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Isaiah 6:8-13; Luke 8:4-15; 
I’m wondering if anyone made the link in our readings this morning between the Parable of the Sower and the words found in Isaiah’s Commission.  One of the interesting things about the Parable of the Sower is that it gives Jesus’ reasoning for speaking in parables.  Why didn’t Jesus just say what he meant, why did he have to speak in riddles?  Jesus said “The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of God has been given to you, but to others I speak in parables, so that, “though seeing, they may not see; though hearing, they may not understand”.  
Does that confuse you at all?  Jesus didn’t want some people to understand what he was saying?  
I’ve recently finished reading a book by Francis Chan entitled “Crazy love, overwhelmed by a relentless God.”  - A really good read for those of you who are serious about taking what the bible says literally and living their life in a radical way.  Francis writes that Jesus spoke in parables so that those who weren’t genuinely listening wouldn’t get it.  Jesus wasn’t interested in numbers, crowds or popularity.  Jesus used this tactic of speaking in parables to eliminate people who were not sincere seekers.  This is interesting.  Jesus is not most interested in the number of people sitting here this morning.  He’s interested in something else.  

Matthew goes into greater detail than Luke about why Jesus spoke in parables.  In Chapter 13 of the book of Matthew, he writes: “This is why I speak to them in parables:  “Though seeing, they do not see; though hearing, they do not hear or understand.”  In them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah:  “You will be ever hearing but never understanding; you will be ever seeing but never perceiving.  For this people’s heart has become calloused; they hardly hear with their ears, and they have closed their eyes.  Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts and turn, and I would heal them”.  
So it is in the Book of Matthew that we see the clear link between Jesus' words and those of Isaiah’s commission some 800 years earlier.   When Isaiah began his work, the nation seemed strong and wealthy.  But Isaiah saw signs of grave danger.  The people of Judah were using their power to harass the poor.  Men went around drunk; women cared more about their clothes than about their neighbour’s hunger.  People gave lip service to God and kept up the outward appearance of religion, but did little more.  His Commission was to tell them to hear, but not understand, to see but not perceive, otherwise, if they see and hear and understand, then they would turn and be saved.  And he had to preach this until the land was destroyed.

At first, we might think that Isaiah’s Commission was to literally have them close their hearts and not listen, in order to bring about their destruction.  The commentary on this passage that I’ve seen, suggests that destruction was already upon them.  God had told these people time and time again to turn and repent from their sins, but they would not listen.  No matter what Isaiah preached, God already knew that the people would refuse to hear it, and they would refuse to take it to heart.  Could that be true for us?
Isaiah spoke these confusing words about listening and not hearing, and seeing but not perceiving 800 years before the time of Jesus.   And they were still so relevant 2000 years ago that Jesus spoke them again as rationale for why he spoke in parables.  As confusing as the words might be, clearly they are meaningful.  God is frustrated because his people refuse to listen and take to heart what he is trying to tell them.  Could that be true for us?
I mentioned earlier that in the time of Isaiah, the people gave lip service to God and kept up the outward appearance of religion, but did little more.  Could that be true for us?  And if it were, what would that look like, today, almost 3000 years after the time of Isaiah?  What about attending 1 hour of worship on Sunday morning, but living the rest of your life as if God doesn’t even exist.  Anyone can give money to charity, you don’t have to be Christian to volunteer your time to good causes, and anyone can teach their children to share.  What makes us different from our neighbours who don’t attend church?

The first and greatest commandment as found in the books of Matthew and Mark is to “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.”  I said a few minutes ago that God was not interested in the number of people sitting here this morning, that he was interested in something else.  He doesn’t just want your attendance in church, God wants your heart.  He wants you to love Him. 
Francis Chan gives a wonderful analogy in his book about being a parent and coming home to young children.  And I have to admit that despite all the exhaustion that comes with parenting young children, having their eyes light up and run to you with their arms open wide so excited to see you, is one of the biggest blessings in my life.  Do you love God like that?  Are you so excited to see God that you can’t wait to spend time in prayer with Him?  Do you run to Him with arms open wide?  Or do you have trouble finding the time for Him?  

Another good analogy is when you see a young couple falling in love.  They want to spend all their time together, they can’t wait to see each other; they want to learn everything there is to know about one another.  They listen intently to each other, and sometimes, they sit silently, gazing at each other, enjoying each others presence.  
Is that what it’s like for you and God?  Are you so in love with Him that you can’t wait to have your special time with God?  Do you eagerly read the bible to get a better idea of what God’s like, because you want to know everything there is to know about Him?  Does devotional reading even exist in your life?  Or, is it more along the lines of something on your to do list to check off, or feel guilty about if you don’t do it?

The first and greatest commandment is to love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul and all of your mind….how many “Christians” do you know, for which that’s true?  How many people live their lives in such a way, by the things they do, or say or how they prioritize things that you can say, without a doubt that God is the love of their life?

Shaun is famous for preaching that God loves us, and it’s true, and we have to grasp that, and find the awe factor of how amazing it is that the all powerful God of the universe loves us and wants to be intimately involved in our lives, but my question for you at this moment is do you love God?  And if you do, how does this manifest itself in your life?  How does it make you different from the person next door, who doesn’t go to church?
I think Jesus spoke in parables, not because he really didn’t want people to understand, but I think it’s because he wanted us to have to struggle and persevere with the information until, or so that, we could have our own insights about it.  I once read that “insight is not transferrable”.  And it’s true.  Ask any mom who’s ever tried to warn their 18 month-old child not to touch something because it’s hot.  They don’t get it until they try it.  And so it is with us.  By speaking in parables, those who are sincere seekers of Christ, would take what they hear and take the time to struggle to understand it’s meaning, they would chew on it, talk to other’s about, seek God’s wisdom until they have an “aha moment”.  And once they do, they own it, it means something relevant to them, and we are far more likely to make a change in our life when we have our own insight about something, than we are, when someone else tells us about the insight they’ve had.     
So, with this as context, we begin to look at the parable of the sower.  
Jamie:  
A farmer went out to sow his seed.
Jennifer:  
The seed is the word of God.

Jamie: 
As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path; it was trampled on, and the birds of the air ate it up.

Jennifer: 
Those along the path are the ones who hear, and then the devil comes and takes away the word from their hearts, so that they may not believe and be saved.

Heather:
I’m going to assume, hopefully safely, that since you’re here today, you do believe.  But I want to say that if there is anyone here this morning that is questioning their faith, or has questions about the Christian faith, there are plenty of people here in this congregation, including myself, that would find it an incredible privilege to speak to you as you work this through.  But, you all had the choice to be other places this morning, you could have gone to Cora’s for breakfast, joined the running room crowds for a morning sprint, or could have gone shopping or cut your grass.  But instead you chose to be here to worship, and so, my assumption is that we are not the ones along the path, and so I’m going to focus more on some of the other parts of the parable.
Jamie:
Some fell on rock, and when it came up, the plants withered because they had no moisture.
Jennifer:
Those on the rock are the ones who receive the word with joy when they hear it, but they have no root.  They believe for a while, but in the time of testing they fall away.

Heather:
Of note here, are the words “in the time of testing”.  Jesus does not say, “If” testing happens, he says “in the time of testing”.  We will all face difficult times.  We will all be tempted by sin.  Pride, greed, lust.  No one is excluded, not even Jesus.  Some of us have already faced difficult times.  Sickness, death, hardship.  Like Job, some seem to face more than their fair share, but rest assured, each and every person here has and will continue to have difficult times in their lives.  And it’s important that we are prepared and know where to run, and that we hold onto the Truth in those times, lest we blame God and fall away from the faith.  It’s easy to believe in God when things are going well, but it take’s more than a mustard sized seed of faith to love God, and firmly believe in his goodness, and that He is in control, when we’re the ones that are suffering. 
Jamie:
Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up with it and choked the plants.

Jennifer:
The seed that fell among thorns stands for those who hear, but as they go on their way they are choked by life’s worries, riches and pleasures, and they do not mature.

Heather: 
Ah, thorns, weeds.  I remember the good old’ days of Scott’s turf builder plus, when I didn’t have to spend so much time picking dandelions, chickweed, knotweed and clover out of my lawn…I mean, it’s not as if I don’t have enough to do already.  There’s the making of three nutritionally balanced meals a day, doing dishes, laundry, cleaning bathrooms, washing floors, washing windows, entertaining children, teaching children, helping children with homework, cleaning up after children, not loosing your mind over the children, disciplining children, one-on-one time with children, me time, couple time, extended family time, exercise time, bath time, budget time, time for volunteering, time for entertaining, planning vacations, booking haircuts, doctor’s and dentist’s appointments, watering the plants, weeding the garden, cutting the grass, shoveling snow, driving children to extracurricular activities, grocery shopping, shopping for clothes, mending clothes, booking maintenance on cars, furnaces, air conditioners, walking the dog, vet appointments, planning birthday parties, fixing toys, and oh, did I mention going to work?  Is it any wonder that most people in our society have given up going to church because they just don’t have the time?  Is it any wonder that for many Christians, 1 hour on Sunday morning is all the time we have for God?  We know we should spend more time with Him, and feel guilty for not finding the time, but life’s worries, riches and pleasures, choke us off from God and we fail to mature.  Our faith fails to mature, we fail to grow in Christ-likeness, and we fail to bear the fruit of the spirit…love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness and self-control.  And when we fail to bear these fruit, when we fail to mature, I think we misrepresent Christ to those around us.  We do Him a great disservice.  People are watching us.  If we behave no differently than the average, law-abiding citizen, then Christianity becomes irrelevant in the eyes of those people. 
Jamie:  
Still other seed fell on good soil.  It came up and yielded a crop, a hundred times more than was sown.
Jennifer:
The seed on good soil stands for those with a noble and good heart, who hear the word, retain it, and by persevering, produce a crop.


Heather:


Francis Chan had a difficult message to hear in his book, he said, “don’t

assume you are good soil”.  When we hear or read the parable of the sower we may want to be the good soil, we may hope that we’re the good soil.  But quite frankly, it takes more that just wanting and hoping to actually be good soil.  It takes perseverance.  We are all too aware that my crazy long list of things that needed doing was certainly no where near exhaustive.  There are hundreds of things that distract us from God in this world, and we have to intentionally and consistently focus on Him.  Maturing in our faith takes perseverance, it takes time; it takes effort.  It takes humbling yourself before God, time and time again asking Him to open our eyes and our heart to those difficult things He needs us to see and be brutally honest about.  And sometimes we may even need to ask for courage to see it, to face our fears, to take steps towards being fertile soil, so that we can eventually bear fruit.

Are the 3000 year old words of Isaiah relevant to us today?  Could we have calloused hearts, ears that don’t really want to hear something difficult, hearts that don’t truly understand?  Is God the love of your life?  Has the word of God flourished within you, to bear fruit?  

It’s my hope that you heard something today that challenged you, or intrigued you enough that you want to think about it some more, maybe talk to others about it, and hopefully speak frequently to God about it…. so that you will have your own insight, your own “aha moment” that you can own, that is strikingly relevant for your own life, and will further your journey towards maturing in the Christian faith.

But rest assured, maturing in Christ won’t happen by spending one hour on a Sunday morning worshipping God.  Sunday mornings are a wonderful opportunity to worship, and to have fellowship with other believers.  But maturing in Christ will only happen to those who sincerely seek it, to those willing to persevere over time, and humbly seek the help and power of the Holy Spirit.

Amen.    
