5th Anniversary at Maroa

“Five Years of God’s Goodness”

1 Corinthians 3:5-10
One hundred seventy-one years ago, a small group of Christians formed a country church in southern DeWitt County, Illinois. That area had been known for some time as Texas Township, and so the church adopted the name, “Texas Congregation of Disciples” which would eventually become “Texas Christian Church.”

The church began with twelve charter members. In the early years the church met in the homes of various members. As the infant church grew, they found a temporary home at the Baptist church located on the southeast corner of Texas Cemetery. The Baptists were happy to allow them to use their building three Sundays out of the month, for they had only a preaching service one week per month. On the Sunday when the Baptists held preaching the Christians met in the local school building.
Folks from nearby farms and communities began to gather at Texas Christian Church. Just twelve years after it began, the church had about sixty members—about a third of whom lived just over the county line in the village of Maroa. These residents felt that Maroa needed a church of its own, so in 1862, with the blessing of the Texas congregation, twenty-one members of Texas joined three other residents of Maroa and formed the Maroa Christian Church.

In the following years, both churches grew and eventually built their own houses of worship, but Texas had a difficult time finding a full-time preacher. Meanwhile, under the ministry of Jacob V. Beekman, the Maroa church was experiencing large numerical growth.”
 During that time, despite the demands of a growing congregation of his own, Beekman often preached at the Texas church until they could get on their feet.

One hundred and forty years later, Texas Christian Church returned the favor.

I must confess that I did not know much about the town of Maroa, let alone Maroa Christian Church, when I was approached in the fall of 2016 to be their minister. I learned that the church had prospered under the ministry of Ron Rector (I did remember him as the sports anchor on WAND-TV) but that the years following his departure had been challenging. The church had gone through a few pastors, had a lot of people leave, and the ones left were a bit discouraged. 

I wasn’t sure how serving two churches would work, either. I knew there would need to be some flexibility on both sides. This became apparent on my first Sunday as the pastor here in Maroa. We began the worship service at 9:00 (which was an hour earlier than previously) and we did not get out until 9:50, arriving at Texas for their 10:00 worship at 9:58! The Maroa church then graciously moved their worship service time back another half-hour to the present starting time of 8:30. I want to commend both the church family here at Maroa and at Texas for being willing to work with me and with each other to make this work.

One conclusion I came to very early on was that Maroa and Texas were two very different churches! While the two are very similar doctrinally, the ways the two churches operate are very different. Even the buildings are a contrast in style. So I determined not to try to change Maroa into the mold of Texas, or vice versa. Each church has its own unique personality, and neither is superior to the other.

Tammy and I were certainly warmly welcomed into the Maroa church family. Larry Larsen made sure I got to visit each of the families in their homes, unusually on Saturdays after the men’s breakfast and Bible study. It did not take long for Tammy and I to feel very much at home here in Maroa. (Eventually we moved into the parsonage next door, so we are literally at home here in Maroa!) We sincerely thank you for opening your hearts and your homes to us!

More than anything, we have seen the Lord work here at Maroa Christian Church in these past five years. This has truly been five years of God’s goodness. We have seen growth—some numerical growth but where I see the church growing is in depth. Through our worship services, Bible studies, and fellowship activities, I see us growing closer together as we grow closer to the Lord. And I absolutely love to see the cooperative spirit between the Maroa and Texas churches, proving to our communities that we truly are on the same team, members of one family—the family of God!

This morning we celebrate God’s goodness to us all. Please turn in your Bibles to 1 Corinthians 3:5-10,

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. I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow. The man who plants and the man who waters have one purpose, and each will be rewarded according to his own labor. For we are God’s fellow workers; you are God’s field, God’s building. By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as an expert builder, and someone else is building on it. But each one should be careful how he builds. 
As we look back over five years of God’s goodness, this passage of Scripture teaches us that it is all because of God.

The Grace Belongs to God

The first truth we see in Paul’s words is that the grace belongs to God. In verse 10 he writes, “By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as an expert builder…” Paul acknowledges that his ministry is the result of the grace of God. 

This was a consistent theme of the apostle, as we see in Romans 1:5-6, “Through him and for his name’s sake, we received grace and apostleship to call people from among all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes from faith.” 

In 1 Corinthians 15:9-10 he writes, “For I am the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God. But by the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace to me was not without effect. No, I worked harder than all of them—yet not I, but the grace of God that was with me.”
Galatians 1:15-16 reads, “But when God, who set me apart from birth and called me by his grace, was pleased to reveal his Son in me so that I might preach him among the Gentiles…”

Ephesians 3:7-8 states, “I became a servant of this gospel by the gift of God’s grace given me through the working of his power. Although I am less than the least of all God’s people, this grace was given me: to preach to the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ…”
Not only are we saved by God’s grace; we serve by God’s grace. I do not deserve to stand here before you today, and more than anyone else does. When God calls and equips someone to serve Him in any capacity, it is only because of His unmerited favor that He does so. He does not need us; we need Him. Without Him, we can do nothing. The grace belongs to God.

The Growth Belongs to God

Furthermore, the growth belongs to God. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 3:5-7, 

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. I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow. So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow.

Without question Maroa Christian Church has grown in the past five years. Yet these verses clearly show that such growth is not because of the pastor nor because of the people, but because of God. Yes, He uses His servants in various ways, and yes, each of us has a responsibility to listen to God’s Word and put it into practice. Yet Paul repeatedly states here that it is God—and only God—who makes His church grow.

Oh, sure, anybody can fill a building with people and call it “growth.” A good communicator, a slick marketing campaign, an infusion of money—these can all grow a business. But the church of Jesus Christ is not a business. It is not even an organization. It is a living organism, and that is something only Almighty God can create and sustain.

Jesus said in Matthew 16:18, “On this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.” Who builds the church? Jesus. He is the Architect; He is the General Contractor; He is responsible for the construction of His church.

And I am not speaking about the church building, either. Paul writes in Ephesians 2:19-22,

Consequently, you are no longer foreigners and aliens, but fellow citizens with God’s people and members of God’s household, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as the chief cornerstone. In him the whole building is joined together and rises to become a holy temple in the Lord. And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit. 

Too often we emphasize the church building and physical elements too much, as though “if we build it, they will come.” This is no Hollywood movie; this is God’s work!

Peter adds in 1 Peter 2:4-5,

As you come to him, the living Stone—rejected by men but chosen by God and precious to him—you also, like living stones, are being built into a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood, offering spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ. 

Note that these “living stones” (meaning you and me) do not build the spiritual house, but rather we are being built into a spiritual house. It is not something we do; it is something done to us. Who is building this house? God is! The growth belongs to God.

The Glory Belongs to God

Which leads to the final truth in 1 Corinthians 3—the glory belongs to God. Look at verses 7-9,

So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow. The man who plants and the man who waters have one purpose, and each will be rewarded according to his own labor. For we are God’s fellow workers; you are God’s field, God’s building.
The Corinthians were elevating preachers into celebrity status. Some liked Paul, others Apollos, while still others championed Peter (whom they had probably never met in person). Paul emphatically shut this down, insisting that the glory belongs to God.

It is easy to give credit to the human vessel rather than to God. After all, we see and hear the one God is using. And all too many human vessels are more than willing to receive the credit for the results of their ministry. Such is not the case here. Maroa Christian Church is not Scott Marsh’s church. This church was here long before I came and, God willing, will be here long after I’m gone. 

Nor is the growth seen over the past five years because of me. I can’t explain why this church has grown the way it has. We don’t have state-of-the-art equipment nor do we have the latest in musical ministry. We don’t have a complete slate of children’s ministries or “fun for the whole family.” We don’t use the marketing campaigns the so-called church growth movement insists are necessary for survival. We don’t beg and plead for money. 

Yet people come and worship and serve and give and grow. This church has never been in financial difficulties, despite the fact that I rarely preach on the subject of giving. We continue to thrive despite the fact that we don’t have a community nearby to draw from. And, most amazingly of all, we actually grew through the covid pandemic over the past year and a half!

None of this can be explained through human logic or by human means. This church stands today because of the grace of God through Jesus Christ, and for no other reason! Revelation 7:10 and 12 state, “Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb…. Praise and glory and wisdom and thanks and honor and power and strength be to our God for ever and ever. Amen!” 

To God be the glory—great things He has done!
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