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Good morning friends.  What a great morning of worship we’re having together.  Remember that the reason we’re here is to commune with God the Father, God the Son, Jesus Christ, and God the Holy Spirit.  And this goal is why we pray, why we read God’s Word, why we sing, why we study God’s Word, and why we fellowship.

Jesus Christ isn’t a dead prophet who came to the earth 2,000 years ago and then died.  Jesus Christ is the Living Son of God, and He meets with us as our Present Teacher in our gatherings together, as well as in the times throughout the week that you and I set apart for personal worship … and in the times we carve out of our crazy, hectic lives to learn how to live lives of surrender, obedience, and sacrifice to Him.

And it’s this consistency of connecting with Jesus Christ as our Savior and Present Teacher that moves us toward maturity in our life with Him.  And it’s steadiness in building our relationship with Jesus Christ that God will use to equip us and enable us to learn how to take off our old ways of thinking, speaking, and doing, and take on new ways of thinking, speaking, doing, and prioritizing life that begin to reflect, at our very core, the person, the character, and the priorities of Jesus Christ.  I’m so grateful that none of us are on this journey of healing discipleship alone – but that we’re traveling with Jesus and with one another.

Even though the longing to be reconciled to the God in Whose hands our lives are held and find their purpose, is a universal experience, we all come to God for different reasons and along different pathways.  And likewise, you and I can make the choice to TURN AWAY FROM GOD for many different reasons.  For some the trap is money, for others it’s indifference.  And for others still its pain and temptation.  What drives your roots down deeper into God, and what separates you from God?

Like I’ve told you many times before, THERE’S NO SPIRITUAL GIFT OF DISCIPLESHIP.  Following Jesus Christ day-by-day and circumstance-by-circumstance is a choice all of us have to make each day – and in fact, we usually have to make many times throughout each day.  This past Thursday evening, about fifteen men gathered together, as Marshall Sperling led us in a conversation about this truth in our once-a-month Men’s Bible Study that meets on the first Thursday of every month at the Youth Building.  I hope you can join us next month … on Thursday evening, 7 April.

What a great time we had talking about this truth … again, that THERE IS NO SPIRITUAL GIFT OF DISCIPLESHIP.  But that following Jesus Christ day-by-day and circumstance-by-circumstance is a choice each of us, as His followers have to make each day – and in fact, we usually have to make many times throughout each day.
Richard Foster, the former pastor at Newberg Friends Church, wrote a book in 1978 entitled Celebration of Discipline … he was my pastor-teacher when I gave my life to Jesus in that same year, and has remained a life-long friend.  This book has gone on to sell nearly 2 million copies in multiple languages, and in 1999, the magazine Christianity Today named Celebration of Discipline as ONE OF THE TOP TEN CHRISTIAN BOOKS OF THE 20TH CENTURY.  Here are the Christian disciplines Foster wrote about in this book …

INWARD SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES … OUR INTERIOR WITH-GOD LIFE …

1. PRAYER		2. FASTING
3. MEDITATION	4. STUDY
 
OUTWARD SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES … OUR EXTERIOR WITH-GOD LIFE …

5. SIMPLICITY	6. SOLITUDE
7. SUBMISSION	8. SERVICE

CORPORATE SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINES … OUR SHARED WITH-GOD LIFE …

9. CONFESSION	10. WORSHIP
11.  GUIDANCE	12. CELEBRATION

These twelve spiritual disciplines are the building blocks of HEALING DISCIPLESHIP that God wants to use in our lives as followers of His son Jesus Christ.  We won’t ever practice all of these spiritual disciplines at the same time (even a monk or a nun couldn’t do that!), nor does God want these disciplines to become heavy yokes of “duty” or “tradition” in our lives.  That’s what happens when we choose RELIGION instead of a REAL RELATIONSHIP with God.  And that isn’t what God wants us to do.

God wants you and I to cultivate these disciples with intention, with passion, and with purpose, because only then will He be able to begin to build within us, and stockpile within us, the tools and the resources we need to become familiar with in order to …

· DO BATTLE against the plans of the Enemy in this life … and …
· STAND STRONG against the trials and temptations all of us will encounter in this life … and …
· WALK THROUGH THE VALLEYS OF THE SHADOW OF DEATH all of us have to journey through in this life … and …
· BE VICTORIOUS IN ALL THE DIFFICULT, UNPREDICTED CIRCUM-STANCES that every single one of us runs up against in this life, and in fact might be running up against RIGHT NOW.

For this is the PLAN OF DISCIPLESHIP that God has ordained, and set into place for us to participate in if we’re going to follow Jesus Christ day-by-day, choice-by-choice, and circumstance-by-circumstance every day of our lives, and in fact, usually many times throughout each day, as His followers.  Now please turn with me to MARK 4.

One of the common figures of speech found in the Bible is what’s called the parable.  Parables are occasionally found in The Old Testament (JUDGES 9:7-15, and ISAIAH 5:1-6).  But when we begin reading and studying The New Testament, it doesn’t take long before we discover that Jesus loved to teach using parables.  And this morning we’re going to focus in on one of His parable that appears in all three of the Synoptic Gospels (MATTHEW 13:2-23; MARK 4:1-20; and LUKE 8:4-15).  MARK is the shortest of all the Gospels, and so many of the stories and parables found in MARK are abbreviated there, and amplified when and if they appear in the other Gospels.

But this isn’t the case with parable, which is often called THE PARABLE OF THE SOWER AND THE SOILS.  Parables are short, simple stories that Jesus used to communicate spiritual truths and principles.  Sometimes they’re longer and almost have a plot (ie., THE PARABLE OF THE PRODUGAL SON in LUKE 15:11-32), other times they’re just one verse long (ie., THE PARABLE OF THE LEAVEN in MATTHEW 13:33), and still other times parables are little more than figures of speech that Jesus used to illustrate truth by making comparisons or examples from everyday life.

Jesus was a master at using parables, and He knew the advantage of using them to impress His listeners with a vivid, imaginative picture of the many different truths He was sharing with them.  But this doesn’t mean that parables are always easy peasy to understand.  And in fact, sometimes they’re downright difficult.  Sometimes Jesus let people dig down into, and seek out the deeper understanding waiting for them just below the surface of the parable … and at other times He told the parable in one passage, and then explained it in a second.  That’s what Jesus did here in MARK 4:1-20 … as vv. 1-12 are the parable itself, and then vv. 13-20 are the decoding of it.

Most parables have one central point – which is just one of the things that makes a parable different from another popular figure of speech, the allegory … which usually makes as many different points as there are different characters in the allegory.  Parables may seem simple … one main point, just a few characters, and almost always told without actual names (“Now a certain man” or “There was a woman” …) … but parables are usually multi-dimensional … and when parables are unpacked and understood, they can give us tremendous insight into what Jesus Christ thought about God, about humanity, about salvation, about religion, and about the new life He came to earth to make possible through His death and resurrection.

Throughout our ongoing study of MARK we’ll see quite a few parables … and this is just one of the many differences you’ll see between The Gospel of Mark and our study of The Gospel of John we undertook a couple of years ago now.  Please welcome our drama team, as they present a piece written by our own Jim Jett, entitled “The Seeds”, based on the version of this parable from MATTHEW 13:2-23 …

	2ND STREET DRAMA:  “THE SEEDS”

Most of the people listening to Jesus tell this parable knew about farming – and so it’s no wonder that this, and many other parables He told were based on agricultural stories … sowing seeds, pulling weeds, depending on rain, and harvesting crops.

So the he people in the audience didn’t have any trouble picturing this story exactly as Jesus told it.  Every season farmers, and even people with small, family gardens, had to fight off the destruction of birds landing in their fields and gobbling up the seed they’d just sown.  Every season they’d see how easily some seed grew up, even in the rocky edges of a field, only to get cooked into oblivion by the hot, unforgiving sun.  And every season they’d see, how a field left untended, led to all different kinds of weeds growing up, LIKE, WELL LIKE WEEDS, and how they’d end up choking the life out the tender seedlings that were struggling to come up strong through the soil.

But these farmers, their wives, their children, and their friends also knew THE GOOD NEWS … that most of the seed they’d scatter out into their fields would fall into good, rockless, weed-free, bird-free soil … and that out of those seeds would come forth a good, strong crop that would feed their families, not only this season, but more than likely, right on into the next season.

Jesus used parables to push the hand of His listeners to think differently about the realities of the Kingdom of God.  Jesus used parables to challenge the ideas, the plans, the wants, and the desires of His listeners.  And so from every day forward from when Jesus’ listeners first heard Him tell this story, He hoped that they thought about God differently, and thought about seed differently, and thought about sowing differently … and He hoped that they pondered the mysteries of the Kingdom of God with greater passion and depth.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON …

Jesus isn’t frustrated when we don’t completely understand everything He says.  He wants us to wrestle with His teachings so that His words will simmer in our hearts, like a pot on a stove, or like a seed in good soil, that eventually sprouts, and brings forth good fruit.

Let’s read through all twenty of the verses in this parable …

MARK 4:1-20 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

1 He [Jesus Christ] began to teach again by the sea.  And such a very large crowd gathered to Him that He got into a boat in the sea and sat down; and the whole crowd was by the sea on the land.
2 And He was teaching them many things in parables, and was saying to them in His teaching,
3 “Listen to this!  Behold, the sower went out to sow;
4 as he was sowing, some seed fell beside the road, and the birds came and ate it up.
5 “Other seed fell on the rocky ground where it did not have much soil; and immediately it sprang up because it had no depth of soil.
6 “And after the sun had risen, it was scorched; and because it had no root, it withered away.
7 “Other seed fell among the thorns, and the thorns came up and choked it, and it yielded no crop.
8 “Other seeds fell into the good soil, and as they grew up and increased, they yielded a crop and produced thirty, sixty, and a hundredfold.”
9 And He was saying, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”
10 As soon as He was alone, His followers, along with the twelve, began asking Him about the parables.
11 And He was saying to them, “To you has been given the mystery of the kingdom of God, but those who are outside get everything in parables,
12 so that while seeing, they may see and not perceive, and while hearing, they may hear and not understand, otherwise they might return and be forgiven.”
13 And He said to them, “Do you not understand this parable?  How will you understand all the parables?
14 “The sower sows the word.
15 “These are the ones who are beside the road where the word is sown; and when they hear, immediately Satan comes and takes away the word which has been sown in them.
16 “In a similar way these are the ones on whom seed was sown on the rocky places, who, when they hear the word, immediately receive it with joy;
17 and they have no firm root in themselves, but are only temporary; then, when affliction or persecution arises because of the word, immediately they fall away.
18 “And others are the ones on whom seed was sown among the thorns; these are the ones who have heard the word,
19 but the worries of the world, and the deceitfulness of riches, and the desires for other things enter in and choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful.
20 “And those are the ones on whom seed was sown on the good soil; and they hear the word and accept it and bear fruit, thirty, sixty, and a hundredfold.”

v. 1 … He got into a boat … Jesus often used a boat the way I use this “pulpit” each Sunday (cf., MARK 2:9), because it gave Him a place to speak that was a little bit away from the press of the crowds – and that no doubt provided good acoustics and a nice backdrop.  I don’t think there too many rabbis who were using boats in this way.  It was a new thing.  No wonder the fishermen liked Him!

And just like what happens today when the church uses some new tool or technique, there were probably some “religious experts” who said, or thought, or gossiped, saying, “You can’t do that!  Rabbi’s need to be in the synagogue, or in a home – certainly not out in a boat.  How irreverent!”  But this is what we see Jesus doing all throughout the Gospels … using whatever He needed to use, in any given moment, to best communicate truth to the people who were being drawn to Him.  And so here He taught them from a boat, and He used a parable as His teaching method.

The word parable means, “to set along side.”  So, Jesus used parables to set a spiritual truth along side a natural, daily truth … to illustrate a spiritual reality with a natural reality.  And using parables as a teaching aid isn’t as easy as you might think.  I mean, set a spiritual truth alongside the wrong thing, or compare a spiritual truth to the wrong thing, and you can end up with a mess on your hands.  Here are some examples of bad analogies I found from High School essays …
· His thoughts tumbled in his head, making and breaking alliances like underwear in a dryer without Cling Free.
· Her hair glistened in the rain like nose hair after a sneeze.
· The little boat gently drifted across the pond exactly the way a bowling ball wouldn’t.
· From the attic came an unearthly howl.  The whole scene had an eerie, surreal quality, like when you’re on vacation in another city and “Jeopardy” comes on at 7:30 P.M. instead of 7:00 P.M.
· She caught your eye like one of those pointy hook latches that used to dangle from screen doors and would fly up whenever you banged the door open again.
· John and Mary had never met. They were like two hummingbirds who had also never met.

See what I mean?  v. 3 … the sower went out to sow … With the plows, tractors, and planting machines used by farmers today, we always picture fields with straight rows.   But in Jesus’ day, seed was usually sown by hand as the farmer walked back and forth across the field, throwing out seed from a large sack that was slung over his shoulder.  No matter how accurate the farmer’s seed scattering had become through the years, it was impossible to keep EVERY SEED from falling by the wayside.

And so Jesus begins to describe, in parable form, something that everybody within earshot was familiar with - a farmer sowing seed, and about the seed landing on three different types of soil where it didn’t bring forth a good harvest, and on one type of soil where it took root, grew strong, and brought forth a good crop.  

As Jesus taught, He knew that just like there were different kinds of soil in the world, and just like different kinds of things happen to different seeds that are sown, so too, all the people listening to Him teach would hear Him differently because of the various circumstances going on in their lives.  So let’s look deeper into these seeds, and the four different kinds of soil they fell into … and let’s ask God to show us which kinds of soil most closely connects with where WE’RE AT RIGHT HERE, RIGHT NOW.

v. 4 … some of the seed fell alongside the road … on the edge of the path, and the birds swooped in and gobbled it up before it even rooted.

Jesus said in v. 15, that this seed, sown onto the edge of the path was like when people hear the truth, and then immediately Satan comes and takes away the word that’s has been planted in their hearts.

vv. 5-6 … other seeds fell into ground with more rocks than soil … and when the sun came up, the struggling little plants shriveled up and died.

Jesus said in vv. 16-17, that the seed sown into rocky places was like people who hear the word and receive it with joy … but because there’s not much soil, the little plant that’s battling to grow dies when the first challenge comes along.

v. 7 … other seed fell among the thorns … and all the thorns and weeds around it choked the life out of the new little plant trying to grow.
Jesus said in vv. 18-19, that these seeds are like people who’ve heard the good word, but the fears they’re holding onto, and the lies told to them by their egos and by the Enemy, choke the life out of them.

v. 8 … other seeds fell into the good soil, and as they grew up they yielded a crop and produced thirty, sixty, and a hundredfold.

Jesus said in v. 20, that these good seeds, sown on the good soil, are like people who hear the word, accept it, and experience real growth and real change.

In vv. 10-12 Jesus talks with His disciples about the purpose of the parables He so often used to teach.  He tells them that many of the things they’d already seen and heard from Him and through Him were full of mystery, and that some things they wouldn’t fully understand this side of heaven.

At it’s center, the way Jesus used parables was more like riddles or puzzles than easy illustrations.  Spiritual conundrums … paradoxes wrapped up in a perplexity … and in order to understood what He was teaching; Jesus usually had to supply the KEY.  
When Jesus used parables, He didn’t start by stating a truth.  Instead, for Jesus, parables were like a doorway, through which His listeners heard Him.  Using this illustration, when Jesus’ listeners weren’t interested or engaged with what He was saying, they stayed outside the door.  But when they were interested and engaged … when Jesus’ words caught their hearts and minds, they walked through the doorway, and thought more about the truth behind the parable and what it meant to their life.  And I see our SECOND FAITH LESSON here this morning …

FAITH LESSON …

Let’s step through the door and tell Jesus we want to be teachable … that we’re willing to move past fear, anxiety, and denial, and listen to, and respond to, and act on, the instruction He reveals to us about the kind of soil we are.
 
This is what I invite all of us here this morning to do with this parable.  One kind of seed.  Four kinds of hearts, circumstances, responses, and fruit.  In which part of the parable do you see yourself?  

FIRST, did you hear the truth (decades ago, years ago, or recently), and then Satan came and took away what God planted into your heart?  Is your heart hard, and are you lost in your sinful rejection of God?

JEREMIAH 4:3-4a (NEW CENTURY VERSION)

3-4a This is what the Lord says to the people of Judah and to Jerusalem:  “Plow your unplowed fields, and don’t plant seeds among thorns.  Give yourselves to the service of the Lord, and decide to obey Him … 

SECOND, did you hear the truth and get excited about it … but because you never began to consistently practice the spiritual disciplines that will move you to maturity, stability, and transformation, you’re now struggling to stay alive spiritually?

The problem with this kind of faith isn’t the sun … it’s with the shallowness of the root system.  When trials come and our roots are too shallow to draw from the water of the Word of God, it’s our doing, not God’s.  When you and I are inconsistent in our worship, sporadic in our study of God’s Word, and hit-and-miss in our prayer life, we’ve got to own up to it … and then we need to begin tending our roots by practicing the spiritual disciplines God’s given us to help us mature in Him.

THIRD, did you hear the truth and respond to it, but soon, fears about you past, anxiety about your future, denial about your present circumstances, or the lies Satan was telling you about life and faith and God’s love and God’s plans for you, quickly choked the life out of the new life you began with Jesus?

Worries and fears affect those who live in poverty, riches seduce those who live in plenty, and pleasure seeking affects everyone.  And gang, the absolute truth of the matter is that whenever you or I find ourselves no longer reading and studying God’s Word, the reason can be found in one of these three areas … WORRIES AND FEARS, or SEDUCTION OF RICHES, or SEEKING OF PLEASURES.

FOURTH … are you hearing the truth of God’s Word, accepting it, beginning to practice the spiritual disciplines, and growing and maturing in your life with God?

I love that in Luke’s telling of this parable in LUKE 8:15, it’s recorded that Jesus says that when we’re living the kind of life described by this fourth seed and the good soil I fell into, that we’ll bring forth fruit with patience.  I hope and pray that you see how critical it is that you and I become followers of Jesus Christ who are rooted and grounded in the Word of God and in the spiritual disciplines.  I love what King David writes about this in PSALM 1:1-3 …

PSALM 1:1-3 (THE AMPLIFIED BIBLE)

1 Blessed (happy, fortunate, prosperous, and enviable) is the one who walks and lives not in the counsel of the ungodly [following their advice, their plans and purposes], nor stands [submissive and inactive] in the path where sinners walk, nor sits down [to relax and rest] where the scornful [and the mockers] gather.
2 But their delight and desire are in the law of the Lord, and on His law (the precepts, the instructions, the teachings of God), they habitually meditates (ponders and studies) by day and by night.
3 And they will be like a tree firmly planted [and tended] by the streams of water, ready to bring forth its fruit in its season; its leaf also shall not fade or wither; and everything they do will prosper [and come to maturity].

NEXT SUNDAY … BIBLE TEACHING DRAMATIST CHUCK NEIGHBORS, WILL SHARE WITH US SOME MORE LESSONS FROM THE PARABLES!
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