
Christian Conduct in a Corrupt Culture #8

“The Final Exam for the Christian”

1 Corinthians 3:10-15

“Do we need to know this for a test?”

That question has been asked countless times by students to teachers after the instructor imparts some new bit of knowledge to a class. I’ve even seen that question appear in a comic strip coming from the twelve disciples to Jesus.

The motivation behind the question seems to be whether or not the student needs to write the information down or even bother to remember it at all. If it’s not going to be on a test, why bother?

Sadly, some Christians have a similar attitude toward their behavior as believers. No, I am not suggesting that there is an entrance exam to enter Heaven, but there will be an examination (of sorts) of how we have lived once we committed our lives to Christ. It is a clear teaching of Scripture that people are individually responsible for their deeds and must face a day of judgment before a holy and righteous God. As Hebrews 9:27 puts it, “It is appointed for men to die once and after that comes judgment.” 

“Now, wait a minute!” I can hear someone object. “I thought as Christians there will be no judgment!” And that is a valid point. The judgment for our sins took place nearly two thousand years ago, when Jesus died on the cross in our place for our sins. Thus Paul can write in Romans 8:1, “Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.” Our sins have been forgiven and forgotten by God. No, the judgment here has nothing to do with sin. Rather, it is an evaluation of our performance as believers. It is Jesus asking, “What did you do with what I gave you to work with?”

The Bible refers to this particular assessment as “the judgment seat of Christ.” We read in Romans 14:10-12,

You, then, why do you judge your brother? Or why do you look down on your brother? For we will all stand before God’s judgment seat. It is written: “‘As surely as I live,’ says the Lord, ‘every knee will bow before me; every tongue will confess to God.’” So then, each of us will give an account of himself to God. 

Paul also writes in 2 Corinthians 5:10, “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad.” One author renders the last phrase, “whether good or worthless,”
 which gives a more accurate meaning to the verse.

In the original Greek, “judgment seat” is bema, a term Paul’s first-century readers would know quite well. It was used in a judicial sense, as Paul himself had stood before the judgment seat of the Roman governor Gallio in Corinth years before, when hostile Jews accused him of violating their religious laws, as recorded in Acts 18:12-17.

Yet there is another meaning for the bema in the ancient world that better fits this idea of the judgment seat of Christ. The bema was used in the ancient Olympic Games as the place where rewards were given, much like the medal stand at the modern Olympics.

This is the sense Paul uses the term in the New Testament. At the bema, Christ will not judge believers to determine innocence or guilt. That judgment of “not guilty” already was rendered when God declared us righteous at our conversion because of the saving death of Christ. Because of the finished work of Christ, received as our own by faith in Him, our resurrection is guaranteed and our place in Heaven is permanently assured. At the judgment seat of Christ, however, our future reward in the kingdom of God will be determined by the quality of our deeds and the motives behind them.

So, in a sense, there will be a test for believers after this life is through. It will not determine our eternal destiny, but it will determine our eternal rewards. This led Daniel Webster to say, “The most solemn thought that ever entered my mind was that of my individual accountability to God.”

And yet the judgment seat of Christ is, to our shame, almost universally ignored among Christians. Many think it will not be a very significant event. Try to imagine, though, staring into the face of Christ! Just the two of you, one-on-one! Your entire life as a Christian is presented before you. In a flash you see what He sees.

· No hiding.

· No opportunity to put a better spin on what you did.

· No attorney to represent you.

· The look in His eyes says it all.

Like it or not, that is precisely where you and I shall someday be.

As we continue our study of Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians, we have come to chapter three, verses 10-15. Though the apostle does not use the phrase “judgment seat” in this passage, I believe these verses describe what will happen at the Judgment Seat of Christ better than any other in the Bible. So let’s take a look at 1 Corinthians 3:10-15.

And, yes, there will be a test on it!

The Spiritual Base of the Christian Life

Paul beings by describing the spiritual base of the Christian life in verses 10-11,

By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as an expert builder, and someone else is building on it. But each one should be careful how he builds. For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ.
There is only one starting place in the Christian life, and that is Jesus Christ.

The foundation is the most important part of the building, because it determines the size, shape, and strength of the superstructure. A ministry may seem to be successful for a time, but if it is not founded on Christ, it will eventually collapse and disappear.
 This foundation is none other than Jesus Christ Himself—the message of His person and work, which constitutes the gospel of salvation.

This may seem terribly self-evident, but remember that some in Corinth were talking as though Paul himself was the foundation stone of their church life—or perhaps Apollos or Peter. But no human being can sustain the life of any church or any Christian. Preachers move on and die: only a church built on Jesus Christ survives.

Paul identifies himself as the expert builder of the Corinthian project. “Expert” translates sophos, “wise.” Perhaps Paul is again saying that the true wisdom is in Christ.
 “Builder” is architektōn in the Greek, and, as can be guessed, is the term from which we get the English word “architect.” But the term in Paul’s day carried the idea of builder as well as designer. He was a combination architect and general contractor.
 He did not just sit in his office and design buildings. He was one who both designed and worked on location. The same word was used in the Greek Old Testament version of Isaiah 3:3, translated “skilled craftsman.”
 In that cultural context this was the role of the individual who oversaw all the various elements of a construction project from beginning to end. This puts Paul in a place of authority, responsibility, and personal interest. All of this is “according to…grace.” He’s not simply a hired hand, and he’s not paying off a debt—he does his work “according to the grace…given.” Paul is not a removed, outside observer, but is part of a co-construction project with the Corinthians.
 

In these verses, Paul does not leave the foundation open to choice, with the implication that he just happened to lay the foundation he did. There is only one possible base and that is already laid, namely Jesus Christ. That is basic. We can’t begin anywhere else, a truth still worthy of emphasis in the light of attempts to build “Christianity” without Christ, on a foundation of good works, or humanism, or the like.

The Subsequent Building of the Christian Life

Paul moves on in verse 12 to the subsequent building of the Christian life: “If any man builds on this foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw…” Paul likened ministry in Corinth to a building project. The foundation had already been laid—Jesus Christ. Now the believers in Corinth were responsible for adding to the building.
 (Obviously he is not speaking of a literal building, but of our lives.)

While there can be only one foundation—Christ—it is otherwise with the rest of the structure. It is all too possible for astonishing varieties to make their appearance.
 Every Christian is a builder, and every Christian builds with some sort of materials. God wants us to build only with the best materials, because only the best materials are worthy of Him, are the most effective, and will last.

Broadly speaking, there are only two possibilities. One is gold, silver, costly stones (probably marble). These are valuable and durable and will stand the test of time and of the judgment day. The other possibility is wood, hay or straw. These are cheap, perishable materials that will not survive the final test.

Interpreters sometimes restrict the meaning of the materials either to doctrine, to people, to activity, or to character. The conclusion is that Paul in the symbols combines several things that lead to Christ’s good pleasure and a believer’s reward. These are sound doctrine, activity, motives and character in Christian service.

The point Paul is making is that God is concerned that we build with quality. The church does not belong to the preacher or to the congregation. It is God’s church, as he pointed out previously in verse 9.
 Because of that, he urges his readers to use only the best materials—long-lasting and priceless elements like gold, silver, and precious stones. They are to avoid altogether the flimsy and flammable cheap materials like wood, hay, and straw.
 The first group signifies the greatest faithfulness, the most skillful and careful work done for the Lord, while the latter signifies the least, the leftovers.

I don’t believe we should understand the “wood, hay, and straw” to be sinful activities, for these have been washed away by the blood of Christ. Rather, we should take these in the sense of being worthless, (phaulos) as 2 Corinthians 5:10 describes it.

Paul may have had a similar thought in mind in 2 Timothy 2:20–21, where he says,

In a large house there are articles not only of gold and silver, but also of wood and clay; some are for noble purposes and some for ignoble. If a man cleanses himself from the latter, he will be an instrument for noble purposes, made holy, useful to the Master and prepared to do any good work.

The subsequent building of the Christian life is what we do with what God has given us through the Holy Spirit that brings honor and glory to God. We can choose to live for the Lord or live for ourselves, investing our time and energies in things eternal or in things temporary.

The choice is ours.

Just remember this: the test is coming.

The Supreme Breakdown of the Christian Life

We see the supreme breakdown of the Christian life in verses 13-15,

…his work will be shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test the quality of each man's work. If what he has built survives, he will receive his reward. If it is burned up, he will suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only as one escaping through the flames.

Paul does not refer to the judgment seat of Christ per se, but he mentions “the Day.” This harkens back to the Old Testament concept of “the Day of the Lord,” when God would come down and set all things straight. For the believers it will be a time of joy and for the unbelievers a time of terror, but it will also be a time when the work God’s people have done will be judged. Christ Himself will take His seat and judge believers for their works—not as a basis for salvation, but as a basis for rewards.

I can’t stress this too much: What is at issue here is not heaven or hell, salvation or condemnation. All those present at the judgment seat of Christ will be the Lord’s people—those who believe that he died for their sins, those who trust completely in his saving work. Without Christ as our sin-bearer we would have to answer for our own sins. We then would await what the Bible calls the judgment of “the great white throne” in Revelation 20:11-15.
 That is a completely different judgment than what Paul describes.

Here the thought is that of a searching test, one likened to fire. The picture is that of fire sweeping through a building. It consumes what is combustible, but leaves metal and stone. The quality of our work will be shown, for the Day will bring it to light, or show it in its true character, revealing it for what it is.

What will be the result of this trial by fire? Just as there are two possible materials, so there will be two results. On the one hand, if the builder’s work is made of durable material (gold, silver, marble) it will survive, and he will receive his reward. On the other hand, if his work is made of combustible materials (wood, hay, straw), it will be consumed.

The “gold, silver and precious stones” are permanent, and will abide. The “hay, wood and straw” are temporary and will go up in smoke. Only that which is done in the Spirit shall stand the test of the Judgment Seat of the Lord Jesus Christ. That which has been done in the energy of the flesh, no matter how flashy or impressive it may have been, no matter how men have acclaimed it, the Lord who judges the heart will appraise everything on the basis of the motive and the faithfulness with which it has been accomplished. And be not deceived, that which is done for the sake of personal gain or popularity or influence, or its impression upon men, will go up in smoke, for only that which is done for Christ will last.
 Believers who have right motives, proper conduct, and effective service build with gold, silver, and precious stones. They do constructive work for the Lord and will receive corresponding rewards. He shall receive a reward.

What about the Christian who sees his life’s work go up in smoke? Paul says he will “suffer loss.” I’m not exactly sure what that all means, but one thing is crystal clear—it will be a terrible calamity for believers to suffer loss when they might have had something that survived at the Judgment Seat of Christ. It certainly will not be a pleasant experience to suffer loss. It does not say, “enjoy” loss, but “suffer” loss. What regrets are implied in this prospect! After a lifetime of opportunity, to meet the Saviour empty-handed, and to be ashamed at His appearing!

Paul concludes verse 15 with the words, “he himself will be saved, but only as one escaping through the flames.” There is surely here no allusion to purgatory, as Roman Catholic commentators tend to argue. The purpose of the fire is not to purify a person (as in their idea of purgatory) but to test and to judge the quality of a person’s works.
 No, this is more like our expression “by the skin of his teeth.”
 Think about a person who escapes a house fire alive, but with nothing else but the clothes on his back.

As Christians we need not fear standing before Christ. We read in 1 John 4:16-18,

And so we know and rely on the love God has for us. God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him. In this way, love is made complete among us so that we will have confidence on the day of judgment, because in this world we are like him. There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love. 

Yet we will all stand before the Judgment Seat of Christ, where our service for Christ will be evaluated. This was one of Paul’s greatest motivations. Everything he did was motivated by that truth. His objective, within the supreme objective of glorifying his God and Savior, was to prepare himself to stand before the Lord and be able to hear Him say, “Well done, good and faithful servant.”
 

This is especially seen in one of the two passages I mentioned earlier that uses the phrase “judgment seat of Christ,” namely 2 Corinthians 5:10. But I want to direct our attention to the verse preceding it, verse nine: “So we make it our goal to please him, whether we are at home in the body or away from it.” He has been talking of the future that awaits Christians and the difference between what we now experience and what we shall know after death. While we are at home here in the body, he points out, there is a sense in which we are away from the Lord. We walk by faith, not by sight. “But” he goes on in verse 8, “we are confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord.” So whether present or absent, whether we live or die, says Paul, this is the great ambition of our lives, to be pleasing to the Lord.

Let’s live wholeheartedly for a day of celebration, not disappointment, at the Judgment Seat of Christ. Nothing on earth will compare to seeing the joy on the face of our Savior as He reviews the work of our lives.

And, yes, we need to know this for the test—the final exam for the Christian.
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