
 

1 Corinthians 3 (VOTL, July 3, 2016) 

 

It’s a Perfect Time to Grow Up! 

  

Introduction:  Good Morning! Today we are continuing what Pastor Ben started last Sunday – a 

look at issues that the church in Corinth – a 1st century church – and VotL – a 21st century church 

– have in common. And, of course, how God addresses those issues and guides us to address the 

issues in a God-pleasing and helpful way. Several years ago I came across a little poem that has 

stuck in my memory. Elisa Morgan, president of MOPS International (Mothers Of Pre-Schoolers) 

was the source for this. Let me share it with you. It’s called “The Toddler’s Creed” – and here it 

is: 

If I want it, 

IT'S MINE! 
If I give it to you and change my mind later, 

IT'S MINE! 
If I can take it away from you, 

IT'S MINE! 

If I had it a little while ago, 

IT’S MINE! 
If it's mine, it will never belong to anybody else, 

No matter what. 

If we are building something together, 

All the pieces are mine! 

If it looks just like mine, or even if it doesn’t –  

IT'S MINE! 
 

And another couple of lines are sometimes added to the poem – here’s what they say: 

 

If it breaks or needs putting away, 

IT'S YOURS! 

 

What we have here somewhat humorous and entertaining – but most of all, it’s true. From a 

toddler’s perspective, the universe centers around them and everything is supposed to belong to 

them. Do we love them? Yes! Do we think they are often cute? Yes! Are we patient and 

forgiving with them when they show such selfishness? Yes, usually that too. Young children 

are best at being and behaving like young children. At the heart of it is immaturity. Immature 

people usually act in predictable ways. And that goes for teenagers and adults – grown-ups – also. 

Regardless of physical or chronological age, an immature person acts fairly predictably like an 

immature person. 

 

That is exactly what was happening in first-century Corinth and the body of believers there. Last 

week we started to get to know the Corinthians and we have seen how they and their culture were 

remarkably similar to us and our culture. They were real believers, brought to trust Jesus Christ as 

their perfect Redeemer, Sin-bearer, and Savior. They lived surrounded by a culture or society that 

didn’t know or trust Jesus and whose goals and priorities were far from what God wanted them to 



be. The same is true for VOTL and the 21st century church. And today another parallel truth about 

them and us is our focus: the church in Corinth and VotL wrestle with spiritual immaturity. And 

God’s word to them—and us? It’s a Perfect Time to Grow Up! Every other task we plan or carry 

out is connected with or dependent on this one.  

 

Let’s take another look at this chapter to understand what they – and we – had to deal with: 

 

Brothers and sisters, I could not address you as people who live by the Spirit but as people 

who are still worldly—mere infants in Christ. 2 I gave you milk, not solid food, for you were 

not yet ready for it. Indeed, you are still not ready. 3 You are still worldly. For since there is 

jealousy and quarreling among you, are you not worldly? Are you not acting like mere 

humans? 4 For when one says, “I follow Paul,” and another, “I follow Apollos,” are you not 

mere human beings?  

 

The opening words are wonderful, aren’t they? “Brothers and sisters” – the Apostle is still writing 

to them as believers, siblings in Jesus. Despite their weaknesses and faults they remain believers. 

We should not forget how the Apostle Paul addressed them at the start of the letter:  

  

Paul, called to be an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God . . . to the church of God in 

Corinth, to those sanctified in Christ Jesus and called to be his holy people . . . Grace and 

peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. (1 Corinthians 1:1-3) 
 

There’s a lot of love here – and a high regard for them as people who have experienced the miracle 

of new life in Christ. Finding fault with others or wanting them to seek and find improvement is 

sometimes seen in our culture as automatically loveless and hateful. That’s never been true. Paul 

was not “Corinthian-phobic” or cranky. He saw definite need for change and improvement, and in 

love and honesty addressed the problem. In this case it was immaturity and being dominated by 

the old sinful nature just like the world is. Look at the language he uses: 

 

Brothers and sisters, I could not address you as people who live by the Spirit but as people 

who are still worldly—mere infants in Christ. 2 I gave you milk, not solid food, for you were 

not yet ready for it. Indeed, you are still not ready. 3 You are still worldly.  

 

By calling them “mere infants in Christ” and saying he gave them “milk, not solid food” because 

they were not ready for a diet designed for the more mature, Paul makes it clear he is dealing with 

a kind of spiritual immaturity. And what does spiritual immaturity look like? Over the years 

thoughtful writers have drawn pretty accurate parallels between spiritual and physical or emotional 

immaturity. For example,  

 

A spiritual infant looks and acts a lot like human infants. They’re self-

centered, impatient, touchy, easily deceived. 

 Spiritual infants are self-centered.  Church is all about them. “What’s in 

this for me?” They make noise when their expectations aren’t met. 

 Spiritual infants are impatient. Babies can’t be told that the milk is 

warming and should be ready in a few minutes. They want what they want 



and want it five minutes ago. The church is there to “provide services” 

which members “pay for” with their offerings; if a service disappoints, they 

withhold money or even leave. Maybe they were in the hospital and the 

pastor didn’t visit them, so they drop out of church. They’re great at 

expecting a lot from others and very little from themselves. 

 Spiritual infants are easily deceived and often display a lack of 

discernment. Just as a baby crawls along the floor, putting anything it finds 

in its mouth, spiritual babies don't know what is good for them and what 

isn't. They often fall victim to fine sounding messages that are in reality 

poisonous error. For a long time, this has been seen as a dominant 

characteristic of “religion in America.” Remember how it has been 

described? “3,000 miles wide—and an inch deep.” It’s shallow and people 

are very easily deceived and fall for messages that sound good but are bad. 

 Spiritual infants are quick to quarrel and often jealous or possessive. 

Remember the refrain of the Toddler’s Creed? “It’s Mine!” 

Many Bible sections provide plenty of evidence that spiritual immaturity shows itself in these 

ways, but here in 1 Corinthians Paul zeroes in on the last thing listed: quarreling and jealousy.  

 

For since there is jealousy and quarreling among you, are you not worldly? Are you not 

acting like mere humans? 4 For when one says, “I follow Paul,” and another, “I follow 

Apollos,” are you not mere human beings?  

 

If you remember what Paul wrote in chapter 1, you’ll see that he is returning to an issue he had 

already mentioned: (1 Corinthians 1:11-12) My brothers and sisters, some from Chloe’s 

household have informed me that there are quarrels among you. 12 What I mean is this: One 

of you says, “I follow Paul”; another, “I follow Apollos”; another, “I follow Cephas [Peter]”; 

still another, “I follow Christ.”  

 

Here is the evidence of their immaturity – they were quarreling and forming divisions among 

themselves over their “favorite” preachers or pastors. It’s not just that they had favorites – some 

preferring the Apostle Paul, others the Apostle Peter, and others the gifted pastor Apollos. There’s 

nothing wrong to have preferences in personalities or even preaching styles. But we’re not talking 

about that. Paul says the immature Corinthians took all this to the level of “jealousy” and 

“quarreling.”  “There is jealousy and quarreling among you” (1 Corinthians 3:3) 
 

Immature people tend to always want their way, to see themselves as the center of attraction, to 

always be “right” about something. They tend not to tolerate the views and preferences of other 

people. Immature grown-ups are often bullies. Can you see how very wrong they all were in this 

arguing about preachers and pastors? Here is how St. Paul shows their faulty thinking and bad 

behavior: 
 

5 What, after all, is Apollos? And what is Paul? Only servants, through whom you came to 

believe—as the Lord has assigned to each his task. 6 I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, 

but God has been making it grow. 7 So neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is 

anything, but only God, who makes things grow. 8 The one who plants and the one who 



waters have one purpose, and they will each be rewarded according to their own labor. 9 For 

we are co-workers in God’s service; you are God’s field, God’s building.  

 

Human pastors and preachers, including the best and most faithful of them, are instruments of the 

Lord. If we’re talking about the genuine work of using the means of grace (the gospel of Jesus in 

God’s Word and sacraments) all of the spiritual and converting power comes from the Lord, not 

from his human servants and instruments. To use the comparison that Paul himself uses here, what 

would we think of a farmer that would point to a field of mature wheat or corn and say, “I made 

all this grow!” No, the farmer’s job is to plant, water, maybe to weed and feed, but only God can 

bring about growth. Can you imagine Leonardo da Vinci showing his Mona Lisa portrait to 

somebody and then that person saying, “Wow! What great paintbrushes you used! We could sell 

those brushes for millions!” And would you think people would begin to argue about which 

paintbrush of all those used is the best? Or imagine Michelangelo showing someone his statue of 

David and the person responding: “Wow! What fantastic hammers and chisels you used! They 

created a masterpiece!” Would people argue about which particular hammer or chisel used by the 

artist was “the best”? That would be silly, wouldn’t it? The paint, paintbrushes, hammers, and 

chisels are instruments that play important roles, but without the genius and talent of the artist they 

accomplish nothing. So it is with the work of saving people – bringing them to saving faith in Jesus 

Christ, maintaining that faith and causing it to grow, and empowering that faith to yield the fruit 

of love and kindness in our lives. That’s all God’s work. Immature people may think it’s all about 

them, but in reality it’s all about God. Here’s something to think about: Less mature Christians 

are more focused on themselves and what they want. More mature Christians are more focused 

on the Lord and what he wants. At the end of this chapter Paul will have more to say on that. 

 

Remember – it’s not that Paul – or we – hate immature Christians. We love babies and young 

children. They can love and laugh and add a great deal to any gathering. But we don’t want to keep 

our children as toddlers forever. They should grow. It’s the natural order. If we feed and nurture 

them, protect and care for them, they will grow. They are supposed to grow. Paul knew that, so he 

points us to more important and necessary things than expressing jealousy and quarreling over 

personal likes and dislikes. To illustrate this, St. Paul now uses picture language:  

10 By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as a wise builder, and someone else is 

building on it. But each one should build with care. 11 For no one can lay any foundation 

other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ. 12 If anyone builds on this foundation 

using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, 13 their 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 person’s work. 14 If what has been built survives, the builder will receive a 

reward. 15 If it is burned up, the builder will suffer loss but yet will be saved—even though 

only as one escaping through the flames. 

 

Comparing our spiritual lives and activities to building a structure, Paul makes two very important 

points: 10 By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as a wise builder, and someone 

else is building on it. But each one should build with care. 11 For no one can lay any 

foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ. 12 If anyone builds on this 

foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, 13 their work will be shown 

for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light. 



 

(1)  There’s only one suitable foundation to build our values and activities on: Jesus Christ. 

This foundation has already been established for us and awaits our using it to build. Don’t build 

on anyone else as a foundation, whether a pastor, marriage partner, close friend, family 

member, celebrity, or yourself. Only on Jesus Christ. (2) Build wisely and use the highest 

quality building materials (“gold, silver, costly stones”) as opposed to lesser materials 

(“wood, hay, or straw.”) That is, focus on what will endure and make a difference in people’s 

lives on the Last Day, when we all stand before our Lord. And if we ask, “So what exactly are 

the finest building materials I should use to serve God and those around me?” The three most 

important building blocks we can use are “The Gospel of Christ, the Gospel of Christ, and the 

Gospel of Christ.” In the previous chapter Paul wrote: “I resolved to know nothing while I 

was with you except Jesus Christ and him crucified (1 Corinthians 2:2). While he wrote many 

chapters on many subjects, it all was intimately related to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. We’ll 

come back to this point in just a moment.  

 

And now we come to the concluding words of this chapter. And they are the key to addressing the 

problem of spiritual immaturity in our lives: 
16 Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in your 

midst? 17 If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy that person; for God’s temple is 

sacred, and you together are that temple. . . . 21 So then, no more boasting about human 

leaders! All things are yours, 22 whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas u or the world or life or 

death or the present or the future—all are yours, 23 and you are of Christ, and Christ is of 

God.  

 

The first step in dealing with spiritual immaturity is to Remember our Identity in Christ. 

Those jealous and quarreling Corinthians were more than just a bunch of babies. They were God’s 

temples and the Holy Spirit was dwelling in them. All who have been brought to put their trust in 

Jesus and his work as their Savior receive the Spirit and become worship centers (temples) where 

in gratitude God is worshiped and honored. Despite immaturity and childish behavior at times, we 

are special to God and remembering that puts us on the right road to recovery and growth. Three 

chapters later the Apostle addressed other examples of bad behavior among the Corinthians, 

mostly sexual sins. And in calling them to reject sin and express godliness, what does he say to 

them? 

But you were washed, you were sanctified, you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus 

Christ and by the Spirit of our God. (1 Corinthians 6:11) 

Remember who you really are in Christ! Don’t forget you were washed clean from your sins, 

you were declared not guilty and pardoned (justified) because Jesus took your guilt on himself 

and in exchange gave you his holiness as a gift. You were also “sanctified” or set apart by and for 

God as his special people. You are “saints” in addition to remaining sinners. Never forget that. 

This is your identity in Christ.   

Then express the new life you have; strive to live consistently as forgiven sinners, as saints in 

the eyes of God.  It may sound a bit silly, but the Bible consistently encourages us to “be what 

you are” and to “express what you already possess.” It’s a matter of strengthening our grasp 



on the truths of Law and Gospel. If I give a small child or baby a $100 bill and I also give you a 

$100 bill, which of you has $100? Obviously you both do. The difference is not what you have – 

but how firmly or strongly you possess it. What if a trickster or deceiver comes along? A small 

child may trade the $100 bill for a shiny coin (like a nickel, dime or quarter) – because it looks 

brighter. Or if a thief comes and wants to take it away, a baby won’t be able to hang on to it as 

firmly as you can. That’s the way it is with immature Christians who are spiritually weaker 

and less discerning than more mature believers. All Christians possess the blessings Christ won 

for us all, and are so richly blessed. That’s what Paul’s closing words in this chapter remind us of:  

All things are yours, 22 whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas [Peter] or the world or life or 

death or the present or the future—all are yours, 23 and you are of Christ, and Christ is of 

God.  

 

And how exactly do we become stronger and more discerning or wise as Christians who possess 

all things? Look at this chart or illustrative picture that I prepared for today: 

 

Every time we read or listen to God’s Word or focus on the message and meal of the Lord’s Supper, 

we are being fed by the Holy Spirit with God’s Law and God’s Gospel. And we grow in our 

understanding and appreciation for this message of Law and Gospel, of Sin and Grace. Our sin 

and guilt becomes more clear to us – and our forgiveness and security in Christ becomes clearer 

and more precious to us at the same time. This results in overall spiritual growth and maturity. It 

is not just going in circles – it is more like a spiral, an ascending staircase as we grow up and 

mature. It is all God-centered or Jesus-centered rather than all about ourselves. It’s an exciting 

journey dominated with the comfort and power of the Gospel that gives increasing joy and purpose 

for our lives as it maintains saving faith and new life in Jesus Christ. And you know what: It’s 

Always a Perfect Time to Grow Up!  Amen. 


