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“God Gives the Growth” — Feb. 19, 2017
1 Cor 3:1–9

1-2 I could not speak to you as spiritual people, but rather as people of the flesh, as infants in Christ. I fed you with milk, not solid food, for you were not ready for solid food. Even now you are still not ready, 3for you are still of the flesh. 
For as long as there is jealousy and quarrelling among you, are you not of the flesh, and behaving according to human inclinations? 4For when one says, “I belong to Paul,” and another, “I belong to Apollos,” are you not merely human?

5 What then is Apollos? What is Paul? Servants through whom you came to believe, as the Lord assigned to each. 6I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. 7So neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth.

8The one who plants and the one who waters have a common purpose. . . . 9For we are God’s servants, working together; you are God’s field.
Matt 5:21–26
You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, “You shall not murder”; and “whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.” 22But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council; and if you say, “You fool,” you will be liable to judgment.
23So when you are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister has something against you, 24leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother or sister, and then come and offer your gift. 

25Come to terms quickly with your accuser while you are on the way to court with him, or your accuser may hand you over to the judge, and the judge to the guard, and you will be thrown into prison. 26Truly I tell you, you will never get out until you have paid the last penny. 


I love the straightforward piety of Paul, his insistence on placing God first, his repudiation of any pretensions, by an apostle or anyone else, to be a superstar. There are no superstar preachers or apostles for Paul. He sees the tendency to adore certain leaders as something that leads to the forming of factions, and none of the factions, including the so-called faction of Paul, is a testimony to the Savior’s way, but only to worldly competition. “What then is Apollos? What is Paul?” (3:5). The hope for the congregation is that they let go of their factions, let go of their pride, drop their adulation of superstars, be devout and humble, and recognize the supremacy of God. “Only God gives the growth” (1 Cor 3:7)! That is the title of my sermon. 

The gospel passage has a different focus, but it affirms the same truth. Its subject is reconciliation, human reconciliation. If your brother or sister has something against you, drop what you’re doing—even if it is worshiping—go find that person and seek to be reconciled. Don’t let these resentments go on. Don’t let bitterness fester. Clean it up. Jesus paints the dramatic and unexpected picture of interrupting a ritual, leaving one’s offering, and running to go find one’s friend. Nothing is more important than being at peace with your fellow believer. Even worship is not more important than your relationships; it is better to stop worshipping and go be reconciled with your brother.

If you are angry, you’re not really ready to worship effectively. You can’t devote your full energy to God when you emotions are gripping you by the throat, or even if it’s a milder, nagging, gnawing resentment.

If your brother is taking you to court, go meet him on the way and reach a settlement quickly. Jesus is talking about fellow believers here. This is advice about problems within the believing community. This is part of the Sermon on the Mount, which is addressed to “his disciples,” it says in Matt 5:1. The Apostle Paul makes a similar point in First Corinthians; he is scandalized when “a believer goes to court against a believer” (1 Cor 6:6). 
What Jesus is warning against calls to mind the debates and factions that Paul is combating. Paul is saying that factions and the adulation of superstars are worldly behaviors that work against God. Jesus is saying that resentments and grudges and lawsuits are worldly behaviors that work against God. Pride is at the basis of all of these problems, but different phases and versions of pride. There is boastful pride, hurt pride, stubborn pride, and vengeful pride. Let’s take these in order. 

Pride can be cocky and braggadocious; that is the most common form of boastful pride. Proverbs says “Pride goes before destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall” (16:18). Isaiah says “The haughty eyes of people shall be brought low” (2:11). And Buddha, in the Dhammapada, says “One should give up anger and renounce pride” (chapter 17, verse 221). All religious traditions and wisdom teachings warn against pride.

But pride can also be defensive and peevish. This is “hurt” pride, which leads to lashing out at others, either aggressively or with passive-aggression, which is disguised aggression. Passive-aggression might sound like this: “Nobody appreciates me. Let’s see how well they get along if I just leave. Maybe if I just dropped dead they’d all feel sorry.” Passive aggression is aggression; it’s a way of getting back at others without seeming to be doing so. This is one manifestation of hurt pride. Hurt pride loves to list its grievances and complaints; it is fundamentally afraid, and it lashes out defensively. Hurt pride is a non-spiritual reaction to feeling hurt.

Before I move to stubborn pride, the third kind of harmful pride, I want to mention that there is a useful pride, as well, but it is always characterized by restraint, by balance, and by normal ego development. It involves pride in accomplishing a difficult task, pride in resolving a difficult issue, pride in perseverance. Normal and healthy ego development includes a limited degree of pride. The unhealthy kinds of pride I have been describing happen when the ego is out of balance, when the self feels threatened or angry, and pride becomes either overbearing, or sneaky, or self-pitying, or self-destructive.

So that leads me back to stubborn and isolated pride that refuses to make the adjustments that would actually make one happier. The stubbornly proud person won’t change, even when he knows it would be beneficial. His stubbornness is a kind of assertion of identity, of difference. “I’m doing it MY way; leave me alone.” It may be motivated by a strong resistance to change and the instability that change can bring. Or it could be based on resentment of the implied criticism contained in some advice someone is giving, even if it is given by one’s partner. Giving in would imply that the other is right, but the stubborn person must always be right. I’m that way about stacking the dishes in the dishwasher at home. My pride is hurt whenever Karen changes around what I’ve loaded. My stubborn pride feels criticized, and I don’t like it.

Any one of these kinds of pride can lead to that poisonous product: vengeful pride, which leads to evil actions. Fortunately, many people stop short of this one. They wallow in hurt feelings, but the idea of revenge is distasteful to them. Thus, I’ll be grumpy about the dishwasher, but I won’t take revenge over it. 

Of course, even the grumpiness is ridiculous when I look at it, and I need to be able to laugh at my foolishness, so that I don’t get distraught and angry with myself or with Karen. And I hope you can laugh at these human foibles that we all have, so that you can extend some generosity and forgiveness to yourself and to others. Don’t hold on to anger, Jesus is telling us. We all have some emotional patterns, some things we’re too serious about, because we’re nervous and we’re defending ourselves. Do you ever feel that people are driving you nuts, or at least are testing you to the limit? Daphne Rose Kingma, author of The Future of Love, says that every relationship is saying to us: “Here’s another imperfect person to love. . . . Here’s another irritating, immature, frustrating, agonizingly difficult person to help you get beyond your own emotional reactions.” It’s a “paradoxical . . . invitation to [learn] to unconditionally accept yourself and the other person” (p.79).
So what is the opposite of pride in the social arena? It is reconciliation, which has to involve some humility and some willingness to adjust. It has to involve dropping one’s hyper-serious resentment or one’s fixed determination that one is right. It is possible to be right in some detail, but dead wrong in one’s clinging to anger. Reconciliation requires that you set out to understand the other person’s point of view, even if that means you have to give up your pride, surrender your rightness claim. 

So: come to terms quickly with your fellow believer. This ties in with something I preached on a few months ago: our sense of mission as a church. I hope a big part of our sense of mission is that we can practice reconciliation with each other, can set out to rectify hurts that happen here, can apologize if necessary, and admit our limitations. That would be healthy.

Our egos are sometimes going to be proud, defensive, insistent on our being right. But we have help. God gives the growth. That is the secret! In one way, spirituality is all about letting go . . . and grasping . . . but not grasping back onto our ego claims. Rather, grasping God: reaching out and trusting that God is really there, and really will help us to live a different way. If we can deflate our puffy ego, we can make room for God.

Spirituality involves letting go of pride, and grasping onto the invisible Helper. We can then do great work for God, but we have to be very light about it, for “neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth” (1 Cor 3:7). Be very light with your ego, not indulging it, but not hating it, either. Be a patient but firm parent to your lower self. Train your self to let go and trust the parent. “Your Father knows what you need before you ask him,” Jesus says, later in this sermon (Matt 6:8).
So what were our main points of emphasis? Don’t cling to pride, but seek reconciliation with your brothers, and always trust God. We needn’t condemn ourselves for having pride reactions, but we need to patiently choose spiritual reactions instead. If we provide favorable conditions for growth, God will give the growth. Let us share the goodness of God, and grow together.


