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What a week.  As I’ve often told you, I would rather pastor an alive, messy church, than a dead, non-messy church.  And by “alive and messy”, I’m not talking about a “sin-filled” church that’s “dripping with drama or chaos.”  I’m talking about the kind of church where the normal stuff of life is free to come to the surface, the joyful, the painful, the losses, the gains, and the victories and the failures.  And this has indeed been this kind of a week within our church family.

Specifically, one of my oldest friends … Mark McDonald [we were friends in college at GFC in the late 1970s and in seminary at Western Evangelical Seminary in the early 1980s].  And while I’ve pastored and ministered in the Pacific NW the past 30 years, Mark and Linda have served churches in Wisconsin, Kansas, and Oklahoma.  And on 4 March, Mark’s wife of 26 years, Carol died in Oklahoma … and Mark and Carol’s 12-year old daughter Linda flew to Newberg (Carol’s hometown), for a Memorial Service which I officiated yesterday at Newberg Friends Church.

And so this morning as we gather here for worship, we’re a mixed bag of folks … I know that.  Some of you have been sick this past week, with the virus that’s going around.  Some of you are out of work, and coming to the end of your hope that God knows what’s going on in your life and what your needs are.  Some of you are going through struggles with your kids that are breaking your hearts – and you’re wondering if they’re ever going to come to God, surrender their hearts and lives to Him, and let Him begin that work of healing discipleship that’s giving you the peace you wouldn’t know any other way.

So praise the LORD, we have this God Who we can come to … and this place we can come to … to tank up when our tanks are low … to have fellowship with others when we’re feeling lonely and alone … to come into the presence of God through praise, through community, through worship, through the studying of God’s Word, and through prayer.  God is alive.  God knows us.  God is walking with us.  We’re not alone, we’re not forgotten, and we’re not without hope.  Praise the LORD for the reality of His provision and peace.  Where would we be without Him?  Seriously!  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON …

As followers of Jesus Christ, we must come together each week in prayer and with a strong sense of expectancy that we’re going to connect with God … and that He will not send us away empty, but that He will speak real answers into our real questions.

Friends, as followers of Jesus Christ, you and I have been given the responsibility of sharing the Good News of who Jesus Christ is and what He’s done, and is doing for the world, with the people He brings across our paths … because in so many ways, Christianity is caught not taught.  Christianity is about us intentionally living out our faith in ways obvious and real … and in ways that come up against the misconceptions about what it means to be a Christian.  And the questions before us this morning, as we dig into MARK 4:21-34 is …

· AM I OBVIOUS AND CONSISTENT IN LIVING OUT MY FAITH IN JESUS CHRIST?

· WHAT ARE YOUR FEARS ABOUT DOING THIS?  WHAT ARE THE REALITIES YOU’VE EXPERIENCED WHEN JOURNEYING WITH PEOPLE TOWARD CHRIST?

Please turn with me to MARK 4:21-23 …

MARK 4:21-23 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

21 And He was saying to them, “A lamp is not brought to be put under a basket, is it, or under a bed?  Is it not brought to be put on the lampstand?
22 “For nothing is hidden, except to be revealed; nor has anything been secret, but that it would come to light.
23 “If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear.”

To those of us who’ve come into a relationship with God, God gives a great responsibility.  When we know God, love God, and are following God, we’re responsible to share the truth of God’s Word, and the story of Jesus Christ and how His death and resurrection make it possible for us to stop living in our sin and enter into a restored relationship of redemption and forgiveness with God.

By it’s very nature, LIGHT IS MEANT TO BE EXPOSED, SEEN, AND KNOWN.  And truth is the same way.  God didn’t reveal His truth to us so that we could keep it hidden.  When we receive the truth of God, we also receive from God the holy responsibility to share that truth in the opportunities God gives us.  Think of it this way … if you discovered the cure for a deadly disease, you’d have the moral responsibility to share that cure with the world.  Gang, God didn’t light your lamp and my lamp so that we could be stingy with the light while other people stay in the dark.

But not only do we need to become accountable for the truth we’ve experienced, but we also need to be careful with how we hear.  Let’s go on into MARK 4:24-25 …

MARK 4:24-25 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

24 And He was saying to them, “Take care what you listen to.  By your standard of measure it will be measured to you; and more will be given you besides.
25 “For whoever has, to him more shall be given; and whoever does not have, even what he has shall be taken away from him.”

Jesus was a Rabbi, a teacher, and He knew that His followers, then and now, needed to be careful to put themselves under men and women who had it on their hearts and minds to teach the whole counsel of God, and not just the choice little parts that made them feel good, or that didn’t cost them anything to accept.

There are many different reasons to go to the church that you call “home” … but one of the primary reasons needs to be because it’s the place where you’re being called to be attentive to Jesus’ instruction and to “take care what you listen to”.  And if this isn’t one of the main reasons you’re committed to the church you’re committed to, you’ll be setting yourself up to be led down doctrinal paths that are more rooted in pop psychology and greeting-card sentiment, than on the whole counsel of God.

The second half of v. 24 tells us why the first half of v. 24 is critical … by your standard of measure it will be measured to you; and more will be given you besides” … and this is why it’s so important that you and I “take care what we listen to.”  And I see our SECOND FAITH LESSON here …

 FAITH LESSON …

God will respond to us as we’ve responded to Him and to His Word.

And here’s how this truth that Jesus spoke of plays out, not just in the lives of people 2,000 years ago, but today … to the people who hear the Gospel, the Good News, the story of Jesus Christ, through you or through someone else, and who then don’t have any interest in it, Christ’s calling to us to be “OBVIOUS AND CONSISTENT IN LIVING OUT OUR FAITH” can seem like a cosmic joke, or a huge waste of time.  But here’s the deal.  Sharing truth is never wasted.  Yes, people can say “no thanks” … and there will be people who want to find fault with the church, with the preacher, or with Christians … but sharing truth is never wasted.

And when truth is denied or rejected, it will burrow into people’s hearts and minds … and stay there until when at a future time it’s joined by other seeds of truth, or when that person finally turns to God and cries out for help.

How many of you heard about Jesus MANY, MANY TIMES before surrendering to Him?  Then why in the world would you think that other people aren’t a lot like you?!

When we hear the truth of God, the Word of God, the story of God … even if it’s the 100th time after we’ve rejected it 99 times, and then when we receive it with gladness, the truth of Jesus’ words here in v. 25 will become clear as more is given to us from God’s spiritual riches.

More what?  More desire to hear and understand more of the things of God.  More wisdom about how to live out the truths of God’s Word.  And more of a personal hanging onto and a hungering and thirsting for the blessings you hear about in the testimonies of others, and that you see in the lives of others.

Jesus is reminding us that spiritual growth follows momentum, positive or negative.   And that when we’re developing the godly habits of hearing and receiving the word of God and living it out, that more is built on to that.  And that also the reverse is true … that when we cast aside the godly habits God has called us to and that we’ve taken up, that they’re extremely difficult to get back.

MARK 4:26-29 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

26 And He was saying, “The kingdom of God is like a man who casts seed upon the soil;
27 and he goes to bed at night and gets up by day, and the seed sprouts and grows – how, he himself does not know.
28 “The soil produces crops by itself; first the blade, then the head, then the mature grain in the head.
29 “But when the crop permits, he immediately puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come.”

Mark is the only Gospel writer to tell us this parable.  But like all of God’s Word, it’s an important one, and it’s here for a reason.  Gang, when we scatter the seed of God’s truth and the words of God’s Word into the world, and into the hearts and minds and circumstances of our own lives and in the lives of the people God brings across our paths, we’re partnering with God in His purposes for the world.  And in this act, which God calls us to do throughout each day, we do what we can do … which is to plant the seed … and God does what only God can do … which is to grow the seed, and in His time, to help it bring forth a harvest.  I love how The Old Testament prophet Isaiah spoke about this truth when he wrote ISAIAH 55:11 …

ISAIAH 55:11 (THE AMPLIFIED BIBLE)

11 So shall My word be that goes forth out of My mouth:  It shall not return to Me void [without producing any effect, useless], but it shall accomplish that which I please and purpose, and it shall prosper in the thing for which I sent it.

And I see a THIRD FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON …

The Word of God works invisibly within us and in the world – and it accomplishes the purposes God has in mind each time He sends it out.

Listen to what 20th-Century American Bible teacher and theologian A.T. Robertson writes about this verse … 

“The secret of growth is in the seed, not in the soil nor in the weather nor in the cultivating.  These all help, but the seed spontaneously works according to its own nature.”

Think back with me to the teaching two Sundays ago now, from the first part of MARK 4 as Jesus taught about in THE PARABLE OF THE SOWER, THE SEED, AND THE SOIL.  Exactly how the seed grows is a mystery to the farmer – because it grows by a process he can’t fully see, or explain.  And yet the farmer has faith in the growing process.  And Jesus tells us here that this how it is with the Kingdom of God.

You and I are in partnership with God in planting seed, in sowing the truths of His Word out into the world, and into people’s lives, and then journeying with people toward Jesus Christ … and yet the real work is left up to Him.  And so in the end, we’ve got to trust in a process we can’t fully see, or fully understand.

Gang, don’t ever give into the false belief that the Bible is merely an instruction manual or a list of rules for you and me to follow so that our lives will turn out better.  Like it is written in HEBREWS 4:12, God’s Word is living and active, and as we take it into our lives, it works the character of God, and the very life of God into us.  The Bible, has the mysterious power to change us, because when we wrestle with it, it confronts us and comforts us, it overwhelms us and bring us joy, it bring us low and it will build us up, it wounds us and it heals us, it weeps with us and rejoices with us, and it shouts to us and whispers to us.

I love v. 29 … But when the crop permits, he immediately puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come. …  Just like a crop in a field can’t be seen right after the seed has gone into the ground, but when it’s full-grown and mature, it can’t be ignored … so it is with the work God is doing in the hearts and minds of each person who’s learning to live a life of surrender to God and to His Word.

Oh, there might be times when the roots are small and the plant is struggling, but as God develops and matures the crop, God’s plans, and God’s purposes can’t be overlooked.  And friends, this is the gory of the work of Jesus Christ inside of us as His followers.  It’s the beauty of Jesus taking something as small and insignificant as a seed, or as you and me, and burying it, and then helping us take root and grow and bring forth a harvest that only God could bring about.

Like the seed sown by the farmer, it’s pretty inexplicable how studying the Word of God causes the Kingdom of God to be established within us and among us.  People who aren’t yet followers of Jesus Christ can think that we’re crazy to come week after week to worship together, and to fellowship together, and to study a page or two from a 5,000 year old book.  And yet I see a FOURTH FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON …

When we study the Word of God as the church gathered, and as we have devotions personally, a miracle happens.  We begin to look different, we begin to look at life differently, and good fruit begins to grow in us and out of us.  We’re not perfect. We have a long way to go.  But the process of becoming more like Jesus Christ has begun.

And Jesus wraps up MARK 4 in vv. 30-34 with one more parable …

MARK 4:30-34 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

30 And He said, “How shall we picture the kingdom of God, or by what parable shall we present it?
31 “It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the soil, though it is smaller than all the seeds that are upon the soil,
32 yet when it is sown, it grows up and becomes larger than all the garden plants and forms large branches; so that the birds of the air can nest under its shade.”
33 With many such parables He was speaking the word to them, so far as they were able to hear it;
34 and He did not speak to them without a parable; but He was explaining everything privately to His own disciples.

God wants to do big things in this world – and He begins with folks just like you and me.  We’re nobody in the grand scheme of things.  But how many of you know that just like that little boy brought his lunch of fish and bread to Jesus – and then Jesus multiplied what that boy gave to Him into enough to feed a multitude – how many of you know that little becomes much, when it’s placed into Jesus’ hands?

Jesus reminds us here that size and status in terms of how the world defines these things don’t necessarily benefit God.  When God takes a little and makes it much, that’s awesome.  But when you or I, or when the church of Jesus Christ, tries to do the work of God with what Paul called in SECOND TIMOTHY 3:5 a form of godliness but while denying the power of God, then numerical growth can and will get in the way of God’s plans and desires.

But there’s an understanding of the Word of God that can come only as a result of being a growing disciple of Jesus Christ.  In other words, without the illumination of the Holy Spirit, there are truths of the Word of God that will remain totally incomprehensible to a person who is not yet in a relationship with God through Jesus Christ.  And this is one of the reasons why Jesus chose to teach in parables.

We’re going to close today’s teaching by watching a true story, that illustrates many of the truths we’ve been studying this morning.  It’s called 17-minute mini-movie called The Harvest, and it’s the real-life story of Chuck Klein and his family.

NEXT SUNDAY … GREGG LAMM WILL BE TEACHING FROM MARK 4:35-41 … COME PRAYING AND EXPECTING!
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