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In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and of the 
Holy Spirit. Amen. I’m sure with all the media reports 
about the decline of “spirituality” in our world today that 
it hasn’t escaped your attention that there are Churches 
and congregations in the midst of all this that appear to be 
on the verge of going under or dying. And so it probably 
wouldn’t surprise you to learn that there are many within 
our own Missouri Synod who are convinced that we need 
to change along with the changes around us if don’t want 
to die. They point out how we’re suffering from a shortfall 
of pastors to serve the Parishes of our Synod. And they 
say that there are indications that this shortage will only 
worsen in the future as pastors retire, and relatively small 
numbers of men enter into the Seminary to replace them. 
They point to the fact that Worship attendance has de-
clined in a great many congregations – and that it’s no-
where near what it used to be in the so-called “glory days” 
of only a few short years ago. They’re also quick to point 
out how giving is down, enthusiasm for congregational 
living appears to be evaporating, and that a number of 
LCMS congregations have had to close their doors – and 
sadly, some of these observations are right. 

I don’t have to tell you that even here in this parish 
there’s been an ongoing conversation concerning what we 
ought to do to stem this tide. And when the unfair question 
is asked: “How well are we doing in our own mission and 
outreach work?” most would concur that we could proba-
bly do much better. But you might be wondering why I 
would say that this is an “unfair” question. It’s unfair, be-
cause it tempts us to look at numbers as an accurate gauge 
of how “successful” we’ve been in faithfully carrying out 
our Lord’s command to “go into all nations” and make 
disciples. It’s unfair because it asks us to look at the 
Church with human eyes, rather than with the eyes of faith 
– to see the Church being built by human hands – our 
hands – rather than what it really is – as St. Paul reminds 
us in II Corinthians – namely, “an eternal house in heav-
en.” That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t ask the question, but 
we do need to be careful how we answer it! 

So, that begs another question, doesn’t it? If you can’t 
find the Church with your own senses, then how are you 
to find it? And if you do find it, how are you to judge its 
health and life? According to the Book of Concord we be-
lieve, teach and confess that the Church is located where 
the Word of God is taught in its truth and purity, and the 
Sacraments – that is, Baptism, Absolution and Holy 
Communion – are administered according to that Word of 
God. With the Reformers we believe wholeheartedly that 

these gifts of God are the very lifeblood of His Church – 
even as we also firmly believe and confess that the Church 
will remain and flourish only when the gifts of water, 
Word, bread and wine remain in our midst. 

The point I’m trying to make is that the Church will die 
only when these things cease to be faithfully administered 
among us. And although it may well be true that in this 
place our “numbers” haven’t grown as we hoped they 
might – especially given the attendant surge in population 
of the surrounding community – we dare never forget that 
the Church is still the Church whether our numbers reach 
the levels we think they ought to or not. Remember, our 
Lord Christ Himself said of His Church that wherever two 
or three are gathered in His name, He will be there in the 
midst of them. And, as you may recall, at one time in the 
history of the world – before the flood came – it was a 
family of only eight souls – and all of them sinners, I 
might add – who comprised the entire Christian Church 
on earth. And yet, by the grace of God, that Church still 
lived on! 

Therefore it’s manifestly unfair that you judge the 
Church by what you see with your eyes, and then con-
clude from what you see that the Church is dying. As St. 
Paul reminds us in today’s Epistle, you and I, we walk by 
faith, not by sight. That’s why, when confronted with the 
woes of the Church’s earthly life here in this world – a 
life, by the way, which God never promised would be easy 
or successful – we would do well to continually return to 
the foundational question concerning our faith and life – 
specifically: “Whose Church is this, anyway? Who estab-
lished this Parish here among the people of Kearney, Mis-
souri? Who opened its doors? Who made its numbers 
grow to what they are today? Who has been continually at 
work all these many years, drowning death and sin in each 
Baptism, strengthening the weak and sustaining the strong 
through each and every sermon, and imparting to you – 
God’s own dear children – His Son’s life and perfection at 
each and every Communion table? Who, who, if not our 
crucified and risen Lord Jesus Christ?” 

The bottom line, dear saints of God, is that ours is not 
a dying Church, for God Himself has given to each of us 
new life in the washing and regeneration of Holy Baptism. 
Ours is not a dying Church, for God has freely given us 
the righteousness of His Christ – even as the writer of 
Proverbs 12:28 reminds us: that “in the way of righteous-
ness there is life.” Ours is not a dying Church, because 
you and I are standing here in the presence of God at the 
very gates of Eden and heaven’s door, whose joys we 



 

shall each one day fully know when we leave this Church 
on earth bound for Christ’s eternal Church and kingdom in 
heaven. 

Listen again to what our dear Lord Jesus is saying to 
you here in this text. “The kingdom of God is as if a man 
should scatter seed on the ground, and should sleep by 
night and rise by day, and the seed should sprout and grow 
– he himself does not know how. For the earth yields 
crops by itself: first the blade, then the head, after that the 
full grain in the head. But when the grain ripens, immedi-
ately he puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come.” 
“The kingdom of God is as if a man should scatter seed on 
the ground.” And is that not exactly what happens when 
the Word of God is preached in our midst – and when 
Baptism, Absolution, and the Sacrament of Christ’s body 
and blood are faithfully practiced among us according to 
that Word of God? When you think about it, my call to 
serve you as your pastor bears many similarities to the 
work a farmer has to carry out, for God’s call to all those 
who hold this office is that they scatter the Seed of God’s 
Word on the ground so that it might sprout, grow, and 
yield a full harvest according to God’s will. 

And as that Seed of God’s Word is scattered on the 
ground in the life of the Church, we have God’s promise 
that it will sprout and grow – even though we may not be 
able to see it, or understand how it happens. As that Seed 
takes root in your heart and mind, it’s going to mature, 
grow, and bear much fruit. Does it really matter how this 
happens? Does it really matter that you are entirely inca-
pable of seeing it? Of course not! The important thing is 
that this is entirely God’s work – work He loves to do – 
work He faithfully will continue to do – work which we 
are assured He will continue doing until that great Last 
Day when our Lord Jesus Christ comes to bring an end to 
all things as we know them – until that great Last Day 
when He will usher in the new creation, a new heaven and 
a new earth – the home of righteousness. 

God’s Word – the “Word planted in you,” as St. James 
calls it – has a life of its own. All by itself – or translated 
literally, “automatically” – the soil produces grain – “first 
the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head.” 
There’s nothing I can do to make this Word grow in your 
heart – nor is there anything you can do to make it grow – 
even though we are all more than capable of trampling it 
down, tearing it out, and throwing it away. And yet even 
though there’s nothing you and I can do to make the Word 
grow, Christ here teaches that we – that is, all of us – we 
must not fail to faithfully plant the Seed of God’s Word 
among those who will listen – and in fact even among 
those who have no desire to hear it. It is not us, but God 
who makes the Seed of His Word grow in the hearts and 
minds of those who hear it. It is God who makes the seed 
of the Word grow in your heart. It is God who establishes 
His Church. It is God who enables us to hear, understand, 
believe, and place our trust in His blessed, eternal promis-
es. It is God who makes us grow by making us more and 
more aware of the severity of our sins – as well as of the 
forgiveness earned for us all by our Savior. And it is God 

who produces in us the fruit of faith – patience, longsuf-
fering, joy, peace, humility, love for others, generosity, 
and so on. These are the stalk and the head and the full 
kernel that result when God’s Word grows in the soil of 
our hearts. 

Then finally, Jesus says: “But when the grain ripens, 
immediately he puts in the sickle, because the harvest has 
come.” In other words, the growth of God’s Word within 
you will – one day – come to completion as it grows, ma-
tures, bears fruit, and enjoys its final harvest. For some of 
you, the green shoot of your Christian faith and life has 
only just begun to push its way to toward the surface of 
the soil, so to speak, where it will soon become visible to 
everyone around. Others of you – especially you who are 
well-trained in the Small Catechism and confirmed in the 
faith – you’ve already begun to produce fruit which shows 
forth in your life – the sorts of words and deeds that ac-
company the salvation Christ has given you. Some of you 
– and only the Lord knows who you are – may even now 
be close to the time of your own harvest – that time when 
“the Lord of the harvest” will gather you into the eternity 
He won for us all through Christ’s birth, life, suffering, 
death and resurrection. So, you see, it doesn’t matter who 
you are, or what stage of growth you’re at, the same Lord 
Jesus is watching over all of us night and day – waiting for 
that moment in the fullness of time when He will come to 
gather us to Himself in His heaven. 

Until then, we need to remember that there are always 
going be those who insist on looking at the outward, husk-
like characteristics of the Church on earth – even at times 
complaining that it doesn’t look like they want it to look. 
Well, let them say what they will. You and I, dear Chris-
tian, you and I know the Church as Isaiah knows it – as “a 
planting of the Lord.” He is the One who has planted the 
Seed of eternal life in you – and who has watered it by the 
shed Blood of Christ poured out in Baptism, Absolution, 
and Holy Communion. He is the One who has caused that 
Seed of the Word to grow by bringing the fruit of faith 
into your life – even as He has promised throughout Holy 
Scripture. And He is also the One who, without fail, will 
return for His harvest on the Last Day. This is the promise 
of which St. Peter speaks in his first Epistle, where he 
writes: “But you have been born again, not of corruptible 
seed but incorruptible, through the Word of God which 
lives and abides forever, because ‘All flesh is as grass, and 
all the glory of man as the flower of the grass. The grass 
withers, and its flower falls away, but the Word of the 
Lord endures forever.’” So then, our task, if you will – and 
that means each and every one of us – our task is to faith-
fully share this Good News with all those around us here 
in this world who are perishing because of sin. And, as we 
each sow this Seed into the hearts of others – our families, 
friends, neighbors, co-workers, yes, everyone whom God 
places in our path – our Lord God will graciously bring 
forth a great harvest of souls into His Church according to 
His own good will and pleasure – and this through the 
merit and work of our beloved Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 


