THE THIRD SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST               MARK 4: 26-34            JUNE 14, 2015
MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,
   IN THE LAST TWENTY-FIVE YEARS THE LUTHERAN CHURCH-MISSOURI SYNOD, ALONG WITH MANY OTHER DENOMINATIONS, HAS BEEN INFLUENCED BY WHAT IS KNOWN AS THE CHURCH GROWTH MOVEMENT.  NOW, WHO WOULD BE AGAINST CHURCH GROWTH?  DOESN'T EVERYONE WANT THE CHURCH TO GROW?  DIDN'T JESUS TELL HIS CHURCH TO MAKE DISCIPLES OF ALL NATIONS?  WELL OF COURSE.  SO WHAT'S THE PROBLEM?  WELL, THE PROBLEM IS IN HOW TO GROW THE CHURCH.  THE CHURCH GROWTH MOVEMENT USES LOTS OF PRINCIPLES THAT IMPLY THAT GOD NEEDS SOME HELP TO GROW HIS CHURCH.    ONE OF THE MOST OBVIOUS AND POPULAR TECHNIQUES USED IS AN ENTERTAINING STYLE OF WORSHIP SERVICE THAT TARGETS THE EMOTIONS AND IS DESIGNED TO MAKE PEOPLE FEEL GOOD.  YOU DON'T HAVE TO GO TO CHURCH TO FEEL GOOD.  KATHY AND I RECENTLY WENT TO A POP CONCERT AT BENAROYA HALL..AND WE LEFT FEELING VERY GOOD.   I HAVE BEEN STUDYING THE CHURCH GROWTH MOVEMENT FOR OVER TWENTY-FIVE YEARS, AND I AM CONVINCED THAT ONE PROBLEM IS A LACK OF FAITH IN GOD'S WORD.  WHICH BRINGS ME TO OUR GOSPEL READING FOR THIS MORNING WHERE JESUS TEACHES US THAT "ONLY GOD'S WORD GROWS THE CHURCH"   
I.  THAT'S IT.  GOD'S WORD.  THAT'S ALL WE NEED TO GROW HIS CHURCH.   INDEED, THIS IS WHAT JESUS SAYS IN THE GREAT COMMISSION:   "GO THEREFORE AND MAKE DISCIPLES OF ALL NATIONS, BAPTIZING THEM IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER AND OF THE SON AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT  TEACHING THEM TO OBSERVE ALL THAT I HAVE COMMANDED YOU" (MATTHEW 28: 19, 20, ESV). "TEACHING" JESUS SAYS.  TEACHING WHAT?  GOD'S WORD.
     A.  THE KINGDOM OF GOD IS NOT LIKE OTHER KINGDOMS.  IT'S NOT ABOUT CONSTITUTIONS AND BY-LAWS, RITES AND CEREMONIES, STRUCTURES AND ORGANIZATIONS.  IT'S NOT ABOUT METHODS AND TECHNIQUES.  THE KINGDOM OF GOD IS NOT A HUMAN INSTITUTION AND THEREFORE IT'S NOT BUILT LIKE OTHER HUMAN INSTITUTIONS.  IT IS A SPIRITUAL REALITY AS JESUS TOLD PONTIUS PILATE:   “MY KINGDOM IS NOT OF THIS WORLD" (JOHN 18: 36, ESV).  THE KINGDOM OF GOD IS THE RULE OF JESUS CHRIST IN THE HEARTS OF PEOPLE WHO TRUST IN HIM FOR THE FORGIVENESS OF THEIR SINS.  THEY ARE IN HIS KINGDOM OF GOD'S GRACE.   ONLY JESUS CHRIST ESTABLISHES THE KINGDOM OF GOD.  HE DID THIS WITH HIS SINLESS LIFE AND HIS DEATH ON THE CROSS FOR THE SINS OF THE WORLD, FOR YOUR SINS AND MINE.  AS HE SAID ON THE CROSS:  "IT IS FINISHED!" (JOHN 19: 3O, ESV).  IN JESUS CHRIST SATAN'S KINGDOM OF SIN AND DEATH HAS BEEN DEFEATED.  AND EVERYONE WHO TRUSTS IN JESUS IS TRANSFERRED FROM SATAN'S KINGDOM OF SIN AND DEATH TO GOD'S KINGDOM LIFE AND SALVATION AS PAUL SAYS IN HIS LETTER TO THE COLOSSIANS:  "[GOD] HAS DELIVERED US FROM THE DOMAIN OF DARKNESS AND TRANSFERRED US TO THE KINGDOM OF HIS BELOVED SON,  IN WHOM WE HAVE REDEMPTION, THE 
FORGIVENESS OF SINS" (1: 13, 14, ESV).   ONLY GOD'S WORD CAN DO THIS.…….HIS WORD OF LAW 
WHICH CONDEMNS SIN, YOUR SIN AND MINE………AND ESPECIALLY HIS WORD OF GOSPEL WHICH FORGIVES SIN, YOUR SIN AND MINE.
     B.  SO JESUS SAYS, "THE KINGDOM OF GOD IS AS IF A MAN SHOULD SCATTER SEED ON THE GROUND" (V. 26, ESV).  A FARMER DOESN'T PRODUCE THE CROP…THE SEED DOES BECAUSE IT, AND NOT THE FARMER, HAS THE POWER TO PRODUCE A PLANT.  .  AND SO IT IS WITH GOD'S WORD.  GOD'S WORD HAS THE POWER TO BRING PEOPLE TO FAITH IN JESUS AND TO KEEP THEM IN FAITH.  SO THE APOSTLE PETER SAYS:   "…SINCE YOU HAVE BEEN BORN AGAIN, NOT OF PERISHABLE SEED BUT OF IMPERISHABLE, THROUGH THE LIVING AND ABIDING WORD OF GOD….AND THIS WORD IS THE GOOD NEWS THAT WAS PREACHED TO YOU" (1: 23, 25, ESV).  AND THE APOSTLE PAUL SAYS IN HIS LETTER TO THE ROMANS:  "SO FAITH COMES FROM HEARING, AND HEARING THROUGH THE WORD OF CHRIST") 10: 17, ESV).  AND IT IS ONLY BY THIS SAME WORD OF GOD THAT GOD CONTINUES TO WORK IN OUR LIVES TO STAY IN FAITH AND TO LIVE FOR HIM AS AGAIN PAUL SAYS IN HIS FIRST LETTER TO THE THESSALONIANS:   "AND WE ALSO THANK GOD CONSTANTLY FOR THIS, THAT WHEN YOU RECEIVED THE WORD OF GOD, WHICH YOU HEARD FROM US, YOU ACCEPTED IT NOT AS THE WORD OF MEN BUT AS WHAT IT REALLY IS, THE WORD OF GOD, WHICH IS AT WORK IN YOU BELIEVERS" (2: 13, ESV).   "WHICH IS AT WORK IN YOU BELIEVERS".  HERE PAUL REMINDS US THAT THIS WORKING OF THE SEED OF GOD'S WORD CANNOT BE SEEN WITH THE EYES BECAUSE IT IS WORKING INSIDE OF US…..IN OUR HEARTS AND MINDS.  ONLY GOD CAN SEE FAITH IN THE HEART AS PAUL SAYS IN HIS SECOND LETTER TO TIMOTHY:  "BUT GOD'S FIRM FOUNDATION STANDS, BEARING THIS SEAL: “THE LORD KNOWS THOSE WHO ARE HIS” (2: 19, ESV).   THE KINGDOM OF GOD, THE CHURCH, CAN NEVER BE ACCURATELY MEASURED BY HUMAN STANDARDS AND MEASUREMENTS.
     C.  BUT THE CHURCH MAY BE SEEN WHEREVER PEOPLE WHO CONFESS JESUS CHRIST AS SAVIOR GATHER AROUND GOD'S WORD AND SACRAMENTS WHICH OUR LUTHERAN CONFESSIONS CALL "THE MARKS OF THE CHURCH"*.   ONLY WHEN JESUS RETURNS VISIBLY TO JUDGE THE LIVING AND THE DEAD WILL THE KINGDOM OF GOD, THOSE WHO BELIEVE IN JESUS, BE VISIBLE FOR ALL TO SEE……AND IT WILL BE AN IMPRESSIVE SIGHT OF SO MANY PEOPLE AS JESUS SAYS:  "IT IS LIKE A GRAIN OF MUSTARD SEED, WHICH…IS THE SMALLEST OF ALL SEEDS ON EARTH, YET WHEN IT IS SOWN IT GROWS UP AND BECOMES LARGER THAN ALL THE GARDEN PLANTS…." (VV. 31, 32, ESV).  THIS IS THE "HARVEST" THAT JESUS REFERS TO IN VERSE 29.  AND IT WILL BE AN IMPRESSIVE SIGHT ON THAT DAY.  BUT UNTIL THEN THE KINGDOM OF GOD WILL REMAIN HIDDEN UNDER THE FORMS OF ORGANIZATIONS, STRUCTURES AND ACTIVITIES.
II.  AND LIKE A FARMER WHO REGULARLY AND FAITHFULLY SOWS THE SEED TO PRODUCE HIS CROP; WE ARE TO REGULARLY AND FAITHFULLY BRING THE KINGDOM OF GOD, THE WORD OF GOD TO AS MANY PEOPLE AS POSSIBLE SO THAT THE KINGDOM OF GOD CAN BE CREATED AND GROW.  
BUT WE MUST RESIST THE CHURCH GROWTH MOVEMENT THINKING THAT WE HAVE TO HELP THE WORD OF GOD WITH OUR OWN EFFORTS, TECHNIQUES AND METHODS.    
     A.  JESUS SHOWS US THAT A FARMER WHO SOWS THE SEED DOESN'T WORRY ABOUT THE RESULTS---HE SIMPLY BELIEVES THAT THE SEED WILL PRODUCE CROPS.  THE FARMER WENT ABOUT HIS BUSINESS TRUSTING THAT THE SEED WOULD WORK, AS JESUS SAYS, "HE SLEEPS AND RISES NIGHT AND DAY, AND THE SEED SPROUTS AND GROWS; HE KNOWS NOT HOW" (V. 27, ESV).   IN OUR TEXT, INDEED DURING HIS WHOLE MINISTRY, THAT'S WHAT JESUS WAS DOING...SOWING THE WORD OF GOD AS WE READ, "HE SPOKE THE WORD TO THEM…." (V. 33, ESV).  AND SO IT HAS BEEN IN THE CHURCH EVER SINCE.  IT'S WHAT WE DO HERE AT MESSIAH.  WE PREACH AND TEACH THE WORD IN AS MANY WAYS THAT WE CAN TO AS MANY PEOPLE AS WE CAN.  * WE DO IT ON SUNDAY MORNING IN THE DIVINE SERVICE AND DURING THE EDUCATION HOUR.  * WE DO IT DURING THE WEEK WITH ANOTHER SERVICE AND BIBLE STUDY.  AND THIS IS ALL EXTENDED BEYOND THE WALLS OF MESSIAH WITH OUR LIVE STREAM SERVICES AND RECORDED AUDIO.   * AND WE GIVE OVER $87.000 TO SUPPORT MISSIONS WHERE THE WORD OF GOD IS PREACHED AND TAUGHT:  
CONCORDIA LUTHERAN SCHOOL; 
     TWO STUDENTS AT THE FORT WAYNE SEMINARY; 
THE RUSSIAN SEMINARY PROJECT; 
     MEKANE YESUS; ETHIOPIAN LUTHERAN CHURCH; AND OUR MISSION IN MOSCOW, IDAHO.
MISSIONARIES IN THE DOMINICAN REPUBLIC, PAPUA NEW GUINEA; AND SRI LANKA;
      ISSUES, ETC. RADIO PROGRAM;
 LUTHERAN MINISTRY SERVICES NORTHWEST; 
     AS WELL AS THE NORTHWEST DISTRICT OF THE LUTHERAN CHURCH MISSOURI SYNOD AND THE LUTHERAN CHURCH MISSOURI SYNOD.  AND THIS DOESN'T COUNT WHAT WE ALL DO AS INDIVIDUALS AND FAMILIES.
     B.  AND AS WE DO THESE THINGS, SOWING THE SEED OF GOD'S WORD.. WE SIMPLY TRUST, LIKE A FARMER TRUSTING THE SEED, THAT GOD WILL TAKE CARE OF THE RESULTS AS JESUS SAYS IN JOHN'S GOSPEL:  "THAT WHICH IS BORN OF THE FLESH IS FLESH, AND THAT WHICH IS BORN OF THE SPIRIT IS SPIRIT.  DO NOT MARVEL THAT I SAID TO YOU, ‘YOU MUST BE BORN AGAIN.’ THE WIND BLOWS WHERE IT WISHES, AND YOU HEAR ITS SOUND, BUT YOU DO NOT KNOW WHERE IT COMES FROM OR WHERE IT GOES. SO IT IS WITH EVERYONE WHO IS BORN OF THE SPIRIT” (VV. 6-8, ESV).  OUR LUTHERAN CONFESSIONS HAD THIS PASSAGE IN MIND IN THE AUGSBURG CONFESSION:  "THROUGH THE WORD AND SACRAMENTS, AS THROUGH INSTRUMENTS, THE HOLY SPIRIT IS GIVEN (JOHN 20:22).   HE WORKS FAITH WHEN AND WHERE IT PLEASES GOD (JOHN 3: 8).  HE WORKS FAITH WHEN AND WHERE IT PLEASES GOD……..THAT MEANS WE ARE NOT IN CHARGE OF RESULTS…. GOD IS.  IT MEANS THAT WE DON'T BUILD THE CHURCH….GOD DOES AS 
JESUS SAYS IN MATTHEW'S GOSPEL:  "I WILL BUILD MY CHURCH" (16: 18, ESV).
CONCLUSION:  SO THEN…..GOD SIMPLY WANTS US TO BE FAITHFUL….LIKE A FARMER WHO SOWS THE SEED.  THE WORD "FAITHFUL" SHOWS UP FORTY-THREE TIMES IN THE NEW TESTAMENT.  
SOMETIMES IT REFERS TO GOD……WHO IS ALWAYS FAITHFUL…..BUT MANY TIMES IF REFERS TO 
GOD'S PEOPLE.  AND ON THE JUDGMENT DAY THIS IS WHAT JESUS WILL SAY TO THOSE WHO HAVE TRUSTED IN HIM:   ‘WELL DONE, GOOD AND… FAITHFUL SERVANT" (MATT. 25: 31, ESV).
THE REAL TEMPTATION OF WHAT IS CALLED THE CHURCH GROWTH MOVEMENT IS 
TRYING TO BE IN CONTROL OF GROWING THE CHURCH.  THIS IS A DENIAL OF GOD'S POWER TO GROW THE CHURCH.   DURING THE TIME OF THE REFORMATION MARTIN LUTHER KNEW THAT ONLY GOD'S WORD CAN GROW THE CHURCH AS HE SAID IN A SERMON:  "I SIMPLY TAUGHT, PREACHED, AND WROTE GOD'S WORD; OTHERWISE I DID NOTHING.  AND WHILE I SLEPT [CF. MARK 4: 26-29], OR DRANK WITTENBERG BEER WITH MY FRIENDS PHILIPP AND AMSDORF, THE WORD SO GREATLY WEAKENED THE PAPACY THAT NO PRINCE OR EMPEROR EVER INFLICTED SUCH LOSSES UPON IT.  I DID NOTHING; THE WORD DID EVERYTHING" (LUTHER'S WORKS, VOL. 51 SERMONS, MARCH 10, 1522, PAGE 77).   GOD HAS GIVEN US HIS HOLY WORD TO PREACH AND TEACH…AND TO SHARE WITH OTHERS…….BOTH HIS LAW THAT CONDEMNS OUR SIN AND HIS PRECIOUS GOSPEL THAT FORGIVES OUR SIN.  AND THIS MORNING JESUS HAS TAUGHT US THAT HE WANTS US TO BE LIKE A FARMER WHO TRUSTS IN THE SEED THAT HE SOWS TO PRODUCE CROPS….MAY GOD BLESS US TO BE FAITHFUL IN THE SOWING OF  GOD'S WORD, TRUSTING THAT IT TOO WILL PRODUCE THE RESULTS THAT HE WANTS.  AMEN.
* THE BOOK OF CONCORD, READER'S EDITION, CPH, 2005, 170: 5.
