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A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart

My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   

Parables of the Kingdom

#1 The Parable of the Soils (not sower!)
Kingdom has come but it wasn’t the instant big political machine and national revival the people had hoped for and expected, but rather has a slow burn and will be complete when Jesus comes again. This was not at all what the Jews of Jesus day were expecting and as a result they reject Jesus and judge him to be a fraud, and liar and in league with Satan. 

Rejected, Jesus turns attention the few that continue to believe and follow him, and because the way things will work out was so radically different to what was expected needs to explain what they can expect and how things will work. That’s what these parables are all about – to encourage and help believers understand how God is working. 
The first or these parables is all about the way people will respond to the message. Right up front Jesus lets his disciples know that there will be a complete mixture of responses - from outright rejection, to frustration to glad acceptance. This was important because even whilst most will ultimately disappoint the will always be some who accept  - this would be really, really important for them to know and to keep them, and us going!
For this parable he takes a picture that everyone in his day would know - a farmer sowing his seed in his field. It was an everyday scene – but perfect to use as an illustration of ‘The Kingdom’.

· ‘The seed’ is the good news/message about Jesus (that the kingdom has come)– v19. 

· The soil is the hearts, with special emphasis on the condition of their hearts of those who hear it – v19 also. This is a brilliant picture of the state of people's hearts and reason why they respond differently to the good news of Jesus.
1. Pathway hearts – v4 & 19 

Explain strip fields, with not fences or hedges, but paths all round. Used as a footpath by anyone. Hard and compacted, just like a pavement. Little chance of anything taking root here. Thus anything on it was easy pickings for the birds – probably watching the farmer like robins/blackbirds in my garden – or seagulls behind the tractor today. 

This is the unresponsive heart – just hard, disinterested and whatever they hear is immediately lost. You know the kind of person – you talk to them but just not interest.

Message here? It happens, don’t be surprised, disheartened, we have to get over it! 

2. Shallow hearts (Rocky place) – v5 & v20
This is shallow soil – looks ok but rock hard underneath a thin layer of soil. Either due to poor/lazy cultivation or just too hard to deal with. In these areas there would be lots of growth upwards – usually very quickly because there was no room to go underneath. So lots of foliage but no roots. Invariably these plants wouldn’t survive the heat when it came.  

We’ve all seen these sorts of people! They hear and respond with such joy and enthusiasm as something clicks for them - maybe they feel loved and accepted and valuable, etc. Lots of enthusiasm, excitement and how wonderful this new life is. But then comes the heat – ‘trouble or persecution’, v21, as Jesus puts it, and they disappear as soon as they came. 

Note what Jesus says that the problems they encounter are specifically ‘Because of the word’ – v21. Maybe they find an adverse reaction in family and friends and give up because they mean more than Jesus, or, as equally often happens, as they start to realize the implications and cost of following Jesus, the standards and changes he expects they decide it’s much harder and costly than they thought! The word makes them uncomfortable they start to feel uncomfortable about Jesus claims to complete obedience and loyalty, they get convicted about actions, habits and attitudes – it troubles them and rather than deal with them, rather than digging out the rock of sin they’d prefer to stay as they were. All the fine words come to nothing.

3. Overgrown hearts  – v7 & 22.

Here the seed takes roots and all the signs are good for a while. But then the natural inhabitants of the soil come up – or invade – and being native they’re always stronger and quicker growing! They stifle the life out of the good plants. 

There will be, says Jesus, as we go about his work, as the kingdom grows, those that receive the message of Jesus and start to grow and look healthy – not like the noisy, emotional lot in the shallow soil! But despite a good start something will happen to choke the life out of them and stop them bearing seed! 

Jesus calls identifies these things as the ‘worries of this life’ and ‘deceitfulness of wealth’, v22. Worries or wealth! Fears about what if …! Or an obsession with getting and keeping/protecting, as if happiness, rest and contentment is found in these things.

The problem in both case is the same - that person hasn’t really changed priorities. Still obsessed with practical things – the things of this world, temporary things, not understanding or believing that if they seek first and above all things the Kingdom of God then they will receive everything they hope and strive for – rest, peace, happiness, etc.  

These people may very easily pass as believers – they probably say the right things; but says Jesus, they bear no fruit (v22), and this is a major problem because THE key evidence of genuine trust is Fruitfulness. Elsewhere he says that we’ll know them by their fruit and in Jn 15 Jesus says that any branch that bears no fruit he cuts off. The lesson is clear - ‘No fruit, no life’. Really doesn’t matter what a person says and how much they protest that they believe and trust the Lord – do they bear fruit? 

This is why we cannot take for granted that those who stop coming to church, stop following Jesus (despite their protestations about still believing or past apparent fruitfulness) have really been saved. Cannot just assume because of some profession of faith in the past and some initial shooting up that they are saved If they fall away we need to pray for them as though they are not believers.

But, after all this doom and gloom and failure (it’s how it will be so we’d better get used to it!) we come at last to the promise . 

4. Receptive Hearts – v8 & v23
Just as surely as some sowing will come to nothing there will be others that respond and genuinely come into the kingdom to follow Jesus. Bible clearly tells us that The Lord has his people, he tells us clearly here that some will believe; in Ephesians and other places he says that he has chosen some/elected/predestined some to believe. We don’t know who they are, but they’re out there and our job is to take this wonderful message to them so they can believe.

These will be revealed not only by their profession but by their fruitfulness – all will bear fruit, though not equally. But even the least fruitful, the 30 folder, will have obvious fruit. That’s 3x more than the ordinary crop; so even the 30 fold Xian should be markedly different for the none saved good person! We really shouldn’t have to search for fruit – it should be plentiful! 

So let me sum this up!

i. Go share the good news, liberally and don’t be too fussy who you share it with!

ii. As you do don’t be surprised by the fact that you’ll get mixed responses. 

iii. The key thing is actually what happens before we sow! Preparation of people’s hearts – and only God can do that. Every gardener, every decorator or painter knows that the most important thing is prep! Fail to prepare is to prepare to fail. Our part then must be to pray to God to prepare the hearts of people so that we sow into ready soil. Anyone can sow – only he can prep hearts. So PRAY!

iv. Look at your own heart – which soil are you most like?  Even believers can let hearts get hard, rocks of sin that be unmoved and weeds grow up. 

Will you show some seed this week? Will you pray for prepped hearts.

Prayer
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