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Growth!

Rather, speaking the truth in love, we are to
grow up in every way into him who is the
head, into Christ, from whom the whole
body, joined and held together by every
joint with which it is equipped, when each
part is working properly, makes the body
grow so that it builds itself up in love.
(Ephesians 4:15-16 ESV)

There is a definite theme that runs throughout the
Bible. It is a theme that permeates all of life, in
fact. The theme is growth.

Scientists tell us that living beings grow or die –
there is no in-between.

Doctors tell us the same – our bodies continue to
grow. We eventually stop getting taller, but our
bodies constantly replace dead cells with new cells.

How many times do you have to clip your nails?
Why?  Because the body is constantly creating
more protection for the ends of your fingers and
toes.

How often do you get a haircut?  Why? Because the
body is continually growing more hair (more for
some of us than for others, admittedly).

Your bone marrow creates new blood cells.   Your
skin is constantly being replenished.

When these processes cease, so do we!

The same is true for any organism:  a business, a
church, and God’s Kingdom.  The difference is that
the Kingdom will never die.

Therefore, we can conclude, the Kingdom is in a
constant state of growth.   And that has some

serious implications for those of us who choose to
be part of the Kingdom.

We, as a church, grow, or we die. If we are not in a
continuing process of moving “onward and
upward,” we decline. There is no plateau.

Even if we seem to be maintaining a constant level
of attendance, programming and giving, we must
make every effort to move ahead, lest we begin to
decline.

The Bible tells us, through various parables,
histories, and exhortations that the Kingdom of
God is in a continuous process of growth.

This seems obvious.  If you were to ask any
organizational leader if they are looking for growth,
you might get a dirty look of, “Isn’t that the goal of
every organization?”  Well not necessarily.

First, there are organizations who do not want to
grow so much as they want to meet the need they
target.  So, if the need grows, the organization
grows, if the need diminishes, so does the work of
the organization.

Look, for example, at organizations who work to
eradicate specific diseases.  As cases increase, the
organization grows to serve the need for more
research, medication, treatment, facilities, etc. If,
on the other hand, the organization is able to stem
the tide on a particular disease, the need for their
services decreases.

Second, there are organizations that do not want to
grow — period.

Take, for example a church that hired a pastor to
lead them in growth.  The pastor worked diligently
reaching out to the community, inviting new folks
into the congregation.

After several months of effort, but with little
success, the pastor was told by one of the church
leaders that they did not approve of the “kinds of
people” being brought into the church.  When
pressed, the leader admitted that he, and many
others in the church, liked the church “just the way
it is” and did not see a need for new people.

The church had become a social club.  And they
were a closed society.  They did not want to grow.

Just like the human body – where all systems need
to be doing their part to ensure healthy growth
throughout the body – we, as members of the body
of Christ, need to be doing our part to ensure
healthy growth. And we need to be “hitting on all



cylinders.” That is, we must attend to all aspects of
growth – both personal and corporate.

So, it is not enough to for us to grow in our
knowledge of scriptures if we are not applying
them to our daily lives. It is not enough to fulfill
our role in feeding the hungry, clothing the naked
and visiting prisoners if we neglect our own
spiritual maturity. It is not enough to fulfill the
Great Commission, baptizing and teaching if we are
not growing in our stewardship.

So the challenge for today is to do a spiritual
check-up with the Great Physician. Where am I in
terms of my personal spiritual growth? How do I
fulfill God’s call on a daily basis? How am I
handling the resources God has given to me?

We need to do the same as a congregation. What
are we doing to grow as a congregation in terms of
evangelism and discipleship? What are the needs in
our community that we can help meet? How can we
partner with other congregations – both locally and
denominationally – to fulfill the Great Commission?

What can I do to ensure that the process of growth
continues in me and my congregation?

The Good News of the Parables

Numbers are very important in the Bible.  They’re
used as symbols in the many stories and speeches
found in both the Old and New Testaments.

For example, the number twelve was the number of
perfection for the Jews.  In Jewish tradition, rabbis
taught students in groups of twelve.  That’s
probably why Jesus chose twelve of his disciples to
be his closest associates.

Another important number is three.  The number
three represents God.  God is the trinity, the three-
in-one.  So when we read something that has three
parts, or involves three things or persons, we know
that it is in some way related to God.

In chapter four of Mark’s gospel we find three
parables.  And all three parables talk about the
same thing.  Therefore, we know that whatever
these three parables say, together they have some
important good news for us from God.

All three of these parables have an agricultural
motif. Makes sense.  Jesus lived in and addressed
an agriculture society. These parables deal with the
sowing, growth and results of seeds planted in the
ground.

The first nine verses of Mark, chapter four, contain
a parable with various names.  Some have called it
the Parable of the Sower.  Others call it the Parable
of the Soils.

“Listen! A sower went out to sow. And as he
sowed, some seed fell along the path, and
the birds came and devoured it. Other seed
fell on rocky ground, where it did not have
much soil, and immediately it sprang up,
since it had no depth of soil. And when the
sun rose, it was scorched, and since it had
no root, it withered away. Other seed fell
among thorns, and the thorns grew up and
choked it, and it yielded no grain. And other
seeds fell into good soil and produced grain,
growing up and increasing and yielding
thirtyfold and sixtyfold and a hundredfold.”
Mark 4:3-8

In the story, we have a sower — a farmer — who is
planting seeds.  Now in Jesus’ day farmers didn’t
have John Deere tractors and mechanical planting
machines like we do.

No, they would begin the year by going out into the
field and scattering seed on the ground by hand.
They didn’t plow the field or disk it or even put
fertilizer on it.  They just walked around an open
unprepared field and slung seeds.  After the seeds
were distributed, the farmer would hitch the ox to a
plow and turn the seed under.

Using this primitive method had its disadvantages,
of course.  It meant that the plants would come up
haphazardly and make the harvest, which was
done completely by hand, very difficult.  They
literally had to start on one end of the field and
harvest the grain as they cleared a path.

This method also meant that not all of the seed
would produce grain.  Some of it would fall on the
spaces that had been beaten down into a path.
The oxen and farmers had to travel between their
fields somehow.  So they created paths simply by
traveling the same path over and over again.
Seeds that fell on this path were never turned
under and the birds came and ate them.

Some of the seed fell on ground that was rocky.
Farmers who have fields located in river bottoms
may have the same problem.  There just isn’t
enough soil there to do any good.  The root system
cannot take hold and get the nutrients to the plant.
So when the hot sun comes up over the horizon,
the plant literally burns up.

Some other seed fell on ground infested by thorn
plants.  You know as well as I do that the healthiest
plants in the backyard garden are the ones that are



not supposed to be there — weeds!  And if you
don’t have any chemicals to get rid of the weeds,
they will soon choke out the tomatoes and corn and
beans and take over the whole garden.  And
because first century farmers had no chemicals to
spray on the fields, it was inevitable that some of
the seeds would sprout but then be choked out by
the weeds.

But despite all of these possibilities, some of the
seed would fall on good, rich, deep soil.  And come
harvest time, the farmer could go out into the field
and take in 30, 60 up to 100 times what he had
sown in the spring.  This kind of return at harvest
time made all the risks worthwhile.

In the second parable Jesus tells us a little more
about the farming practice in his time.

“The kingdom of God is as if a man should
scatter seed on the ground. He sleeps and
rises night and day, and the seed sprouts
and grows; he knows not how. The earth
produces by itself, first the blade, then the
ear, then the full grain in the ear. But when
the grain is ripe, at once he puts in the
sickle, because the harvest has come.”
Mark 4:26-29

Again the process began with a Farmer who
scattered seed on the unprepared ground. When he
was done scattering the seed and plowing it under,
his work was finished until harvest.

There was no cultivating to do. No fertilizer to
spread. It was futile to try and pull up all the
weeds, so they were allowed to grow right along
with the grain. But despite the inactivity of the
farmer, seed sprouted and grew and produced
grain.

The earth and God did all the work. It gave the
seed what it needed to become a small blade of the
plant. And then an ear of grain would appear and
eventually the ear would be full of grain.

After the growth process had been completed,
without any help from the farmer, it was harvest
time. And again the farmer would go out and
taking in 30, 60, up to 100 times what he had
sown in the spring.

The third parable uses a little different comparison.
“With what can we compare the kingdom of
God, or what parable shall we use for it? It
is like a grain of mustard seed, which, when
sown on the ground, is the smallest of all
the seeds on earth, yet when it is sown it
grows up and becomes larger than all the
garden plants and puts out large branches,
so that the birds of the air can make nests
in its shade.”   Mark 4:30-32

This short story contains the same general ideas as
the other two parables. Jesus very simply states
the fact that the tiny mustard seed, when planted,
grows up to be one of the largest plants in the
field. From such a modest start comes very big
results.

At the beginning of the last two parables, Jesus
says that the parables are being used to illustrate
the Kingdom of God. So we know now that
whatever the Good News is, it tells us something
about the Kingdom of God.

What do these three parables have in common?
Results!

All three look at the end of the process — the
harvest. The Parable of the Mustard Seed tells us
that the Kingdom, though it had small beginnings,
will be the largest kingdom of all in the end. The
parable of the seed growing on its own tells us that
the Kingdom will grow and develop. Come harvest
time, there will be a multitude of work for
Christians. And the so-called Parable of the Soils
tells us that despite all the possible problems, the
Kingdom will bring in 30, 60 or even 100 times
what was started and even expected.

As we plant the seeds of ministry, some will fall on
the path. Some will reject all we try to do in the
name of Jesus. Other ministry will fall to some who
are somewhat receptive. These people receive our
ministry and respond. They may become excited
for awhile. But their enthusiasm fails. They will
wither away and disappear from the Kingdom.

And we will minister to some who will accept, not
only our ministry, but the gospel behind it. They
will live it until the worldly attitudes of society
creep up around them. These worldly attitudes will
attract their attention and distract them from their
life of faith. They grow for a while, but they never
produce fruit.

But thanks to God, sometimes our ministry comes
to good soil. Some people will receive it and
happily accept the gospel message and live it and
produce fruit because of it. And because of this
good soil the Kingdom of God will have an
unbelievable
unbelievable



unbelievable harvest.  Perhaps, then, a better
name for this illustration would be the Parable of
the Great Harvest.

How would you like to get a 30-, 60- or 100-fold
return on the seed you plant in your garden this
spring? Better yet, how would you like to get a 30-,
60- or 100-fold return on the investment you put in
the bank? Yes, that’s a 3,000, 6,000 and 10,000
percent interest rate! I know it’s not possible to get
a 3,000, 6,000 or 10,000 percent interest rate at
the bank. But I do know that it’s possible when it
comes to the Kingdom of God.

The great harvest is already being taken in:

· The largest church in the world in Seoul,
South Korea, where tens of thousands
worship every week.

· Southeast Christian Church in Louisville, KY
– the fourth-fastest growing congregation in
America

· Saddleback Church in California
· Willow Creek in Chicago

I’m sure you can name many other examples.

How about right here in our community? Are we
investing our time, talent and treasure in good
soil? Yes, some falls on the path, and some in rocky
soil and some sprouts, but does not produce fruit.
But some is bound to fall on good soil.

The challenge for today is to seek the good soil.
Invest wisely. And watch as God provides results in
the form of a great harvest.

Preparing for the Harvest

The great harvest promised by Jesus in the
parables is happening now.  The harvest is upon
us. The seed has been and is being sown, and God
is giving it growth. Soon it will be our responsibility
to go out into the field and take in the grain of the
harvest.  What can we do to prepare for it?

Before the harvest, a farmer prepares the tools and
himself for the work of harvest.  They just don’t go
out and start up the combine and drive it into the
field. No, they get it out, repair it, oil and grease it
and make adjustments so that, when they get in
the field, the harvest will be smooth and without
interruption.

So, too, must we prepare for the harvest. We have
to prepare ourselves.  We have to put on our work
clothes and make sure we’re in the right state of
mind and in good physical condition — in good
spiritual condition, as well.

We have to prepare to work in the harvest
expecting a great harvest.  If we go about our work
in the church saying it’s not going to make any
difference — it won’t.  If we don’t think inviting
people to church will get them to come — it won’t.
If we think our efforts won’t make any difference —
they won’t.  If we think our small church cannot do
great things — it never will.  But it can!

If several workers are harvesting in the same field,
they have to be working together. They have to be
organized to know what to do next. And if they
disagree with one another, they must come to
some sort of an agreement before they start to
work.  If they don’t they could damage the
machinery or hurt themselves and they could
surely lose a lot of grain and not get the job done it
all.

Likewise, in preparing for harvest in the church, we
may disagree on how and what and when and
where we’re going to do things.  But we have to
reach an agreement before we start, or else we will
fail to do God’s work as he wants it done. This is
what Paul talks about when he speaks of unity in
the Church.

We also have to prepare the equipment for the
harvest.  That means we have to make sure we
have all the necessary programs, facilities and
people to do the job.

Look about our church. What programs and
materials and facilities are being used well? What
leaders are doing an exceptional job?

Look again. What is missing? What programs and
materials and facilities are needed? Where do we
need more and better-trained leaders?

Let me suggest that we are blessed with these
gaps. Maybe not blessed that we have them, but
blessed that we have resources to fill them. We are
part of the American Baptist family. As members of
the family, we have brothers and sisters to whom
we can turn for help in times of need.

Our Region staff provides resources in the form of
materials, personnel, expertise, training and
programming that helps fill the gap. We have at
our disposal all we need to prepare ourselves as
individuals and as a congregation to serve as
workers in the great harvest.

If you look hard enough, you will find many
examples of the right people doing the right things
at the right time with the right programs and the
right materials. They are workers in the harvest
and the harvest is great.



We see all around us examples of how the great
harvest is already beginning and how we are
experiencing the blessings of an abundant harvest
in the Kingdom of God. And we see examples in
our own church of the programs and the people
and the resources being used effectively in the
harvest of the Kingdom. And where there are gaps,
we have a great family of co-laborers working
alongside us to help us prepare for and fulfill our
role in the great harvest that God is providing.

Parable of the Talents

There is, however, another parable that we must
consider.  It is the very familiar, but very difficult
Parable of the Talents.

This parable is all about what it means to be a
participant in the Kingdom.  It is all about our
responsibilities and God’s expectations of us as we
seek to accomplish his will in creation.  And it has
some very serious implications!

“For it will be like a man going on a journey,
who called his servants and entrusted to them
his property. To one he gave five talents, to
another two, to another one, to each according
to his ability. Then he went away.”   Matthew
25:14-15

In this parable, we have a master of an estate who
assigns responsibility for the care of his estate to
three servants.  This scenario is exactly what
happened in creation.  God, the creator and master
of the estate took all that he created and entrusted
it to his stewards.  Originally, of course, that was
Adam and Eve.  But the assignment was to all of
humanity. As Christians, we are servants of God
and are responsible for the care of God’s estate.

He who had received the five talents went at
once and traded with them, and he made five
talents more. So also he who had the two
talents made two talents more. But he who had
received the one talent went and dug in the
ground and hid his master’s money. Now after a
long time the master of those servants came
and settled accounts with them. And he who
had received the five talents came forward,
bringing five talents more, saying, ‘Master, you
delivered to me five talents; here I have made
five talents more.’ His master said to him, ‘Well
done, good and faithful servant. You have been
faithful over a little; I will set you over much.
Enter into the joy of your master.’ And he also
who had the two talents came forward, saying,
‘Master, you delivered to me two talents; here I
have made two talents more.’ His master said
to him, ‘Well done, good and faithful servant.

You have been faithful over a little; I will set
you over much. Enter into the joy of your
master.’ He also who had received the one
talent came forward, saying, ‘Master, I knew
you to be a hard man, reaping where you did
not sow, and gathering where you scattered no
seed, so I was afraid, and I went and hid your
talent in the ground. Here you have what is
yours.’
Matthew 25:16-25

The three servants are each given shares of the
estate to care for.  Note that each is given
“according to his ability.”  This is important – keep
it in mind!

Each takes what he is assigned and manages it in
his own way.  When the master returns, each
steward reports his results to the master.

Two have had considerable success, one has not.

The two who realized success actually doubled the
shares of their master’s estate that they were
given.  We do not know exactly what they did to
double their shares.

Perhaps they invested in a similar way to how we
invest in the stock market today.  Perhaps they
used the resources to barter for other, more
valuable resources.

It is not important how they did it.  What is
important is that they accomplished what the
master expected of them.

The third servant was more conservative.  He did
not invest, or follow the example of the other two
servants.  He simply hid his shares in the ground
so as not to lose any of his master’s estate.

Now, we are told that each was given according to
his ability.  So, obviously, this fellow was not as
capable as the other two servants.  Can we blame
him for doing what he did?  The master did!

“You wicked and slothful servant! You knew that
I reap where I have not sown and gather where
I scattered no seed? Then you ought to have
invested my money with the bankers, and at
my coming I should have received what was my
own with interest. So take the talent from him
and give it to him who has the ten talents. For
to everyone who has will more be given, and he
will have an abundance. But from the one who
has not, even what he has will be taken away.
And cast the worthless servant into the outer
darkness. In that place there will be weeping
and gnashing of teeth.”   Matthew 25:26-30



Why did the master came down so hard on the
man? Perhaps he is disappointed that the servant
did not gain anything.  But what did he expect?  He
knew this man was less capable than the other
two.

Yet the punishment is pretty severe.  He is thrown
into the outer darkness.  He is excommunicated
from the estate – kicked out on the street.

What is Jesus trying to tell us in this parable?

Don’t lose sight of the fact that Jesus’ parable is
about the Kingdom.  The Kingdom of God is all
about growth.  The servants in this parable knew
that their master expected his estate to continue to
grow during his absence. They knew what was
expected of them.

The third servant says as much. “I knew you were
a hard man.”  That is, I knew what you expected of
me.  I know what it means to be part of your
estate.  We know what it means to be part of God’s
Kingdom.  We know that the Kingdom is all about
growth.

Yet the servant refused to participate.  Some may
say, “Well, he really just failed in his efforts.”  Read
carefully!  He did not try.  He knew that he was
expected to grow his allotment of the estate, but
he did not even try to do so.

He refused to participate in what he knew the
master expected – growth of the estate.  So it is no
wonder that he was thrown out!

Such is the fate of any and all who refuse to
participate in the Kingdom.

Now, this may strike fear in our hearts and minds.
If I am expected to invest and grow my little corner
of the Kingdom, but don’t, will I be thrown into the
outer darkness?

Remember that the punishment of the third servant
was not due to his failure, but due to his refusal.  If
we accept our role and are faithful in serving
according to what we know is God’s will, we will be
found faithful.

In his letter to the Corinthian church, we are told
by Paul, “Moreover, it is required of stewards that
they be found trustworthy.” (I Corinthians 4:2)

Perhaps you have heard Mother Theresa’s adage,
“We are not called to be successful, we are called
to be faithful.”

If, therefore, we accept our role and God’s call, if
we give it our best shot, yet fail, God will judge,
not by our results, but by our effort.   It is when we
know what is expected, but refuse to participate,
that God looks at our results and finds us lacking.

This learning is difficult, no doubt. But if we are to
accept God’s word, it is true. It serves as both a
warning and an encouragement, however.

It is a warning to those who choose not to
participate in God’s Kingdom. There are
consequences of such a choice.

But there are consequences for those who do
choose to participate, who choose to invest their
time, talent and treasure in God’s estate. And those
consequences are the blessings of God as he finds
us faithful and entrusts us with even more of the
blessings and responsibilities in his Kingdom.


