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What then is Apollos? What is Paul? Servants through whom you believed, as the Lord assigned to each. I planted, Apollo watered, but God gave the growth. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God who gives the growth. He who plants and he who waters are equal, and each shall receive his reward according to his labor. For we are fellow workers for God; you are God's field, God's building.

{1 Corinthians 3:5-9 RSV}

Paul shared the words recorded in verses 5-9 of 1st Corinthians with the believers in Corinth almost 2,000 years ago (give or take a few years). As with most passages of scripture, these four verses address a multitude of concerns and problems we still see in Churches and among believers today. What these words say to me may be very different to what they say to each of you. What we receive from verses 5-9 depends on where we are with the Lord and what is happening in our individual lives at this moment.

If you read the two verses that precede verses 5-9, you will see when Paul wrote his letter, there was a controversy in Corinth among the believers as to whom they followed, with some saying, "I follow Paul," and some saying, "I follow Apollos,"

Evidently this problem had led to considerable friction in the Corinthian church. Paul considered the problem so severe that he decided to address it in his letter to the entire church in Corinth. First of all, there is the most obvious problem - loyalty to a certain pastor, or teacher, or mentor, or discipler ("I follow Paul - na, na, na." - "So what, I follow Apollos - na, na, na").  This is a problem that may be found at some level of severity in many congregations. 

This week in our Monday night Bible study group, we talked about Satan's weapons - the things he uses to hurt our relationship with God.  One of these weapons (we didn't talk about this one) is misplaced loyalty.  

I admire the ministry of Paul (as recorded in the New Testament) more than I can say. What a role model this man of God was! Then, there is a minister in Memphis, Tennessee I know, whose name is Herb Hodges. Herb is the spiritual father and mentor of the discipling teams that I work with. Each time I am able to work with or listen to Brother Herb I am astounded with the scriptural knowledge and understanding he has. Brother Michael Perry is the Pastor of my church, here in Marion, and I love to hear him share God's word. He is a talented teacher that I admire a lot. There are many others that I have admired and in some cases have enjoyed knowing  (Billy Graham, David Cranford, John Carter, Henderson Raspberry, Ray Stedman, LTC. Joe Berry, Daniel Baugh (my brother), Nancy Leigh DeMoss and others I will later wish I had named).

I owe my Christian schooling and the foundation of my faith to many good men and women. In 1955 I accepted Christ under the teaching of my mother and father and Rev. John Carter. Through the years and many career-related moves, I have belonged to 12 congregations of believers (Methodist and Baptist). I have been served by good pastors and better pastors. I remember all of them. I think, without exception, the number one commitment of each of these people was to serve God. The foundation they helped lay and build upon has helped me get to whatever point I am at today.

As for my personal beliefs, I don't think I talk enough about my commitment to discipling with you. Some people tell me I talk about it too much. Regardless, a driving force in my life at this point is a desire to help disciple others. It is a need to help make disciples - to share the great commission of Christ in Matthew 28:18-20 with others, so that they might continue on and make disciples themselves as they share the gospel with others. 

The scriptural passage that describes what I have just said to you is in 2nd Timothy, and was written to Timothy by Paul, the person who discipled him.

"And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others."

(2 Timothy 2:2 NIV)

Paul's words to Timothy describe four generations of disciples of our Lord (Paul, Timothy, the reliable men, and others).

What Does This Have To Do With Farming?

There were many who prepared the field, tilled the soil, sifted out the stones, and pulled weeds in preparation for planting the seed of this discipling desire I have, but if I must give credit to a single person, I probably am a disciple of my brother, Daniel. That would make Brother Herb Hodges my spiritual grandfather, since he discipled, and continues to disciple my brother. 

However, I know one thing for certain - "I follow Christ."  Others did the farm labor. They worked in the field but my Lord caused the seed to sprout and grow! My trust and hope and faith are securely tied to Him - not to my brother, or some pastor, or a teacher I might have had at some point in the past.

So, what is our obligation as believers? What makes our Lord happy?

It is simple - we are to be his servants. We are to be servants of Christ. We are to work the farm for him.

Ray Stedman, who (for many years) was the pastor of Peninsula Bible Church in Palo Alto, California (http://www.pbc.org) said, "

"All Christians are in the ministry, everyone without exception. All are given gifts by the Spirit. All are expected to have a function, a service that God uses. It does not have to be in the meeting of the church. It is out in the world, anywhere you are. But how are we to view one another? As big shots striving to see who can get the most recognition, as dignitaries with special dress to indicate our rank and style of life? Are we to be the "heavies," the bosses, the brass? No, Paul says we are servants; that is all. Everyone, servants of Christ. That is the highest rank possible in the church, and everybody has it to start with. Therefore, there is no need for competition or rivalry in any sense at all. We are all servants of Christ. Jesus himself told us what our attitude is to be: "The Son of Man," he said, "came not to be ministered unto but to minister, and give himself a ransom for many," {Matt 20:28, Mark 10:45 KJV}. Now that is serving. "

You may be interested to know that Brother Stedman was discipled by Dawson Trotman, who founded the Navigators, an incredible world impacting organization, totally devoted to making disciples. If you have a moment to invest in your faith, go to http://www.navigators.org on the web and get lost for a while in their incredible Christian web site.

Back to Farming:

I would like to remind you what Christ said to his disciples in the 9th chapter of Matthew:

Then he said to his disciples, "The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. Therefore, ask the Lord of the harvest to send out workers into his harvest field."

Matthew 9: 37-38

Jesus knew farming on his father's scale very well.  He knew there is a plentiful harvest of people who do not know our Lord. He knew once the seed is planted the Holy Spirit takes over and causes the seed to grow. Knowing the power of the Holy Spirit, Jesus knew what was needed - more farmers to plant and water - more harvest workers. 

This is like the farming done by Paul and Apollo. One planted and one watered. Which of these two men of God was more important?  Paul's answer to the question of importance was, "Neither!" The important thing wasn't planting. It wasn't watering, or harvesting - although lots of workers are needed if the harvest is to be a big one. 

God can do away with both of these farm workers if he desires, but he wants all of us to participate. The important thing is not what any Christian can do, but what God alone can do. Only God can give increase. Only God opens the mind, changes the heart, and makes people different. Our part is to plant seed, water and harvest.

So if God gives you a chance to plant a seed, then plant it and praise God as he makes it grow. If he allows you to water (irrigate a life with living waters from His Holy Word), then praise him as you water. If he gives you a chance to harvest, then do the work, and praise your Lord who caused the seed to sprout and grew it to the point of harvest.

As Paul says in verse 9, "We are God's fellow workers." In my opinion, there is no more important position a person can assume in life than to be a fellow worker with God! Imagine standing before our Lord at judgement and having him look at you and say, "Well done good and faithful servant!" Imagine having him bring countless new souls before you to introduce them as your spiritual great-great-grandchildren - people you have never met, who were the disciples of the disciples of those that you once discipled for our Lord.

The farming analogy I would like to use here is "seed, grown from seed, grown from seed, grown from seed, that you planted, or watered, or harvested. The greatest honor any of us will ever be granted is to have the privilege of bearing his name (Christian). There is no greater use of our time here on God's earth than being an instrument of his grace where we live, where we work, in the corps of cadets at MMI, in our family and when we serve those he gives to us to disciple for a time. 

At the end of these verses Paul said, "You are God's field." Then he added, "You are God's building." These are two equally valid views of the Christian disciple. When he writes about God's field, I think Paul is writing of the act of discipling others, and of the resulting increase. As a farmer plants his crop year after year, it increases as he plants, so each year he is able to plant more because of the seed he gets from the previous crop. So the men and women of God increases numerically as we work to build up disciples, one at a time, teaching others the truths of God, and pouring the Lord of our lives into the lives of those we disciple, so that they might go out to share with and teach others.

After comparing the believer to a field for farming, Paul next tells those in Corinth they are also God's building. In Ephesians Paul wrote:

"Christ is the chief cornerstone. In Him, the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple to the Lord. And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit"

(Ephesians 2:20b-22 NIV).

As we accept the challenge of becoming a disciple of our Lord and begin working with the gifts God gives to each of us we find we are being changed. He changes us, stone by stone. Our Lord chisels a little here and shapes a little there to fit each stone of our being into the proper spot so that the resulting temple is a wonderful manifestation of the wholeness of God. All that is required is our willingness to be used by him - our acceptance of and obedience to his will.

I want to tell you more about discipling, and I will in the coming weeks. This yielding to the will of our Lord, this obedience to his desire for our lives is a very personal decision made by people like Simon Peter, Andrew, James, John, Philip, Matthew, Thomas, Stephen, Paul, Timothy, Luke, Titus, Barnabas, John Mark, Silas, Priscilla, Aquila, Lois, Eunice, Apphia, Onesimus, Philemon, Herb Hodges, Billy Graham, Michael Perry, Dawson Trotman, David Bryant, Nancy Leigh DeMoss, Daniel Baugh, Lottie Moon, Edgar Suthalari, David Stephens, Jim Doss, me, and many more men and women around the world today and throughout history.  The decision by these people and others to take Christ's words from Matthew 28:18-20 to heart and put them into action has changed and continues to change the world.

(18)"Then Jesus came to them and said, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me.  (19)

Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, (20) and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age."

(Matthew 28:18-20 NIV)

I need to stop, but I would like to share with you a statement made by one of the characters in J.R.R. Tolkien' s book The Fellowship of The Ring. At one point, Gandalf the Wizard tells Frodo Baggins the Hobbit, 

"You must decide if you will make the most out of whatever time you have been given." 

I know we are neither Hobbits nor Wizards, but that statement seems appropriate for each of us, doesn't it?

I will continue this later - May God Bless each of you, today and for as many tomorrows as we have left.

