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God Gives the Growth 

 

The Word of the Lord from 1 Corinthians 3:5: “I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the 
growth.” This is the Word of the Lord. 

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

 
I.  

This is our fourth week of running through the beginning of 1 Corinthians as Epiphany continues. 

In the first week, Paul chided the Corinthians because of their divisions: if you remember, some were 
saying “I follow Paul” or “I follow Cephas” or “I follow Apollos” or “I follow Christ.” Their choosing teams 

threatened to divide the congregation and lead many astray. 
 

The following week, we heard Paul write that he continued to preach Christ and Him crucified: 

even though the Gospel is a stumbling-block and an offense to many, it is the power of God and the 
wisdom of God. It doesn‟t make sense by the standards of human wisdom, but it gives eternal life. 

 
Last week, Paul wrote about his presentation of the Gospel: even though Greeks of Corinth were 

really into philosophy and sound arguments, even though they liked a logical presentation and some 
clever twists of phrase, Paul kept the Gospel simple so that they wouldn‟t think they were saved by 

human cleverness or invention. 

 
This week, Paul declares another reason why he kept it simple: simple was all the Corinthian 

Christians could handle: “But I, brothers, could not address you as spiritual people, but as people of the 
flesh, as infants in Christ. I fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for it. And even now 

you are not ready, for you are still of the flesh.” Paul had to keep it simple because they weren‟t ready 

for anything more. Why? Jealousy. It goes back to those divisions, to the Christians dividing up onto 
teams and saying “I follow Paul” or “I follow Apollos.”  

 
The problem wasn‟t just that they were choosing teams, but that they thought the teacher 

mattered. In other words, the ones who followed Paul thought that they were getting some extra 

blessing that the followers of Apollos weren‟t getting, and vice versa. So Paul had to go back to this basic 
truth: salvation is found in Christ alone, not in the teachers who speak His Word. “What then is Apollos? 

What is Paul?” he asked. “Servants through whom you believed, as the Lord assigned to each.” It was 
vital for the Corinthians to understand that Paul was a mouth, a speaker of the Gospel. He didn‟t add 

anything to it. What could Paul add? Remember, Paul was the former persecutor of the Church: it‟s not 
like he had years and years of good works and merit saved up that he could hand out to others. Apollos 

was a former Greek heathen who‟d lived as an enemy of God for years too. He had no salvation to 

contribute to what Jesus had won, either. Had both been saints their entire lives, they‟d still have nothing 
to add to Christ! Both teachers were Christians by the grace of God, chosen by God to speak His Word. 

Whether it was Paul or Apollos speaking it, what mattered was that it was the Gospel.  
 

Or, as Paul says, “I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. So neither he who plants 

nor he who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth.” 
 

It was a simple truth, but such an important one for the Corinthians to believe. Why? Because as 
long as they thought Paul was something they needed, they would think that Christ was less than 

sufficient to save them. But once they realized that Paul and Apollos were simply the messengers of the 



King, they were ready to rejoice in Christ and Him crucified, that Jesus had done everything necessary for 

their salvation. 
 

This remains a simple, important truth today. 
 

II. 

Every once in a while, we‟ll have a visitor at Good Shepherd who is offended by the Confession 
and Absolution at the start of the service. For some, it‟s that annoying acknowledgment, “I, a poor, 

miserable sinner” that sticks in their craw. They‟re not ready to make that confession. 
 

Others, though, take great offense at the absolution. More or less, they‟ll say, “Who does that 
pastor think he is to say „I forgive you all of your sins‟? Only God can forgive sins! Does the pastor think 

he‟s God? Who does he think he is?” 

 
I‟m happy to clarify: the pastor is pretty much a nobody. You don‟t even have to know his name. 

He‟s a mouth because God has called him to speak His holy Word. It‟s so important to listen to the entire 
absolution, rather than plucking out one phrase: “Upon this your confession, I, by virtue of my office as a 
called and ordained servant of the Word, announce the grace of God unto all of you; and in the stead 
and by the command of my Lord Jesus Christ, I forgive you all of your sins in the name of the Father and 
of the Son and of the Holy Ghost.” 

 
“I, by virtue of my office as a called and ordained servant of the Word:” in other words, the 

pastor says, “I stand here not by my own doing, but because God has called me to say this, so I say His 
Word as His servant.”  

 

And then, “in the stead and by the command of my Lord Jesus Christ, I forgive you all of your 
sins:” in other words, “I‟m here to tell you what the Lord Jesus Christ says to you. And Jesus says to you, 

„I forgive you all of your sins.‟” It‟s not the pastor who forgives you, because the pastor hasn‟t died for 
you: he tells you that Jesus forgives you, because Jesus has died for you. As I tell people in confirmation 

class, if you get to heaven and say, “Let me in because Timothy forgave me,” you‟re not going to get 

very far. But to stand before God and say, “Your Son forgave me,” then heaven is yours for the sake of 
Jesus.  

 
This is important: the preacher is just the instrument. He can be easily removed and replaced—

though by God, not by the petty desires of sinful people. The pastor is God‟s tool, not theirs. But his 

person doesn‟t really matter for salvation. What matters is the Word of God, because it‟s God who gives 
the growth.  

 
To think otherwise is wrong. To think that one preacher builds a church more than another 

because of style or personality is a sign of spiritual immaturity. To choose a preacher because of style 
instead of carefully listening to the content of his preaching might well be eternally deadly. 

 

The preacher is just the mouth, and that‟s a comfort for the Church. Preachers come and go, 
because they‟re sinful, frail human beings with a limited lifespan in this world. We witnessed this just last 

week at our sister congregation in Meridian as they buried their pastor following his unexpected death. 
They will grieve his passing, as will I, but we have this comfort: the proclamation of the Gospel did not 

die with him. The next pastor who fills that pulpit will, God willing, be the next mouth of God in that 

place. The Word of the Lord remains fully the saving Word: and because the Word didn‟t die with Pastor 
Cutler, Pastor Cutler lives forever because of the living Word.  

 
It is the same here. When Mervin spoke the Gospel from this pulpit, it was the wisdom of God for 

salvation. Likewise John, Harold and Leonard. When David spoke the Gospel from this pulpit, it was the 
wisdom of God for salvation. When Timothy speaks it, it is the same. When the next pastor does so, it 



remains the Word by which Christ is present with His people to give them faith and growth. It remains 

the Word that, when added to water, brings even infants into the house of God by Holy Baptism; the 
same Word that, when added to bread and wine, delivers Christ‟s body and blood for the forgiveness of 

sins.  
 

The Lord gives the growth, and the Lord is faithful. By His Word which endures forever, He has 

made you His field, His building, His holy people: for by that eternal Word, you are forgiven for all of your 
sins. 

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

 
 

 


