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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.


   
Parable of Mustard seed – Matthew 213:31-32

Kingdom parables - to encourage his followers when bemused and confused by what was happening (or not happening!) 

1) Soils -  there will always be a mixed response to the seed (message)
2) Weeds – the kingdom runs alongside the world, not taken out of it.

3) Mustard seed. Short and sweet parable and key thing about the mustard seed is that it was very small. It was ‘proverbially’ small – often used to illustrate something small – but by comparison what it grew into was huge – 12-15 feet quite common in Israel.  
Jesus doesn’t tell us the meaning (at least Matthew doesn’t record it for us) but maybe that’s because the meaning is so obvious - Jesus is simply encouraging his disciples not to be disheartened by the small beginnings of the kingdom. They had expected an explosive, big bang start to the Kingdom; but in reality it was just the opposite, and they shouldn’t be disheartened by the small beginnings because it will grow and develop into something far out of proportion to its starting point. 
Really important/helpful for the disciples because along with coming to terms with the fact that the kingdom wasn’t starting as they thought it would I’m sure they must have wondered how on earth it would ever be different. What effect they, converted fishermen, terrorists and ‘sinners’, what difference could they make in the big scheme of things? They maybe looked around at their ragtag little group of apparently insignificant, uneducated, people from an unpopular part of the country – what could they ever hope to achieve? It’s to these people that Jesus speaks this parable – because from that in auspicious beginning his mighty oak tree of a kingdom would grow.. 

· And we might feel the same too so this parable is very important for us also.

We too need to know that the apparent smallness of the ‘seed’ isn’t a problem in the eyes of God. Bible says that God delights to take the people the world thinks nothing off and to use them for his glory. We really need to get hold of this and realise that though we may just a little mustard seed God can use us; he can use you – this is his desire. No telling what God can do through the life of one person fully given over, fully devoted to him – because the power isn’t in us, it’s in him! It’s his power working through us; it’s not in the power of our words, but in the power of His Word through us. 
It’s always been this way to work of God starting with and using small, insignificant means and people. Just think about it – let me encourage you by taking you back over the way God works: 
· Where did it all start? Started small with Jesus! In the womb of a godly but unknown teenager called Mary. Who gave birth to her son in a little town called Bethlehem. Not in the village maternity wing, but in a crowded in with only a feeding trough for a crib! Unseen, unrecognised by most. You don’t get much more obscure than this. 
· At 30 this man, fully devoted to his Heavenly Father was filled/controlled totally by the H/S and started a short 3 yrs ministry. Not many genuine, lasting disciples – even those closest deserted him when he was put to death. He rose from the dead – but even his closest friends took some convincing of this and when a month later he physically ascended to heaven there were only a few there to witness the event! 
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 Not an auspicious start for the Lord himself was it! But: … … 

· Some 10 days later 3000 believed in one remarkable a day; a few days later another 2000 believed in one day.

· So rapidly was the church now growing that the Jewish authorities decided they had to stop it and so started to persecute, arrest and kill some of the leaders.

· But rather than stamping out the church this only hastened it’s growth and spread! The believers scattered like dandelion seeds in the wind and wherever they went they told about Jesus and yet more people believed. (Kingdom spread map)
· Soon there’s a church in Syria, that’s gentile country – unheard of! Roman communication meant that Xian's travelled widely and soon the church in Syria  sent out Paul & Barnabas – and they embark on preaching and church planting tour never dreamt about before – Turkey, Greece, Italy, Egypt, Ethiopia. 

· Despite repeated and merciless persecutions of the Roman authorities the kingdom continued to grow and around AD 310 even the Roman emperor is professed to being a Christian and declared the mighty Roman empire a Xian empire!

· North, east, west and south the kingdom grew – like a mighty tree – just as Jesus had said.

And it continues today! Patrick Johnstone (Operation World)

· 1962: Bible believing Xians in developing world (Africa, parts of South America, eastern Europe, parts of Asia, etc) were half of those in the west. Today they outnumber us 3:1! And that is NOT because of falling numbers in churches in countries like ours – but simply for believers in Jesus in those countries
· China: When Western missionaries were expelled from China in 1949 as part of the Communist revolution, there were about 800,000 Christians. Today estimates range from 50m – 100m!
· Mongolia: 1990 – 4 known Xian's. Today 47,000!
· Africa: 

· Algeria – 100’s to 100,000 in 25 yrs! And this is a strongly Muslim country.

· Nigeria: since 1950 ish the # of Christians has risen from something like 20% to 50% of the country. It is today one of most missionary minded countries and the congregations in UK, Germany, Ukraine & Ireland were all stated by Nigerians!
· South Korea: 130 yrs ago – no church at all. Today 30% of population evangelical Xian. Now the 2nd largest missionary sending nation behind the UK. 7 out of 10 biggest congregations in the world are not just in Korea, but in one city – Seoul!

There are more Xian's in the world today than at any time since the birth of the church, and % of world’s population who own allegiance to him is still growing (worldwide nearly 1/3 affirm some sort of allegiance to Christ
). Yes, the mustard seed strikes back! 

Small origins are no indication of the growth or size. The encouragement here for us is that the smallness and apparent insignificance of a thing is no barrier to God’s purposes.

Lastly - What about the birds perching in the branches – v32?. 
What’s this about? Jesus is simply saying that as his kingdom grows it will benefit others that actually are not part of it; others will find help, protection, support in and through the Kingdom of God. And over and over again this has proven to be true. Because of the Jesus teaching and example Xian's have always been at the forefront of caring for others and social action – Wilberforce,Shaftsbury, Martin Luther King, Elizabeth Fry, Mother Theresa). Still today Xian's are at the forefront of humanitarian aid relief work around the world – from rapid response teams to long term projects. Tear Fund, world vision, Samaritans purse, CAP.  

At a local level many people find shelter and help in the church as they provide valuable support to their communities through things like lunch clubs, coffee mornings, mums and tots, hosting food banks, These are all ways in which people are finding rest in the branches of the kingdom. 
God’s work often starts small, with small seeds, but the potential is huge. He takes the people the world things of as nothing and uses them. And that can be you! 

Illu of Spurgeon conversion 

All it takes is for ordinary people, like you and I to be willing to step out and trust God, to put our feet in the water and he’ll do the rest

Let’s pray as we finish. Thank God for his wonderful way of working, and that it includes ordinary people trusting and being obedient to an extraordinary God.
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