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“God Gives the Growth” 

1 Corinthians 3:1-9 

Sixth Sunday after the Epiphany + February 12, 2023 

Dear Friends in Christ, 

 Just think:  the first day of spring is only 36 days away (as of Feb 12)!  In 

January and February it is hard to think about growing things.  But after the 

Great Flood in the days of Noah God made a promise to all mankind and all 

His creatures:  “While the earth remains, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, 

summer and winter, day and night, shall not cease” (Genesis 9:22).  Thus, 

unlike the tentative predictions of the weather forecaster, I am bold to predict 

to you that – unless Jesus returns and the world comes to an end -- winter will 

eventually give way to spring.  Seedtime will come, then the growing season, 

then the harvest.  We will see the lawns and wheat fields turn green.  We will 

see crops planted and growing and harvested.  Then we will see, once again, 

that it is God that gives the growth.   

 And that brings us to the text, which is not so much about agriculture as it 

is about the Christian faith.  How does this apply in our faith life?  We will see 

that it applies in three ways:   

1. God gives the growth toward Christian maturity. 

2. God gives the growth by His own activity. 

3. God gives the growth through the servants to whom He gives the    

    privilege of proclaiming His word.   

God gives the growth! 

---  I  --- 

 God gives the growth toward Christian maturity.  Paul addresses the 

Corinthian Christians as “infants in Christ” – immature Christians.  They were 

not ready for “solid food”; rather, he had to continue to give them “milk” to 

drink.  The problem was not that the Christians were stuck on the teaching of 

Jesus Christ and Him crucified, but that they kept forgetting that simple truth.  

The Christians there were still worldly in their understanding.  They “were 

thinking and living on the basis of the world’s kind of wisdom, not on the basis 

of the word of the cross, which is God’s wisdom” (Gregory J. Lockwood, 

Concordia Commentary: 1 Corinthians, “Excursus on Christian Maturity,” 
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p.94).  They were Christians, but they were weak Christians.  They were 

Christians, but they were not acting as Christians ought to act.  Their 

immaturity in the faith posed great danger to their standing under grace.  As 

evidence for this, Paul scolds them for the jealousy and strife among them:  

“And even now you are not yet ready, for you are still of the flesh. For while 

there is jealousy and strife among you, are you not of the flesh and behaving 

only in a human way?  For when one says, ‘I follow Paul,’ and another, ‘I 

follow Apollos,’ are you not being merely human?” (vv.2-4).   

 What would the Apostle say about our congregation?  What would he say 

about each of us?  I fear that he would say, also of us, that we are people “of the 

flesh” and “infants in Christ.”  All too often, our ways are the ways of the flesh 

and not the ways of the Spirit of God.  Consider the topics we heard Jesus 

address in the Sermon on the Mount:  dealing with anger, lust, marriage, and 

wrongful swearing (Matthew 5:21-37).  We all too often have dealt with these 

issues in the ways of our sinful flesh rather than following the God-pleasing 

ways revealed by the Holy Spirit in the Bible.  We listen so much more intently 

to the voices in society rather than the voice of God’s word.  We make 

entertainment a high priority but cannot seem to find time for personal 

devotions and Bible study – two of the best ways that people do grow and 

mature in the faith in Christ. 

 So, how are Christians to grow up?  How can we become mature?  In 

Ephesians Chapter 4 we are told that God gave us people to bring us the word 

of Christ so that we would no longer be children in the faith.  “Rather,” he says, 

“speaking the truth in love, we are to grow up in every way into him who is the 

head, into Christ” (Ephesians 4:15).  By hearing the word of Christ crucified 

for us, delving into the details of that truth, we become stable and mature 

Christians.  God will bring about the growth in Christian maturity, just as He 

brought us to faith in the first place.  The word of the cross bestows upon us the 

forgiveness of our sins and weaknesses.  Our shortcomings and lack of growth 

are washed away by the blood of Jesus, God’s only Son, crucified also for our 

sins and raised in triumph on the third day. 
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---  II  --- 

 Secondly, God gives the growth by His own activity.  The word “God” is 

to be emphasized:  GOD gives the growth.  It is not man that builds the church 

of Jesus Christ.  It is not human methods or initiatives that bring the kingdom 

of God on earth; it is the grace of God working through His Gospel.   

 Jesus described the work of building the kingdom of God in these terms 

when He said, “No one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws 

him” (John 6:44).  Then, as an illustration, He describes the way God worked 

among His people Israel during days of the Old Testament prophets.  He said, 

“It is written in the Prophets, ‘And they will all be taught by God’” (John 6:45; 

see Isaiah 54:13).  

 The Lord says here that we are “God’s field” (v.9).  Remember how Jesus 

compared the hearers of the word to the soil upon which the seed of the word is 

cast.  Jesus is the great Sower who goes out sowing the seed of the word of God.  

Even today, it is still the activity of the Lord Jesus.  The preachers and teachers 

are just the underlings, the servants, who act in the name of the Great Master.   

 Even now the snow is sent by God as a reminder of the way He gives the 

growth:  “For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven and do not 

return there but water the earth, making it bring forth and sprout, giving seed 

to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be that goes out from my 

mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall accomplish that which I 

purpose, and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it” (Isaiah 55:10-11).  

During the coldest days of winter, the cold temperatures are at work loosening 

up the soil, freezing out the larvae of various pests.  When it thaws, the water 

from the rain and snow that have fallen this winter soaks in and brings 

moisture down deep into the subsoil where it can be stored until the hot days of 

summer.  Then the roots will go down deep looking for water, and, God willing, 

they will be sustained and nourished even during the hottest and driest days.  

Then the farmers will have seed for the next year, the cattle will have enough 

hay, and hungry people all over the world will have enough to eat.  That 

moisture does not just evaporate; no it God accomplishes His purpose of giving 

daily bread to all people, believers as well as the wicked.   
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 God’s word is like that rain and snow!  It does not evaporate up to heaven 

without doing anything.  No, it accomplishes the purposes for which God sends 

it.  His word convicts people of their sins and their need for the Savior Jesus 

Christ.  Then it is the tool by which the Spirit of God Himself speaks to the 

heart of the hearer and says, “You are God’s child.  Christ Jesus died for you.  

He rose from the dead on the third day to give you life.  You are His forever.”  

That same Spirit uses this word in such a way that the hearer believes what the 

words say.  And so, the word actually does what it says:  it forgives our sins.  It 

saves us from hell and bestows upon us eternal life.  It enlivens us for works of 

witness and mercy toward our neighbor right here and now.  It gathers the 

body of Christ and builds it up in the faith. 

---  III  --- 

 That brings us to the third point about the growth that God gives:  God 

gives the growth through servants as He grants them the privilege of 

proclaiming His word.  Speaking of himself and the man who followed him as 

the pastor at Corinth, Paul asked, “What then is Apollos? What is Paul?”  Then 

he answered the question:  “Servants through whom you believed, as the Lord 

assigned [literally ‘gave’] to each” (v.5).  They were not servants in whom the 

Corinthians believed – no, we believe in Christ alone.  They were simply 

servants to whom God gave the privilege of speaking the word that God used to 

bring them faith.   

 Today we might ask:  “What is Pastor Mueller?  What is Pastor 

Wollenberg or Benning?”  The answer:  servants of Jesus Christ, not the boss, 

not the ones in charge, simply the underlings who simply speak what God gives 

them to say, and God uses that word to work faith and strengthen faith in the 

hearers, each servant doing what God has given him to do.   

 Some of my friends from Seminary days have already retired.  I think of a 

friend named Howie from Michigan.  He was a forest ranger before he studied 

to be a pastor.  He marked 25 years in the ministry and then retired.  He served 

in the same place the whole time, in Ontanagon, Michigan, a small town way up 

in the Upper Peninsula on the shores of Lake Superior.  He served a 

congregation about the size of ours in an area that has been very depressed 

economically for decades.  Yet in the course of those 25 years he was 
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instrumental in sending seven people into full-time ministry.  Isn’t that 

wonderful?  What about us?  Are we as pastor and people uplifting the ministry 

of the word in such a way that young people are drawn to consider it as a 

career?   

 It is great to be a church worker because you don’t have the responsibility 

to do the real work:  God does that.  If there is success, God gets the glory.  If 

you have done your job and there is no success, you are not to blame.  It is like 

farming:  a farmer does not take the blame if there is no rain and the crops fail.  

If he planted the seeds and did what was given him to do, it is not his fault that 

the conditions were not right.  If there is success, he has the joy of bringing in 

the harvest and sharing it with those who will benefit from it.  The thoughtful 

farmer gives the glory to God when he sees the crops prospering.  “Thank-you, 

Lord, for giving us the rain in its time, the sunshine when we needed it.  Thanks 

for protecting this crop from hail and wind, from diseases and pests.”   

 This is very similar to what the Lord Jesus said when He sent out the 

seventy-two:  “The one who hears you hears Me, and the one who rejects you 

rejects Me, and the one who rejects Me rejects Him who sent Me” (Luke 10:16).  

This keeps a Pastor or other church worker on an even keel.  It keeps him from 

getting a big head.  If things go well, then to God be the glory.  If he does his job 

and things go badly, he should not take it personally.  Really, it is hard to 

understand why our young men are not flocking to the Seminary to study for 

the ministry.  It is difficult to understand why our young women are not signing 

up in large numbers to become Lutheran teachers or deaconesses or other 

professionals who are called to share the word of Christ.   

 Friends, God gives the growth!  He is working to make us more mature in 

the knowledge of the crucified Christ.  He gives the growth by His own activity.  

He gives fellow sinners the privilege of speaking His work that gives the growth.  

To God be the glory!  Amen. 
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