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MATTHEW 13:1-9; 18-23

As God’s people, we can make choices that affect our growth.

When we read this parable, and Jesus’ explanation of it, we immediately think of how people respond to the Christian message.
Whenever the Gospel message goes out, it seems people fall into one of four categories - The casual, the shallow, the worldly and the responsive.

1.

Verse 34 says,  As he scattered the seed in the field, some of it fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up. 

This describes the casual. They are the ones who hear the message, but shrug their shoulders and carry on with life.  One of the few places these days where groups of people still hear the good news of the Christian message is at a funeral.  Carol tells me there are 8-10 funerals held in the parish each year. That means at least 100 or so people a year hear the Gospel message – though gently.   However, though people at funerals listen politely, perhaps even nodding their heads, more often than not, they walk out the door unaffected by what they’ve heard. 
2.

Then you’ve got the shallow, described in verses 5 & 6:  Some of the seed fell on rocky ground, where there was little soil. The seeds soon sprouted, because the soil wasn't deep.  But when the sun came up, it burned the young plants; and because the roots had not grown deep enough, the plants soon dried up. 

These are the ones, says Jesus, who respond immediately to the message, but when the going starts to get tough, they throw it in, because there is no real depth or root to their faith.  I’m reminded of Carol’s brother. You probably remember Carol’s story – how she became a Christian at a camp called Teen Ranch when she was at high school. She told me how she dragged her brother along to the same camp the following year and hoping that he too would come to Jesus.  You can imagine her delight, when at the end of the camp he stood up during the sharing time and said that he wanted to make a commitment to Christ.  

She says thought he was enthusiastic for a while, it wasn’t long before he found it tough going.  His friends at school gave him a hard time and he began to have serious doubts.  It wasn’t long before he gave it all away.  
3.

Then in verse 7, Jesus describes the worldly:  He said, Some of the seed fell among thorn bushes, which grew up and choked the plants. 

These are the ones who hear the word, but for whom the cares, concerns and delights of this world assume greater importance, and eventually choke and stifle a person’s spiritual growth, and they become unfruitful.  This is the story of so many of our kids, isn’t it?  We bring them up in a Christian home, but as they grow up, they are lured away by the delights, and distractions of having a “good time,” pursuing freedom, pleasure and wealth.

4.

Then in verse 8, there are the responsive: But some seeds fell in good soil, and the plants bore grain: some had one hundred grains, others sixty, and others thirty." 

These are the people who hear and understand the message, bearing fruit and yielding a crop thirty, sixty or a hundred times that which was sown. We see these people as those who respond to the Christian message and go on in their faith.  They grow and become involved in the church. Some go on to become leaders or pastors or missionaries. 

I’m told that this parish has a strong history of nurturing Christians who have gone into ministry. Two that I know are Joy Harris, now rector of Bermagui, and her daughter Anita who has just about finished her B.Th, and is working in a pioneer church called Overflow, which meets in a shopping centre in Newcastle.

Most of us would look at those four categories- The casual, the shallow, the worldly and the responsive, and feel fairly confident we belong in the last category – otherwise we wouldn’t be here this morning, would we?
But let me offer you another slant on this parable.

The parables of Jesus are never merely descriptive of the Kingdom – they offer a focus for change.  Jesus was forever saying “He who has ears let him hear!”
I think we make a mistake when we see this parable as just talking about a person’s initial response to the Christian message. It also speaks to us of our ongoing response to the word of God in our lives.  

God is always speaking to us.  The Christian life is an ongoing dialogue with him – or should be.  God speaks to us in many ways each day – if we have ears to hear.

He speaks through the Bible as we read it; through Christian books; through worship and sermons and talks; through Christian friends.  He also speaks directly and intimately to us as we learn to recognise his voice.

This parable challenges us in our everyday encounters with God – not just our first meeting with him.  How do we respond to what God says to us?

Think for moment.  What was the last thing you believe God communicated to you?  Was it an expression of his love?  Was it guidance in a difficult decision?  Was it a conviction to do something, or to stop doing something?  Was it through the comfort of a friend? Was it an “aha” experience in your understanding of God?
How have you responded to what God has said to you?

At any given point in our walk with God, we can be in any one of those four categories.  

There are times God speaks to us when we are casual.  We ignore what he says to us, or procrastinate, or put it on hold.  When God speaks to us, he doesn’t want us to be casual about it. He wants us to respond!  When our boys were younger, one of my biggest frustrations were those times when I asked them to do something, and they would nod or say yes, but then it would be ages before anything happened.  Sometimes so much time would pass that they would forget, and then what I’d asked them to do wouldn’t happen at all!  Are we ever like that with God, I wonder?

What a great privilege we have to be called Jesus’ friends!  He reminds us in John that we are his friends if we do what he commands – let’s not devalue that friendship by taking lightly anything he says to us.

I’m sure there are times when we are shallow. We respond to God in the first instance, but then we then get distracted, and allow his word in us to wither away.  Perhaps we’ve started on a course God has directed us to follow but we soon find ourselves losing interest or motivation and give it away. I sometimes feel like that with my prayer life! Or, perhaps we’ve responded to a conviction to turn from a particular sin, but after a while, we find ourselves right back where we started.
Sometimes it can be tough to keep going with something God has directed us to do.  Our walk with God will often involve sacrifice.  Serving God can be inconvenient, and it can be costly –in terms of energy or time or money.  But that is the stuff of discipleship. 

Then no doubt there are times for all of us, when our Christian walk becomes downright difficult. Sometimes we can find ourselves becoming just a little worldly. One of the insidious tricks of the enemy is to “choke” the people of God with the cares and concerns with this world; to keep us busy with things that distract us form the course God has set for us.  
One of the biggest problems our modern church faces is the “competition” from the secular world.  I caught a sentence or two from a comedian on the radio recently.  He said “There’s no Church in Australia!  It’s on a Sunday!”   What he meant was Church isn’t viable in Australia because it’s on a Sunday. Why would anyone go to church on a Sunday when Sunday is the day they could play cricket, or go to the footy or the beach, or sleep in or potter in the garden?
But the distractions aren’t just on Sundays are they?  Our lives are choc full of commitments.  We cram so much into every day, that it’s not difficult at all to find that we simply do not have enough time for God.

 When we stop listening and responding to God, our lives as Christians can become unproductive and unfruitful.  That’s when faith can lose its life and its passion and can even deteriorate into a mere observance. That’s when a Christian is in danger of drifting from the centre of the Christian Community to the fringe – and then they may even drop out altogether.  Think for moment of some of the people who used to sit with us in church.  If they haven’t moved away, or they haven’t become too frail to come – where are they?
But then there are those times when we’re on track with God.  He speaks, and we hear and obey.  We are indeed responsive. So we grow.  We flourish.  Walking with God is an adventure! Our lives are fired with passion for God and love for others. We see His Spirit working in our lives and the lives of those we touch. And we bear fruit.  

So where are we this morning?

Are we casual?  Are we shallow? Are we worldly? Or are we responsive?  The parable of the sower reminds us that there are different types of soil – and we could be any one of them.  
But the good news is we are able to make choices about what kind of soil we are. We are able to make choices that affect our growth.  If we are the kind of soil that means we are casual, or shallow, or worldly, then we can get out the water and the fertilizer.  We can improve the conditions for growth. As Jesus says, “he who has ears, let him hear.”         
Let’s pray…        

