laying a foundation was to make sure that it 
was solid and ready for others to build upon it. The foundation that he laid 
was Jesus Christ, any other foundation would not last. I love Eugene 
Peterson’s paraphrase from The Message, 

Let each carpenter who comes on the job take care to build on the 
foundation! Remember, there is only one foundation, the one 
already laid: Jesus Christ. Take particular care in picking out your 
building materials. Eventually there is going to be an inspection. If 
you use cheap or inferior materials, you’ll be found out. The 
inspection will be thorough and rigorous.



Paul knew that once he and Apollo went elsewhere to build churches that 
some of the leaders in the Church at Corinth had begun to replace the 
church’s true foundation. They were not careful to build on the gospel of 
the crucified and resurrected Christ, but they tried to build the church on 
human wisdom and pretense. When the true gospel of Jesus Christ stops 
being the foundation of the church then the building eventually slides off 
the foundation and crumbles. 

I can’t think of a timelier portion of scripture to explain what has happened 
to many churches and denominations today. Satan is so crafty that he 
brings in people who seem reasonable and knowledgeable about how 
things ought to be. Little by little they introduce seemingly harmless 
changes that seem proper and of little concern. Things like, “well God loves 
everyone just the way they are. Who are you to tell them that the way God 
created them is wrong?” or “reasonable people don’t insist that their way is 
the only way. That may be true for you but it’s not for me. Stop being so 
judgmental, just love everybody.” Too often many people feel that these 
things sound reasonable because they aren’t seeing them through the lens 
of Holy Scripture and it leaves out the subject of sin and rebellion and the 
need for repentance. When that happens, they don’t even think about these 
“reasonable” changes and everything seems to be going along just fine. It’s 
when they look back that they notice how much everything has changed 
and it’s too late. 

In our former denomination many respected teachers began questioning 
the authority of God’s holy word. A great example is that of former 
Episcopal bishop Jack Sprong who was the Bishop of Newark, New Jersey 
from 1979 to 2000. A liberal Christian theologian, religion commentator and 
author, he called for a fundamental rethinking of Christian belief—away 



from theism and traditional doctrines. In an interview on ABC Radio 
Australia, on June 17, 2001, he said,  

The popular and literal interpretations of Christian scripture are not 
sustainable and do not speak honestly to the situation of modern 
Christian communities. I believe in a more nuanced approach to 
scripture, informed by scholarship and compassion, which can be 
consistent with both Christian tradition and contemporary 
understandings of the universe. I believe that theism has lost 
credibility as a valid conception of God's nature.

Why was he never dealt with by the national Episcopal Church? I believe 
that it was because the sliding off from Jesus Christ as the foundation of the 
church had happened over a period of years and many felt that Bishop 
Sprong made sense. As a matter of fact, he was often quoted by past 
Episcopal Archbishop Katharine Jefferts Schori as a trusted scholar.

In our Old Testament reading from Leviticus 19:1–2 God instructed Moses 
to speak to all the congregation of the people of Israel, “You shall be holy 
because I the Lord your God am holy.” The idea behind the word holy is
"separate." As it is applied to God, it describes God's apartness. It means 
that God is different than man and from all other beings in the greatness 
and majesty of His attributes. He has a righteousness unlike any other; a 
justice unlike any other; a purity unlike any other; and love, grace, and 
mercy unlike any other. 

Yet because humans are made in the image of God, they can follow in His 
steps and also be holy. Being holy means being like God, separating 
ourselves unto Him and His truth, and naturally, separating ourselves from 
those things that are not like Him and not according to His truth. If we pull 
away from God’s holy standard then we will embrace another standard 
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that is not holy. If Jesus Christ is not the focus of our love and affection, 
then we are merely striving to be moral, not separate (holy).

Apologist Ravi Zacharias warns about allowing the culture to infect the 
church, 

These days it’s not just that the line between right and wrong has 
been made unclear, today Christians are being asked by our culture 
to erase the lines and move the fences, and if that were not bad 
enough, we are being asked to join in the celebration cry by those 
who have thrown off the restraints religion had imposed upon 
them. It is not just that they ask that we accept, but they now 
demand of us to celebrate it too.

When you see professing Christians and/or denominations begin to 
embrace the godless mindset of the culture then you know that they are 
building on a very different foundation, one that will burn up. When the 
lordship, majesty and glory of Jesus ceases to be the focal point of 
Christians then Satan will definitely introduce a different way of thinking 
and living. 

Last week I mentioned how we and others left a church in such a way as to 
break the hearts of those who had mentored and loved us, especially our 
pastor, Dr. Jack Arnold. I told you that the result of what happened to that 
church would be forthcoming.

 After we left Grace Church, Teresa and I and many others felt that we were 
part of a wonderful church that had such a passion for Jesus Christ and the 
authority of God’s word. We cared about the poor and those who were 
suffering. Together we pursued God and longed to be found faithful to the 
calling God had placed upon us. We grew in numbers and in fellowship 
and everything seemed to be going forward just like the early church in 



Acts. We were young idealists and we rejoiced in how God had shown us 
such favor and how much more mature we were from other Christians 
who were not a part of our church. They weren’t really serious about being 
disciples and disciple makers. 

As usually happens, our families grew and careers began to demand more 
and more of our time and attention. You know—normal things for an 
American family. We didn’t seem to realize that our main focus was 
changing and our intimate fellowship and focus on the ministry of all the 
saints, not just the leaders, had as well. In a span of two years several 
families broke apart due to adultery and some walked away from belief in 
the authority of scripture and became more liberal in their understanding. 
The church stopped growing and eventually fell apart from within. 

What we didn’t realize was that our foundation had stopped being Jesus 
Christ and started being our theological distinctives and spiritual 
arrogance. We were young and unwise in our own estimation of ourselves 
and the sins that could so easily sneak up on us unaware. The breakup was 
extremely painful and left many with bitterness and claims that they would 
never fall for that again. All this because we took our focus off of Jesus and 
allowed the enemy to pick us apart. That period of time left scars but they 
also gave us wisdom both as to our need to focus on Jesus but also to not 
underestimate the enemy.

In the mid 1970s I was one of the first presidents of the Roanoke Chapter of 
the Virginia Society for Human Life. I was interviewed on a local TV 
station and was a real thorn in the flesh for Republican Congressman 
M. Caldwell Butler. I was passionate about the ungodliness of the abortion 
industry and was sure that Roe v Wade would be quickly overturned. I 
eventually had to ask someone to take the reigns because I no longer had 
the time that it took to really go after the reversing of this terrible injustice 



and wholesale murder of the unborn. Years later it occurred to me that I 
hadn’t thought much about abortion in a long time. How could that 
happen? The foundation that I built upon had changed. Jesus was still a 
part of my life, but he was there with many other things that shouldn’t be. 
When that happens, he is no longer in His rightful place as the sole focus of 
your life. 

I love the prayer of the psalmist in Psalm 71:14–18, 

But I will hope continually and will praise you yet more and more. 15 My 
mouth will tell of your righteous acts, of your deeds of salvation all the 
day, for their number is past my knowledge. 16 With the mighty deeds of 
the Lord God I will come; I will remind them of your righteousness, yours 
alone. 17 O God, from my youth you have taught me, and I still proclaim 
your wondrous deeds.18 So even to old age and gray hairs, O God, do not 
forsake me, until I proclaim your might to another generation, your power 
to all those to come.

That has always been the function of the people of God from the beginning 
and they have always failed to continue this down through the ages. Why? 
Because the foundation that they build upon changes. I have had a few 
people tell me that I set the bar so high that no one can attain to it. I tell 
them that the standard that I set comes from the word of God, “You shall be 
holy, for I the Lord your God am holy.” I can’t fully attain it either, but in 
the trying I keep the foundation of Christ in focus. I have learned that it 
doesn’t take long for my focus to change, imperceptibly at first, in small 
increments. It’s when I look back that I can see how I have deviated from 
the narrow path to God. 

I’ve often heard church members describe themselves as good Christians. 
I’m going to start asking what they mean by "good." Does it mean they are 



focused on the glory of Jesus Christ, or are they measuring being good by 
keeping most of God’s laws? As I was pondering this, I remembered a 
quote by British author and lecturer G.K. Chesterton, 

The word 'good' has many meanings. For example, if a man were to 
shoot his grandmother at a range of five hundred yards, I should 
call him a good shot, but not necessarily a good man.

In closing, I encourage each of us to ask God to help us see where our 
foundation really is. He wants to show and loves it when his children ask 
him to help them stay the course. In Psalm 26:1–3, the psalmist believes 
that he is walking faithfully but has the wisdom to ask God to test and see 
if this was true.

Vindicate me, O Lord, for I have walked in my integrity, And I have 
trusted in the Lord without wavering. 2 Examine me, O Lord, and try me; 
Test my mind and my heart.3 For Your lovingkindness is before my eyes, 
And I have walked in Your truth. 

Let’s pray.

©2020  The Rev. Mike Moffitt




