NATIONAL COMMUNITY CHURCH

September 20, 2009

Figuratively Speaking: The Parable of the Seed

Joel Schmidgall

Today we continue our series, ‘Figuratively Speaking,’ talking about the parables of Jesus in the Scripture. Our parable today is called The Parable of the Seed. So I thought what better way to introduce this parable than to come out to the context, the culture of where the parable would be told. So we are here in Brookville, Maryland at a local farm that produces soybeans, corn, wheat and a number of products that we use in the Washington D.C. area. I want to lay a bit of context but let’s start by reading the Scripture. Mark 4:26-29

This is what the kingdom of God is like. A man scatters seed on the ground. Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not know how. All by itself the soil produces grain—first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head. As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come.

Let me give you a quick tutorial of the farming process of the seeding process. First, it starts by going out and cutting the remaining stalk of the wheat or corn and mulching that into the ground. We would call this tilling the ground. Then the tractor attaches a large under cutter to the back of it. The under cutter is a V-shaped blade that comes underneath the soil and cuts the root of the weed and replaces it with fertilizer and liquid nutrients that come in and prepare the soil for the seed to come. Then you attach a large drill to the back of the tractor, it takes these prongs and drills into the soil and releases the seed. So that’s our modern technology of farming. If you take the agronomy out of it though, which is the applied science and technology to farming, then you get back into the culture of first-century farming here. So you would replace the tractor with an ox; you would replace the fertilizer with the ox’s breakfast; you would replace the under cutter with a plow, which was a wood or an iron piece that would come behind the ox; and you would replace the drill with the farmer’s hands. The farmer would literally scatter the seed himself, and that is known as broadcasting seed. So the farmer would just grab a handful of seed and he would put his back to the wind, and he would take a handful and at about waist level, he would flick the seed out, and as he did, he would walk forward. And he would watch behind him, watching his footsteps so he knew where he was going. It was a very tedious process but the farmer knew the idea of sowing and reaping. You would only reap what you sow, and he understood that if he wanted a harvest season, if he wanted fruit and something to eat for his family, then he had to do the laborious and tedious work of getting out there and planting seed.

Are we better or worse for seeing that video? I hope everyone is doing alright today, it’s good to see everyone. Welcome to all five of our locations and podcast listeners.  My new nightly tradition when I put Ella to bed is telling bedtime stories. I love it, my dad did it for me when I was a kid, and there is nothing better than a good ol’ farm story. I used to hear all kinds from my dad, everything from the races in the bean field to the runaway tractor to the time they grabbed their bathtub and tried to use it as a boat in the old creek.  By the way, that’s a really bad idea, to take eight kids who don’t know who to swim and use a bathtub as a floatation device, but it’s a great story. I got to hear lots of great stories. My dad was from a farming family in central Illinois, so I grew up, at Thanksgiving and Christmas, we’d go down to the farm. So I developed a few of my own stories. Anyone want to hear a quick one?  

My cousins and I would get together and one night we decided to go over to Old Schmidgall Road. For anyone who doesn’t know, Schmidgall is my last name, and we thought it was very odd that anyone would name a street that because it’s way too many consonants in a name, so we thought we’d check it out. It’s about two blocks long with a couple of road signs. We thought we’d just permanently borrow one of the signs. My cousin who lived there had actually borrowed one previously and it was in his room, so his grandpa came in one day and was shocked and asked where he got the sign, and Jared said, “Where do you think I got it Grandpa?”

So anyway, we get ready and get excited and we’re going to do it, but my cousin chickens out and he says this classic two liner, he says, “I’m the one who lives here, I’m the one who is going to get in trouble, when those are missing, where do you think they will look? They’re not going to the Johnson house!”  We started laughing! I love going to the farm. It was a reconnecting with my roots, but it was also more than that. Going back to farm country is getting back to the basics of life. And that’s what, in a sense, Jesus talks about here. He takes the kingdom of God and He relates it in agricultural terms to this basic foundation of Scripture and of the kingdom.  

A man scatters seed on the ground.

I want to touch on three aspects of sowing and I’m going to call it the trinity of farming, if you will. There is the farmer, there is the soil and there is the seed. The farmer is the planter, he is the spreader of the seed and he helps disburse the seed so that it can then grow. There is the soil. The soil is the environment that the seed is placed in to grow. It provides the warmth and the moisture and these different things to help the seed grow. Then there is the seed. The seed is what has the life-giving capability if put in the right environment, it can grow into this wonderful stalk of wheat that can be useful to many people.

The sower can’t produce life, he can only offer seed. The ground or the soil produces weeds, not wheat. But then there is the seed with life-giving capability. It is the agent of growth. The seed here in the parable represents the Word of God. The Word of God is our agent of growth. It is what brings potential for life within our lives. It is the truth by itself. It is the power of God. It is the message of God. But if it doesn’t make it’s way to soil, it is power unleashed, and that’s what we see here.

Eastern Connecticut Bio-Professor Ross Coning describes the seed. He says, mechanically we knew quite a bit about the seeds and how they germinate. We know that the seed consists of a protective seed coat, some kind of storage tissue with nutrients reserved and a dormant plant embryo. We further know that under the correct conditions, the dormant embryo can be awakened to germinate and grow into a mature plant. So we have the seed.

But we also see that there must be a sower, someone who gets out there, who plants that seed and spreads it around. The sower in the Scripture represents each one of us. Every person in here, according to this parable, is the sower. We can go out and sow the seed that God has given us, and that’s this, this truth of God, the message and hope of God that has been put in our hands to spread to those people around us. Spiritual growth begins with the seed in the hand of the person.

This week, we had one of those 1:00 a.m. family pow-wows at our house. We’ve got two little kids in the house, if you’re a family you know what I’m talking about. In the middle of the night, your kids get up and decide, ‘hey, let’s all hang out!’  So that’s what we did. We turned the tube on and there was an interview with Whitney Houston.  I feel bad that I was watching Oprah but my wife turned it on. So Oprah shared with Whitney why she thought a lot of people are frustrated with her. A lot of people out there are frustrated with you because they feel like you have this incredible gift, the voice, the national treasure, this gift that brings joy to so many people and you’ve let it just sit there. You’ve let it lie dormant. As she is saying this, Whitney is nodding. I’m wondering what is going on, Whitney is completely connecting, almost understanding that she has been given this God-given gift that has sat there for 9 years, she hasn’t done anything for 9 years. I wonder today if we understand what gift has been given to us. This incredible gift of God, this hope given from the Almighty that has transformed my life, that has altered my existence, that has given me hope, that has given me fulfillment when I had none, that has given me fulfillment when I couldn’t find it anywhere else. And it was sown into me by multiple sowers. They were faithful in sowing seed and I stepped in and we have been given this gift, this message of hope that sits in our hands. Sometimes I think we hoard that gift without sharing it. We hold it for ourselves.

The first step in the miracle of germination is the seed in the hand of a sower. But that seed needs to be released from your hand in order for it to grow in another’s heart. A lot of us go throughout the day with this incredible gift of God’s grace in our hand and we grasp it and hold onto it. We walk through the fields of our workplace, the place that needs seed and germination of the hope of God and we grasp that seed. We walk through the fields of our neighborhood and our friendships and we grasp onto that seed. We walk through the fields of our homes and we grasp onto the seed that God has graciously given to us. You have to scatter the seed for it to be useful. It’s dormant embryo is just waiting to be awakened.

The term broadcast was mentioned in the video. It originally refers to the casting and sowing of seed into a large field. Today we understand it as a radio broadcast or a television broadcast, different forms of media where information or opinions or pictures are broadcast around this world. Basically, that’s what our call is within the realm of Scripture. We are called to go out and broadcast seed.  Do you remember the explanation on the video? Back then, the technique was to put your back to the wind and then broadcast, spread the seed. That’s what we are called to do in our lifetime, in our lives, in our every day life, we are called to find where the wind in blowing, find where the opportunities are presenting themselves and then just scatter seed. It is a simple call, a clear call from God. That means to share the hope of Christ in daily situations as they arise.  The wind is blowing, plant a seed, whether it is through an encouraging word or an act of service or just giving a hug. Whatever opportunity is arising, plant a seed.

This summer, we would hang out in front of our house on Friday nights and we would grill and we’d throw some burgers and dogs on the grill. Our goal was to get to know our neighbors and to be a blessing to our neighbors. It was a great time. One night, the wind was blowing, if you will, and we were talking about life and faith and all kinds of things and God was in this thing and it was one of those opportunities to plant seeds. To be honest, the seed was planted much earlier than that though, through acts of service. Jesus said He came to serve and that’s where we start, by serving our neighbors and our friends and family. In a sense, that was tilling the ground so that later, we could come along and plant the seed of hope. And God blessed it. And it was wonderful later on to have a conversation with that person and to hear how they had begin to get plugged into church and into missions. God was blessing their life and it all started with a simple act. Plant a seed. Take the seed that’s in your hand, the seed of hope and plant it.

Verse 27: Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows though he does not know how.  The farmer is responsible for planting. It is hard work, it is a lot of work, but that’s what he does. And at the end of the day, the farmer goes home, lies his head down on the pillow and he goes to sleep. He doesn’t stay up late at night wondering if he planted the seed in the perfect spot. He doesn’t wake up the next morning and go out and unroot the seed. He doesn’t go home and text all his friends, ‘I’ve been so worried, LOL, I can’t believe this thing, TIAIS (this is an incredible sermon)!’  [laughter] 

So this farmer doesn’t spend all his time worried whether he put the seed exactly in the right place. He knows he can work as hard as he can and then he has to go home and trust. I was sharing this idea with a friend who has experience with farmers and they had some key insight. It’s not that farmers don’t think about this but it’s more than, at the end of the day, they are submitting to reality, they are submitting to the fact that they can do everything they can, but I’ve got to trust God to bring the increase. That’s where we need to find ourselves. It wasn’t my doing with this friend, this neighbor, but it was me planting the seed but it was God bringing the increase.  It’s a message saying don’t quantify the results, but measure the investment. We want to measure the end product and then we want to take credit for it, don’t we? We are called to that sickle, it says that at the end of the parable, we bring the sickle and then reap the harvest, but just because that’s at the end doesn’t mean it’s the point of the story. The point is that God is in control and that God is the One who brings you from point A to point B.

What if this week, we sat down each night and we went through our days and said, ‘I’m going to plant as many seeds as possible’ then we sat down and prayed back to the Lord, ‘Here are these seeds I’ve planted today, God take them and Holy Spirit do your job, do your thing.’  Paul wrote – I have planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the increase. 

It’s tough to let go of our wants. We want to invest in a situation and then we have expectations on that. We want to see the person make the right decision. We want to see that investment come to pass, and for some reason we can’t just do the farmer thing and just sow and then let God do his job. We want to step in and take control of the situation and take over, that’s my tendency to step in. Why is true in each one of us? I think it is true for two reasons. One, because we love control, and two, because we love to take credit. Jesus said in the parable that it is not necessary for the farmer to understand all the mysteries of growth and reproduction. He says the farmer’s job is to sow. Why? Because the life-giving power is in the seed, not the sower.  We have access to life but not because of our doing, it is because of the seed that has been planted within us. I Corinthians 3:7 So neither he who plants or he who waters is anything, but only God who makes things grow. He says don’t take credit for what is not your job. And I find that so true. It is interesting to me when I think back to the times when I’ve tried to plant and then take control and help change someone, and sometimes I will see a sprout coming up, but in the end, the long-term fruit is not there, then I realize that I’m trying to manipulate the situation, that I’m trying to step in and do God’s job instead of just planting and trusting.  So, we love to take credit but we also love to take control. We want to have a conversation with a friend and see them immediately changed, right?  We want to explain why a spouse needs to act a certain way and then poof, immediately they are telling us how awesome we are, begging us to watch the NFL Network while simultaneously giving us a back massage and making breakfast in bed for us.  I think if Nina were telling that, she’d replace the NFL with TLC, but you get the point. We want to step in and talk to our parents or our child or a friend or coworker and we want them to immediately understand and change their course.  We want to be in control. It makes us feel good when we’re in control, but it’s a false sense of security, and honestly, it’s putting yourself ahead of God in the process. So we do this and we try to take control and we try and we try and we try.

Melanie [?], who is a pioneer voice in codependency says this: when we attempt to control people and things that we have no business controlling, we are controlled. We become utterly frustrated when we try to do the impossible and we usually prevent the possible from happening. It doesn’t matter if they’re wrong and we’re right, it doesn’t matter if they are hurting themselves, it doesn’t matter if we could help them if they would listen and cooperate with us. We cannot change people, any attempts to control them are delusional as well as an illusion. You don’t have to stop caring or loving, you don’t have to tolerate abuse, you don’t have to abandon constructive problem-solving methods, but control is not the answer.

I Corinthians 3:9 says: For we are co-laborers with God.  I love this and I hope this is a freeing thought for you today, that you can take courage in this fact, because everyone of us here has gone home at some point discouraged because we’ve made this investment of time and energy and friendship in someone and then they go out and they make this terrible decision or they go out and continue in the attitude they had before our investment. So what do we do? First, we stop trying to do God’s job. Second, we plant some seeds. And then we plant more seeds, then we plant more seeds, and we continue to plant.

I’ve talked to so many people who find themselves in this place of hurt and of feeling overwhelmed because they can’t change somebody that they care about so much. They love them and they would do anything in the world and they would invest their entire life to see this person make the decision they need to make or to take the course or make the change that they have to make. But I pray that there would be a simple shift of understanding today. A paradigm shift of understanding that what God’s job is and what our job is, and that through that, we would almost have a reinvigoration of a relentless love and the relentless idea of planting seeds in those we care about so much, that we would take courage in that fact. Secondly, that we would find, at the end of the day, the peace of God that transcends all understanding, for God to do God’s job. We need to step aside and let God do his job and find peace in that.

After we finished the video shoot out at the farm in Maryland, Andy and Jeremy were packing the video equipment, and I got to talk with Drew, the farmer there. 72 years old, has multiple generations in his family of farming, so we sat down and chewed the cud a little bit and hung out on the farm and he began to tell me some stories. He said, ‘Ya know Joel, farming is hard work, I love it but it is hard work. A couple years ago, my son-in-law came to me and he began to work on the farm and he asked for three weeks vacation.’  The farmer said, ‘You know how it is Joel, I haven’t taken a day of vacation in years, because the farmer is the boss.’  I said, ‘Tell me a little bit about seed. I’m talking about the parable of the seed at church this weekend.’  He began to talk, he said, ‘We are hard worker but we have to understand something, no matter how much work and how much energy we put into planting seeds, Mother Nature has her own course. No matter how smart we are, how much work we put in, at the end of the day, if the rain don’t come, the seed ain’t growing.’  I love farmers, it’s just common wisdom, practical nature. A couple years ago we went back to the farm, Pastor Dave over at Union Station and I went back. I’ve got family in central Illinois, cousins named Mark and Phil and my Uncle Ted. Uncle Ted is in his mid seventies and he still gets up early every morning. He lost a couple of fingers in the combine but he is a tough guy and he is this incredible farmer who loves to do what he does. He has very practical wisdom as you talk with him. I love farmers because there is this refreshing outlook on life that they have. They are hard workers, they get up early every morning, they are out in the heat of the day, they go home late at night, but they juxtapose that with the idea that they have no control over their livelihood. They cannot control nature, they can’t control rain and all these different factors that they have no control over. So they live in what I would say is one of NCC’s core value of pray like it depends on God, work like it depends on us.  They live right there. That is what they know. They know the truth of the Scripture in verse 28.

All by itself the soil produces grain.  First the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel.  It is not what they can do. The term by itself is the Greek word autometus [?], which is the root of our English word automatic. You know what that means.  We all have this idea of what automatic means.  What it means here in the Scripture is that the Holy Spirit does his job. I feel like I’m hammering a few points here, but that’s all right. We do our jobs, He does his job.

So this brings us to the third piece of what we want to look at today.  The soil. The soil is representative of the human heart. We know that power of the seed; we know the importance of the sower; but the soil is the intersection. When the seed and the soil meet, there lies the opportunity, the potential for explosion. 

Over the summer here at NCC, we’d be praying a pray, “God, let your hope explode within our neighborhoods. God let the goodness of God expand throughout our city.” And we’d pray this prayer but the grace of God will not explode in our city until it explodes in the soil of our hearts. I pray that God today would overwhelm us. This has been my prayer as I have gone through this message, that we would begin to remove the rocks within the soil of our hearts and that we would take advantage of the hope of the seed that has been put in our hands, that we would just pray a broad, general prayer for God to expand his territory in our city but that we would understand that we have to allow Him to cultivate the soil within us and to soften those things and to break down the pride within us. The sower is important, we all have people in our lives who have sowed into us, thank You God for those people. We have this incredible seed, the hope, the message of Jesus Christ that has been given to us that has life-changing and altering possibilities within our own life. But none of that stuff has power if we halt that with the hardening of our hearts. So I pray today that as we talk about this stuff, that we would allow our hearts to be open to what God has for us and we would pray that God would let us see the intersection of the sower and the seed some to pass in our life. God, let your life changing message take hold of the soil within my heart.

How does it translate for others? We try to share this message with others and we can’t control other soil, we can’t control other parts but what we can do is invest in that soil. We can invest our time and in farmer terms, it would be putting fertilizer and liquid nutrients and watering and doing what we can. So what is the practical application in our lives? I think it is this – building relationships.  It is planting seeds of hope in our family and it is serving those around us and doing what we can in a small way to help this along.

There is also this reminder that this is a process. The growth doesn’t go from seed to a stalk of corn in one fell swoop. It goes through different processes and different stages, so we have to understand that things happen along the way.

I got an email from an NCCer this week who I have been praying with for a number of years about something. He had bought a condo a number of years ago and he got caught up in a scam by the owner. What happened was the owners were taking rent money but then not paying the mortgage and after a while, they were found out and what ensued was a terrible situation of people getting evicted and overwhelming financial debt and just some terrible circumstances. Here’s how he continued the story. Their scandal forced banks to foreclose on the condos, it left many people, including their renters, in a very difficult position. This left him in a very difficult place, wondering how to pay association bills as the only owner left standing. At times, he said he was rather depressed about the matter but he never stopped sowing seed. After a two year trial, all units have sold and he said he could not have picked better neighbors. One of his small groups came over one night and laid hands on my building and prayed mightily over the situation and I knew then that God heard those prayers and that an answer was on the way. He also worked diligently with banks to get condo dues owed to the association and in spite of being told by a few sources not to expect the money, the majority of the funds have been restored. He looked at every act he did to better the building, first as a godly response, but second, sowing seed to reap a harvest. He would sweep the driveway, picking up trash, pulling weeds, planting flowers, sowing seeds. He had been watching miracles the last few months and he said he was grateful to see God come through in a powerful way as only He can. God is faithful, truly He is.

Let me reiterate the application I shared earlier. What is instead of trying to quantify the results, we would measure the investment. What if we started our day by saying, “God, I’ll plant as many seeds as I can.”  And we came home and prayed a prayer of releasing those seeds back to God, saying, “Holy Spirit, I give these things back to you.”

I heard a story last week about a pastor who was leading hundreds of churches in another nation of the world, and God is blessing him personally and blessing him as a pastor. Come to find out, my dad had, years ago, paid for his seminary education, and we never knew this, we would have never known. Ten years ago, my dad died and ten years later, we are still seeing the seed of his investments.  Ten years after he passed away, the seeds that he sowed a long time ago are still sprouting up in the fruit of his ministry and of his heart because he understood this idea. He understood this principle. It is our calling to sow.

So it’s a pretty simple and clear and concise message today. We are not responsible for miracles; we are not responsible for life change; we are not responsible for other people’s decisions and we are not responsible for their salvation.  We are responsible for one simple thing, a very easy thing. It is something my dad did, it’s something this guy did in the story. Opportunities arise in our days, multiple times a day, sow a seed.

God we pray that the simplicity of this message would captivate our hearts today. Lord, we pray that the soil of our hearts would be broken up today. God I ask that we would soften our hearts to your message and to your truth and to your hope and to the seed that has been given to us, that has been planted by others in our lives, that has been planted by a message today. Lord, allow it to take root within us. I also pray God that today we would understand our job in this world, that it is not to be You, that it is not to take growth and spiritual growth from beginning to end but it is simply to plant seeds everyday in our lives, multiple times a day, to find the wind as it is moving and then to plant your seed. Lord allow us to find a new courageous attitude and boldness in this simple fact, that we have been called to plant seed. Give us a new courage today God. We pray secondly that You would give us a new peace today within our own hearts to trust You and to relinquish control and understand that that is not our thing to take over but to release these things to You and we know that You will be faithful to the end of the earth. We pray these things into existence today, in Jesus’ Name, Amen. 

