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HOW ARE THE APOSTLES JUDGED?
A NOTE ON 1 CORINTHIANS 3:10-15

Craig A. Evans*

Faced with a young, strife-ridden church that has become divided into several
factions loyal to various apostolic figures (1 Cor 1:10-3:4) the apostle Paul ex-
plains the proper role of the apostle in accomplishing his God-given ministry (3:5-
9) and affirms that the work of each apostle will be judged (3:10-15). To illustrate
the relationship of the apostle to the church, Paul develops two metaphors, one
agricultural (3:6-8) and the other architectural (3:10-15). Whereas both meta-
phors illustrate how the apostles contribute to each other’s work, the second
metaphor takes up the question of how this apostolic work is to be evaluated.

Viewed against the background of party loyalties and the unwholesome em-
phasis on sophia (which is very likely the catchword of Apollos and his followers),
Paul’s use of blepetd (3:10b) sets the tone of warning for the passage. According
to the building metaphor, Paul has laid the foundation of Christ (3:10-11) upon
which another (presumably Apollos) builds (3:10b). The quality of each apostle’s
work will be disclosed by a test of fire at the “Day” (3:13). Work that is good
(described metaphorically as precious metals and gems—nonflammable materi-
als) will survive and become the basis of reward (3:12-14). Work that is bad (de-
scribed as wood, hay and straw—flammable materials) will be burned and so will
provide no reward (3:12, 15a). H. Conzelmann has rightly noted that ‘“we have
not the scene of the last judgment, but the process of disclosure.” In a recent
study C. W. Fishburne has argued that 1 Cor 3:10-15 is best understood against
the Testament of Abraham 13.2 He has pointed out that much of the vocabulary of
1 Cor 3:13-15 is found in the Testament of Abraham and that Paul appears to be
echoing this pseudepigraphal writing.* However, in 1 Cor 3:15b Paul deviates
from the theology of the Testament of Abraham by affirming that even though a
man’s work is consumed by the fire he is nevertheless spared.* Fishburne states:
“In Paul . . . the trial of works by fire is not to determine the eternal destiny of a
human soul; rather, it serves to be a test of the works of the leaders of the church,
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to determine whether or not they shall receive rewards.””

In a similar passage, and one that is often related to 1 Cor 3:10-15, Paul states
that ‘““we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one
may receive good or evil, according to what he has done in the body” (2 Cor 5:10
RSV). In 2 Corinthians 1-5 the first person plural pronoun almost always refers
to the apostle and his fellow missionaries, while the second person plural refers
to the Corinthian Christians. However, in the case of 2 Cor 5:10 pantas hémas
must refer to all Christians and not to ““all of us apostles.””® In a context in which
the apostle discusses death (5:1-10)" Paul states that as long as he is alive his aim
is to please the Lord (5:9) because he, as well as all others, must appear before
the judgment seat of Christ and give an account (5:10). Although this passage is
similar, it is not at all certain that the trial of works by fire described in 1 Cor
3:10-15 is the same as the judgment before Christ. How do the two passages
relate?

The two eschatological terms, “fire” and “Day’’ (1 Cor 3:13), appear together
in 2 Thess 1:7-8, where Christ is depicted as descending “with his mighty angels
in flaming fire, inflicting vengeance upon those who do not know God and upon
those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus” (RSV).* The theme of es-
chatological catastrophe at the time of the Day of the Lord also appears in 1
Thess 5:2-3. Here the implication is that the Day of the Lord will be a time of
testing for all, believers and unbelievers alike. Doubtless at the time of his writ-
ing the Thessalonian epistles, and 1 Corinthians two years or so later, Paul antic-
ipated that these eschatological events would take place during his life, for he
includes himself among those who will be alive at the time of Christ’s parousta
and rapture of the Church (cf. 1 Thess 4:13-17). Whereas all believers must ap-
pear before the judgment seat of Christ (2 Cor 5:10), the quality of the apostles’
work will have already been revealed during the eschatological time of violent
persecution and tribulation that precedes Christ’s return and judgment and that,
from Paul’s perspective, would soon be upon the infant Church. This fiery trial
described in 1 Cor 3:10-15 will test the quality of each apostle’s work and will
establish the basis on which he himself will be judged, along with all other believ-
ers. Therefore 1 Cor 3:10-15 describes the severe testing of the churches during
the Day of the Lord (a time that is brought to a close by an avenging Christ,
according to 2 Thess 1:6-10), while 2 Cor 5:10 speaks of the appearance of the
saints before the judgment seat of Christ.
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