EVERYONE LOVES A STORY

#7 The Seed: How’s That Work Again?
October 24th, 2010 – Mark 4:26-32
Have you ever wondered how something works? Like the microwave. I know you plug it in and punch some numbers and it cooks your food but I have no idea how it works. I did learn that it was invented after a researcher walked by a radar tube and the chocolate bar in his pocket suddenly melted. I have no idea how a computer does what it does. I recently heard that Discovery channel has a program called: How Stuff Works! 

One program was on How Twinkies Work. Invented in the 1930s, these delicacies have 39 different ingredients, with two of the flavors coming from petroleum. These yellow cakes are baked first and then the cream is squirted in through three small holes on the bottom. Some are even deep fired. The company that makes them states that they can last 25 days before they go bad. A rumor started that their shelf life could last for years.  Anyone like to try the one I have faithfully kept since my high school days?  I discovered the very first episode they aired was on corn. Nothing grows as well as corn. It’s used from plastics to gasoline. We basically could not survive without corn. 
Today Jesus has us thinking about the question: How’s That Work Again? Let’s read from Mark 4:26-32: 
The first thing we notice is that Jesus is talking about the kingdom of God, which was one of Jesus favorite topics. Basically, the kingdom of God represents life as lived under the Lordship of God. When we recognize God’s right to reign supreme, this is how things really will work. We see three main characteristics of the kingdom in this passage.
 THREE CHARACTERISTICS OF THE KINDDOM


1. We Can Sow But We Can’t Make The Seed Grow: Verse 26-27… A man scatters seed on the ground.  Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not know how. Once the seed is sown, a farmer can’t really do anything to make it germinate. The seed sprouts and grows on its own. Even though we can learn a lot about crops, it’s still a miracle when the seed sprouts, isn’t it?  After the ground is prepared and cultivated and fertilized, the sower can’t make the growth happen. We can sow but we can’t make the seed sprout. No matter if the farmer is sleeping or doing something else, the growth of the seed is in God’s hands! The farmer goes through his daily routines without exerting any extra energy into the plant to make it sprout. 

Farmers today use methods and agricultural insights to do all they can to get the highest yield from their fields. Planting needs to be at the right time and the soil needs to have the right composition of minerals and fertilizer.   One Christian farmer said: If all the conditions are good, the seed will germinate because that’s all part of God’s plan. When good seed goes into good soil, good things happen. When the seed takes root, there will be fruit. We can do only so much because ultimately it all depends on the Lord and weather. When asked if he is surprised when the corn comes up out of the ground. Yes, every year I’m amazed that corn actually comes up. 

I know I understand very little about how corn grows, but it strikes me that you don’t have to know how things work in order for them to work. I don’t know how a microwave or computer work, but that doesn’t stop them from working. According to the last phrase in verse 27, things grow …though he does not know how. In Greek, the word order is quite lively: How, he does not know. Ecclesiastes 11:5 reminds us that the way God works is not always understandable: As you do not know the path of the wind, or how the body is formed in a mother’s womb, so you cannot understand the work of God, the Maker of all things. Just because we might be deficient in knowing, doesn’t mean we should stop sowing.  Our mission is to PROCLAIM CHRIST IN A CHANGING WORLD! Our part is to sow; God’s part is to make it grow. What’s true in an agricultural is true in the spiritual world.  How are you doing?
2. Growth Is Slow But It Will Eventually Show: Verse 28-29: All by itself the soil produces grain—first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head.  As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come. The phrase all by itself is where we get the word automatic. It’s the idea of being self-acting or without visible cause. The only other time this word is used is in Acts 12:10 where an iron gate opened by itself. The mystery of growth still puzzles famers and scientists of today with all our modern knowledge. But nature’s secret processes do not fail to operate because we are ignorant. Just like the seed germinates out of sight, so too, the seed of the Gospel begins to grow before it will show in our lives. 
I love what Martin Luther did on Sunday afternoons: After I preach my sermon on Sunday, when I return home I drink my little glass of Wittenberg beer and I just let the gospel run its course. When someone believed the Gospel Luther would give them two items – a Bible they could understand and a hymnal from which they could sing.     This is what he said: Let them loose and like fire they will spread on their own.

A seed that was buried in an Egyptian tomb was found thousands of years later and when it was planted in the ground, it grew! There is life in the seed. Romans 1:16: says about the seed of the Word of God: I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. The secret and mysterious growth of the kingdom in the heart and life is the point of this beautiful parable. When man has done his part; the actual process of growth is beyond his reach or comprehension.


First the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head. While germination is spontaneous, growth is always gradual. After the seed is in the soil for awhile, it begins to send down some roots and then a blade, which becomes the stalk, pushes up through the ground. With time the plant matures and after pollination, kernels appear on the cob. 
A farmer purchased an old, run-down, abandoned farm with plans to turn it into a thriving enterprise. The fields
were grown over with weeds, the farmhouse was falling apart, and the fences were broken down.  During his first
day of work, the town preacher stops by to bless the man's work, saying: May you and God work together to make
this the farm of your dreams! A few months later, the preacher stops by again to call on the farmer. Lo and behold, it's a completely different place. The farm house is completely rebuilt and in excellent condition, there are plenty of cattle and other livestock happily munching on feed in well-fenced pens, and the fields are filled with crops planted in neat rows. The preacher: Amazing! Look what God and you have accomplished together! Farmer: Yes, reverend, but remember what the farm was like when God was working it alone!
Spiritual growth happens as we do our part and God guarantees to do his, and that growth is a continual process. Because the Word is powerful and productive, we need to be patient. The great missionary Hudson Taylor once said that there are three qualifications for missionaries: patience, patience, and patience. I don’t know much about how corn grows, but let me share Three Observations On Spiritual Growth I have learned in 25 years of ministry:

Growth Is Difficult To Measure:  2 Peter 3:18: But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  It’s normal to grow. If you’re not growing, then something is wrong. Growth is not always easy to measure. We can’t always see change in our lives from day to day. But, when compared to what you used to be there should be change and visible fruit. In what areas have I grown in my relationship with Christ? How am I presently growing in my relationship with Christ? 


Growth Is Not Instantaneous:  While some of us want to have “microwave” faith where everything happens quickly, the truth of the matter is that growth takes time. J. Oswald Sanders writes: The temper of our times is for instant gratification and short-term commitment – quick answers to prayer and quick results with a minimum of effort and discomfort. But there is no such thing as easy and instant discipleship. One can commence a walk of discipleship in a moment, but the first step must lengthen into a life-long walk. 
One summer, a drought threatened the crop in a small town. On a hot and dry Sunday, the pastor told his congregation: There isn’t anything that will save us except to pray for rain. Go home, pray, believe, and come back next Sunday ready to thank God for sending rain. The people did as they were told and returned to church the following Sunday. But as soon as the pastor saw them, he said: We can’t worship today. You do not yet believe. Congregation: We prayed, and we do believe.  Pastor: Then where are your umbrellas? It’s a life long journey!

Growth Must Be Intentional:  We grow when we want to grow. Or to say it another way: You are as close to God as you want to be. Maturity does not come from eating “Spiritual Twinkies.” If you want to grow, you’ll need to be intentional about it. Having our own personal devotional life. Consistent Sunday morning worship. Woodbury Lutheran did a study and discovered many believers today believe consistent is one Sunday per month. Interesting. Getting A Grip On God’s Word (Hear, Read, Study, Memorize, Meditate) Participating in a small group.  Sharing our faith. Get rid of sin in your life. Ask yourself these questions: Do I love God more today than I did yesterday? Do I love people more today than yesterday? Do I love my enemies? Is there fruit in my life? Is there an attitude I need to change? A sin I need to confess? A person I need to forgive? How intentional am I about growing?
3. Don’t Get Down Just Take Time To Look Around: Verse 31-32: It is like a mustard seed, which is the smallest seed you plant in the ground. Yet when planted, it grows and becomes the largest of all garden plants, with such big branches that the birds of the air can perch in its shade. It is not the smallest seed known today, but it was the smallest seed used by Hebrew farmers. In Jesus day a grain of mustard seed stood for the smallest possible thing. The amazing fact about this little seed is that it could grow into a plant that could reach some 15 feet high. A cloud of birds over a mustard plant is a very common sight. In fact, the full-grown wild mustard can overgrow the space allotted to it and often overcrowds the other garden plants next to it. The mustard plant was well known for its corrective power in disease and effect against venom. It was the one spice that poor people used to flavor their food. Truly the mustard seed beginning of Jesus + 12 + 70 + 500 + 3000 at Pentecost has impacted the entire world. 
There is a very simple scientific experiment that shows the effect of dyes. If you take a large clear container full of clear water, and another small container of dye, and you drop the dye into the clear water, drop by drop, at first it seems to have no effect at all.  The water does not seem to be colored in the least. It looks no different than before! But then, quite suddenly, the water begins to tinge with color; bit by bit the color deepens, until the whole large container is beautifully colored! Small drop after small drop and the effect is produced. 

God is able to use the smallest seed, the most unlikely individual, to bring about an astounding harvest.  You may for instance feel that you have only a very small contribution to make to the body of Christ, to the Church. But the truth of the matter is that if that small contribution is added to hundreds of other small contributions, then it becomes a very powerful force. If you take one small strand of thread between your fingers, you can easily break it. But if hundreds of threads are woven together to form a rope, then it is impossible to break. 
The mistake we often make is that we feel that our contribution is so small or insignificant that it’s hardly worthwhile starting it at all. Let’s remember that everything must have a beginning. Nothing ever emerges fully-grown at the very start. What Jesus is saying to us is that it is our duty to do what we can; and in the end, the combined effect of all our small efforts will produce an amazing result. Don't look at your size, your talents, or your station in life. Don’t get down just take time to look around and see God’s big picture. Realize that God can use each of us to make a difference for Jesus in this world. We may be the smallest of seeds but in the hands of the Almighty God we don't know what He might bring to pass through us. Let me share with you a story. The Emperor's Seed:
Once there was an emperor in the Far East who was growing old and knew it was coming time to choose his successor. Instead of choosing one of his own children, he decided to do something different. He called all the young people together one day: It has come time for me to step down and to choose the next emperor. I have decided to choose one of you. I am going to give each one of you a seed today.   It is a very special seed. I want you to go home, plant the seed, water it and come back here one year from today with what you have grown from this one seed. I will then judge the plants that you bring to me, and the one I choose will be the next emperor of the kingdom! 

There was one boy named Ling who was there that day and he, like the others, received a seed. He went home and excitedly told his mother the whole story. She helped him get a pot and some planting soil, and he planted the seed and watered it carefully. Every day he would water it and watch to see if it had grown. After about three weeks, some of the other youths began to talk about their seeds and the plants that were beginning to grow. Ling kept going home and checking his seed, but nothing ever grew. Three weeks, four weeks, five weeks went by. By now others were talking about their plants but Ling didn't have a plant, and he felt like a failure. Six months went by, still nothing in Ling's pot. He just knew he had killed his seed. Everyone else had trees and tall plants, but he had nothing. Ling didn't say anything to his friends, however. He just kept waiting for his seed to grow. 

A year finally went by and all the youths of the kingdom brought their plants to the emperor for inspection. Ling told his mother that he wasn't going to take an empty pot. But she encouraged him to go, and to take his pot, and to be honest about what happened. When Ling arrived, he was amazed at the variety of plants grown by all the other youths. They were beautiful, in all shapes and sizes. Ling put his empty pot on the floor and many of the other kinds laughed at him. A few felt sorry for him and just said: Hey nice try. When the emperor arrived, he surveyed the room and greeted the young people. Ling just tried to hide in the back. My, what great plants, trees and flowers you have grown. Today, one of you will be appointed the next emperor! All of a sudden, the emperor spotted Ling at the back of the room with his empty pot. He ordered his guards to bring him to the front. Ling was terrified. When Ling got to the front, the Emperor asked his name. Behold your new emperor! His name is Ling!  All were shocked!  
Then the emperor said: One year ago today, I gave everyone here a seed. I told you to take the seed, plant it, water it, and bring it back to me today. But I gave you all boiled seeds which would not grow. All of you, except Ling, have brought me trees and plants and flowers. When you found that the seed would not grow, you substituted another seed for the one I gave you. Ling was the only one with the courage and honesty to bring me a pot with my seed in it. Therefore, he is the one who will be the new emperor!  
Like Ling it is so easy to get discourage as a Christian. Sometime we get disappointed in ourselves. At other times we get disappointed in others. What about you this morning? When times of disappointment hit us remember we bring our sin, our disappointments to the cross. As we look around and see that our Heavenly Father hears and accepts our confession and declares us forgiven children of God by grace through faith. We go forth into our mission field with new eyes, fresh hope, and great joy in our hearts!
I don’t think of Risen Christ as a small church just trying to survive in the big bad world. We belong to the God who made the universe!  His resources are inexhaustible.  His ability is unmatched. He can use us to change the world!  We should never think of ourselves as being too small to make a difference. It may seem at first that we have no effect, but if we continue to sow the smallest of seeds and repeat the process faithfully, soon we see the effects of our small beginnings being repeated as the results become larger. You don't know what God is going to do through our faithfulness!  You don't know how many people are going to be impacted simply because you were faithful in the little things of life. You don't know who is watching or listening. You don't know what God is doing through the seed you plant.  Don’t get down just take time to look around!
 One day, an old man was walking along the beach in the early morning and noticed the tide had washed thousands of starfish up on the shore. Up ahead in the distance he spotted a boy who appeared to be gathering up the starfish, and one by one tossing them back into the ocean .He approached the boy and asked him why he spent so much energy doing what seemed to be a waste of time. The boy replied: If these starfish are left out here like this they will bake in the sun, and by this afternoon they will all be dead. The old man gazed out as far as he could see and responded: But, there must be hundreds of miles of beach and thousands of starfish. You can't possibly rescue all of them. What difference is throwing a few back going to make anyway? The boy then held up the starfish he had in his hand and replied: It's sure going to make a lot of difference to this one!  Be encouraged by Galatians 6:9:             Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up AMEN! 
