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Prayer of Confession and Assurance of Pardon: 

Dear God, We confess that we do not trust in you and rely on you as much as we should. We ask for forgiveness and inspiration, that you would fill us with desire to grow. Please forgive us for being more concerned with our own agenda than yours, forgive us for not spending time in your presence, for succumbing to the busyness and worry of this world. 

Break us free from that today and help us to grow. Thank you that you have already provided the way and everything we need to flourish. In Jesus name we pray. Amen

To all of us here, take joy that God is love and in love, God send Jesus to live as the example of light and that Jesus’ example lives on in us as we follow him. He is the author and perfecter of our faith and he died so that we could be set free from our sin and he rose again defeating death and giving us a hope for all eternity. Be blessed today and inspired to grow as we follow Jesus. 
The Parable of the Lawn: As Seasons Change 
Last summer as I was giving my backyard a do over, I delivered a message on spiritual renewal here at the church: The parable of the old dead lawn, made new. 

A year has past and my little plot of ground has continued to be an oasis for our family. The old dead lawn is a distant memory. What was once hours and hours of hard work and dealing with some serious issues has become, the picking of a few weeds, some mowing and watering and most significantly hours of enjoyment. Being out there I can only be grateful…  But I know my yard fails to compare to the substantial and significant growth I can experience in my life. So this is where this analogy out grows my backyard.
I had thought about talking very practically about the environment in this message. God clearly created and works through his natural creation. Our world today is so entrenched in ecological disaster; can we look to God and the bible for inspiration to do something about our natural world? 

I wouldn’t call myself a tree hugger, I am not on the register for Green peace but I am a great admirer of God’s creation, the beauty of flowers and plants, animals and people. I believe we were created in part to take care of this world. I could easily and with good cause send this message in a environmental direction. I believe it is a very significant topic but does not address the spirit nor is it what are scriptures today teaches. In that light, I do ask you to think green and recycle and work towards a healthier planet, although that is not what this message is about. 

What I would like to share today is how we can look to the scriptures through our personal lives and our relationships and find ways to be inspired and inspire others to keep on growing.
Today, I hope to go with you all, beyond the backyard and reflect more seriously on the need for on going growth in our personal lives, in our church and in our community. 
A message that was originally inspired by my little backyard oasis has grown. I want to instead take you on an exploration of the bible and its abundance of references about plants and organic things. I hope and pray these verses can teach and inspire us about how to grow our lives. 

After our exploration, I want to pose 2 questions that stem from these biblical references that deal with our growth. 

The bible is full of references that show God creates and cares for things that grow; God did not automatically create us to be everything he envisioned for us to be. He created us with thirst and hunger, with curiosity to explore and a desire to find deep meaning and beauty in life. He created us with dynamic diversity and biology. He created us for interaction, stimulation and need for relationships with our world. He created us, ultimately with all the ingredients we need to flourish. It is an amazing miracle that we exist and have personality and can relate to each other. It is truly astounding. 
Let’s begin our hike through the bible’s wildernesses, to enjoy the significance of growing things and their lessons on growth. These are only a few of the hundreds of reference to plants, gardens and organic things in the bible.
We begin in a Garden: The Garden if you will. The story of Creation found in Genesis, begins with the world how God intended it to be... and man... lived… in a garden, <not in a man cave as we now see man living much of the time.> If you are familiar with the phrase. We all have pictures of what the Garden of Eden might have looked like; some call it paradise, other an oasis. We can be sure it would be the envy of any gardener.
The organic nature of the story of Adam and Eve is very interesting. God provided everything they needed. Even Adam and Eve were organically made. I think we struggle to understand this when we get our food and clothes at a store and spend most of our lives inside and rely on so many devices to move, inform, entertain and preoccupy us. The idea of humanity starting in a garden and being ultimately connected to God is a strong one, an image we should not forget.
All through the Old Testament there are significant references to plant life.

The flood which Noah survives ends by the finding of an olive branch, signifying that they had found dry land.
Abraham planted a tree to signify his establishment in Canaan the place where God told him to live- From this tree came, the establishment of all who call on the Name of the Lord.
Moses saw the angel of the Lord appear in a burning bush and was convinced and inspired to return to Egypt to set his people free. 

In 2nd Samuel God speaks of his people being planted where they will no longer be disturbed. 

Psalm 1:3 talks about those who delight in God- Those who live to grow in God’s garden. They are like a tree planted by streams of water, they produce fruit regularly, their leaves do not wither and they prosper in all they do.
Psalm 80 speaks of all of Israel as a vine taken out of Egypt and planted in the Promised Land, about how they spread and flourished in God’s presence.
The passage in Jeremiah speaks of a time when the whole nation of Israel left God. God speaks and recaps how Israel was chosen and blessed and flourished even in the dessert when they followed God. But when they were in the Promised Land and had everything in abundance but did not trust God they were helpless and useless. 

From the Old Testament to the New, the references do not stop. Jesus often referred to plants and things that grow to teach spiritual lessons. Matthew 13 contains several parables: if you are interested, revisiting this chapter in reflection of this service is recommended. The chapter has so much depth it could be a whole series of messages all on its own. 

Today we are studying the parable of the mustard seed, which teaches us God’s kingdom starts the littlest of faith but grows to be so big and strong that it holds other creatures in its branches. 
We continue to look into scripture and Paul talks about plant growth connected to church growth in 1 Corinthians 3:6 it says, Paul plants and Apollo’s waters but God makes things grow.
All throughout the scriptures plants play a practical, symbolic and illustrative role for us to gleam wisdom and understanding especially when it comes to how things grow. 
So the rest of the message I will address these 2 questions:  Why should we and how do we grow?
The passages of scripture really begin to take root for us personally where the bible speaks of us as if we are the plants in God’s garden. 

It is very personal living life devoted to being rooted in God’s garden. There is the plant and its soil. It is you and God: we can only resort to being real, a child of God in whatever state of health we are in physically, mentally and spiritually. God sees us as we really are even though we sometimes try to fool ourselves, he knows our hearts. 
When we listen to the messages in the bible about growing things we start also to understand the relational connection we have with others. We begin to grow and to help others to grow and as a result grow even more. The personal and relational nature of who we are form the foundations to ask these questions: Since we are all connected to God and each other why should we and how do we… grow? 
I believe the first question is more of a point of agreement, a gateway question that we can all agree on. But in hopes of inspiring you, let us look to Jesus and revisit the parable of the mustard seed.
Jesus is the ultimate at talking about faith in terms of plants and things that grow. In the gospels Jesus mentions vineyards, lilies and fig trees, sowing new seeds and dying grains of wheat, he talks about yeast, grass, vines and the mustard seed. He taught all of this to help us understand what he called the kingdom of heaven or the kingdom of God. Or if you will the Garden of Heaven/Garden of God, Jesus teaches in these stories, how the garden of God grows. 

The parable of the mustard seed reads:

"The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which a man took and planted in his field. 32Though it is the smallest of all your seeds, yet when it grows, it is the largest of garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and perch in its branches."

Jesus, sharing to the people around him, tells this story, the mustard seed (the smallest seed) grows so much that is becomes the biggest of the garden plants. When we are in God’s garden we grow beyond our wildest dreams and even though we may seem unimportant or thought of as small, we can grow and flourish and even create a place for others to rest and grow and to be inspired. We become part of something much more than we could ever be on our own.

Why should we grow? Because even though we may only be mustard seeds and have little faith, we can grow and we can keep growing, we can root ourselves in God and begin to hear anew the message Jesus has for us, that God so loved the world that he sent his son, to forgive the world and bring all who will believe back into his Garden to grow. 

We can go on… why should we grow, what are your reasons? To have a more joyful life, to have our sin taken away, to receive God’s grace, to be part of God’s family, to share our gifts, to be loved unconditionally, to receive healing from past wounds, to learn and gain wisdom, strength and courage, to become an agent for good in this world, to help others root themselves in God and begin to grow, to love others unconditionally, to serve God faithfully and give him our lives, to be part of the movement that God has set in motion and perfected through Jesus’ life, death and resurrection, the movement of refreshing the world and spreading the light of God’s goodness into our lives, into the community around us and around the world. 
What are your reasons to grow? When I ask why should be keep growing, what do you say?
We have all the reasons in this world to answer this question. I hope you can see that today.
I know what many of you are thinking… it just isn’t that easy. I agree. Figuratively, God’s desire is for us to be replanted in his garden and stay there sounds simple enough but we know in our hearts this isn’t a simple thing to do. 
That is why we find peace and sadness in the growth of plants and in the Jeremiah passage we read. It teaches us that sometimes we find ourselves struggling to even be in God’s garden. This helps us to be reminded that if we are to flourish as God’s people we need to trust in God and not the other idols of this world. 
God is too big to just be a part of who we are. We must get the right perspective; we must be planted in God’s garden and not try to plant some of God in the garden that we try to build for ourselves. Or in the word’s of Jeremiah “build a cistern that cannot hold water” and try to fill it with God. God must become our reason for being; we need to commit to growing in his garden, or to give it another analogy, serving in His kingdom. This great need and challenge brings up the inevitable question: How do we grow?
I believe initially we need to be inspired! Take the image in 2 Samuel, a place where God will plant us, a place where we will never be disturbed. For the gardener or the farmer the image of a garden with no pests to eat away at the beauty or the bounty of their plants, no floods or droughts or frost is quite an amazing image. For many this may spark images of heaven, but to the original readers it more likely would have triggered an image of the Garden of Eden. God will plant us in the place where life was like it was meant to be. If this is the image for life as it should be, God planting us in his Garden, meeting our needs and being with us in a real and meaningful way. This inspires us to look at how we can grow. How can we live life like it was meant to be?
So try and identify yourself as a plant for a moment, rooted in this garden by God and tended to by God and having all of your needs met by God. Can you picture it? It is here we can begin to understand how we grow.
Plants were associated with spiritual strength and connection to God, our lives lived well resemble a well taken care of plant, well fed and watered and bathed in the sun. 

So the question is how do we grow? Well, how do plants grow? I would say: plants grow in spurts, slow at times, quickly at other times, tough and hardy in seasons of stress, growth in diversity and beauty in seasons of abundance, growth with bursts of colour and excitement, with progress and maturity. Growth happens in seasons of holding on at the roots and seasons of hibernating as part of God’s creation. 
The verse in psalm 1 says we grow when we are planted by the water and Jeremiah 2 says.  13 "My people have committed two sins: They have forsaken me, the spring of living water and have dug their own cisterns, broken cisterns that cannot hold water. 

We grow when we are faithful to God and live in Him. He is the living water; to grow we cannot try to live life with God as a small part of who we are, or live with God near by. This is like trying to water a giant redwood tree with a watering can; your growth will be stunted. 

We grow when we are connecting to God our living water: it could be reading the bible and praying, building strong and honest relationships with other believers, we grow when we are dealing with weeds and rocks and pests, (the sin, doubt and pain that hinder our lives), we grow when we trust God and listen to the things he is asking us to do. We grow when love becomes more important then success, when what we can do for people become more important then what they can do for us, we grow when we see others as God sees them, when faith becomes more important than what is in it for us, when we choose selfless instead of selfish. We grow when we give up on ourselves and let God take care of us. We grow when we live as part of God’s vine, the body of Christ as Jesus’ followers; we grow when we listen to God and are excited to obey.  
Although my little back yard oasis gives me joy as I see Ivy and Julia running around laughing and playing. Knowing that I am a part of God’s garden has given me all of the love, care and attention I need to flourish. It gives me hope, passion and desire to grow more and to encourage others to grow. No matter who you are you can be planted and rooted in God’s garden and begin to be fed and watered and sunned by God. 

I have been in this garden for almost 14 years now, at times struggling to survive and at time growing like a weed, at times heading towards uprooting my self and other times digging in deeper. One thing I can say is that God has been faithful to hold me, take care of me and to be there always. 
Jesus wasn’t talking about plants because they were new, exciting or innovative, he was talking about them because they grow and they grow a lot like we should grow. They grow physically very much like our lives grow spiritually. That is why there are so many references to them in the bible. So let’s learn from God’s creation and His word today, even just from the inspiration of a garden, some seeds and a few plants there are infinite reasons and opportunities to grow, to love, to understand and to trust God.
Benediction
May we be seek God’s presence, open our hearts and grow. May we realize we are in a very good place and the potential for tremendous growth is here. May we be inspired and encouraged to move on into a deeper relationship with God and a deeper understanding of why we should grow and how we are to grow and may that inspire us to act and inspire others to grow and all together tend to the garden of God. 

Colossians 2:6-7 (New International Version) 6So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, 7rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.
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