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Matthew 13:10-17

Echo Hill Presbyterian Church

Becoming a people: Listening

(Slide #1)

Text: This morning I will be using a paraphrased version of Matthew 13:10-17 from Eugene Peterson’s The Message.  Paraphrases differ from our normal translations – like the New Revised Standard Version – or the Revised Standard Version – or the New International Version – or the King James Version – in that they not only seek to translate scripture from its original sources and languages – but they also interpret their translations seeking to help us – the modern or maybe better stated post-modern listener – to understand the essence of that scripture more clearly.   

For example where the NRSV has the disciples asking Jesus “Why do you speak in parables?”

Peterson has the disciples asking Jesus, “Why do you tell stories?”

Where the NRSV says, “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been given.”
Peterson says, “You have been given insights into God’s kingdom.  You know how it works.  Not everybody has this gift, this insight; it hasn’t been given to them.”
I guess what most paraphrases seek to do is exactly what Jesus is trying to do in our text this morning – that is connect with his listeners in such a way that they are made open to the transforming work of God in Jesus Christ through the power of his Spirit. 

In our text this morning Jesus is preaching and teaching up around the Sea of Galilee.  His message Matthew tells us at the beginning of his Gospel is the Good News about the Kingdom – the Kingdom of God that has come near. 

The crowds are coming – because they have heard about Jesus – about his ability to heal – and as they come they are also being moved by his teaching – by this vision of this kingdom – this kingdom of heaven that has come near. 

Just before our text – Jesus tells the parable – the story of the sower to the crowds.  ‘A sower went out to sow.’  It begins.  Seeds – seeds that falls on the hard path and are eaten by the birds.  Seeds that falls on the rocky ground – grow up a bit – until the rain falls and they begin to wither.  Seeds – that find their way in among the weeds – where the weeds grow up around the seeds – choking the very life from them.  And finally there are the seeds that find their way to good soil and they bear fruit – abundant – life giving fruit.

It is in response to this parable – this story – that Jesus’ disciples ask the question about why Jesus tells stories.

Let us pray

Read Scripture (Slide #2 and #3 – with the Scripture on them.)

Sermon (Slide #4)

For over a year now the session – the leadership of this church – has been working on a vision.  

What is a vision?  Well most simply – it is a compelling image that moves individuals or groups of people into the future – in a purposefully and intentional way. 

In the early 60s John F. Kennedy gave this nation a vision of putting a man on the moon by the end of the decade.  That is a vision.  The couple that dreams of going away to a tropical place when the snow is flying her in Iowa – driven by that vision – begin putting money in the bank to make that dream a reality.  That is the power of a compelling vision.   

We have had a vision of unioning two congregations and moving to a new place. – And here we are.  And it is great to be here but now what – what is it that we are called ‘to be’ and what is it that we are called ‘to do’.  These things are the purpose of a vision – this compelling image of the future that moves us intentional and purposefully into the future. 

Jesus gave his followers a compelling vision to lead them forward into the future. This vision is a vision of the ‘kingdom of heaven’ (in Matthew’s gospel and the ‘kingdom of God’ in Mark and Luke’s gospel).  In fact early in Matthew’s gospel he is quick to tell us that Jesus has come to proclaim the ‘Good News of the Kingdom of Heaven.’

This ‘kingdom of heaven’ is kingdom that transcends heaven and earth – this kingdom that is not so much a place as a way of being - this kingdom that is now – but not yet.  This vision of a kingdom - will give birth to a community of people – people whose lives will be centered around Jesus. 

The vision that Jesus gives – is that of the ‘kingdom of heaven’:

· Of people - the poor in spirit, those who mourn, the meek, those who hunger and thirst for rightness, the merciful, the pure in heart, the peacemaker, those persecuted for right living – who find the blessings of satisfaction, comfort, justice - in uncommon ways. 

This kingdom vision that Jesus shares – is made up of people living not just in obedience to the letter of some law – but according to the law of love – the law of love that calls out of the selfishness of ourselves - the law of love that calls for compassion (mercy), for understanding (judgment), for forgiveness (reconciliation), for generosity.

This kingdom vision Jesus shares – it redefines religious practice as something that is done so that ‘others’ will think well of us – to something that will edify our relationship with our God in Jesus Christ – a way of being with Jesus that we grow us and cause us to bear much fruit. 

It is a compelling vision that Jesus cast – the kingdom – the Way of living – the Jesus way – that calls people out of their anxiousness and calls them to live like their lives depended on God.  This kingdom – is like a precious treasure – it is like a pearl of great value – where upon finding it people are compelled to leave behind that which has defined their lives and their living in order that they might possess it.  

This vision that Jesus casts is so compelling – that people – for almost 2 millennium have been living into this vision of the kingdom.
In his book Finding Our Way Again: The Return of The Ancient Practices – Brian McLaren says: 

You can construct a great way… a path, a road, hallway, a passage … but unless it leads to the right destination, what good is it? 

He then goes on to shares this story.

A few years ago I met a missionary disillusioned by this question after three decades of sacrificial and faithful ministry in a developing nation.

 




“We achieved every goal we set out to achieve,” he said.

When he and his wife had first arrived, there were few churches, no major seminaries, no Christian media, and a low percentage of Protestant Christians. 

When he retired, Protestants were in the majority, churches were multiplying at an amazing rate, many seminaries had developed, and there were many Christian radio stations, TV programs, and bookstores. But there were realities that contradicted the scenario of success.

“Meanwhile,” he said, “every indicator of social health has plummeted. HIV/AIDS is running rampant. Unemployment and corruption are the norm. The sex industry is exploding. Poverty has skyrocketed. Tribal distrust and hatred simmer beneath the surface of every intertribal social grouping. The cities are filthy and crime-ridden, and the countryside had suffered as people have abandoned their farms for city life. The land itself is uglier that it was when we came. So,” he said looking down at his hands in a kind of mournful way, “I didn’t retire with a great sense of satisfaction. I feel we climbed the ladder to the top, but the ladder was leaning against the wrong building.” 

Jesus gave his followers a vision that captivated not only their minds but their hearts – a vision of a kingdom – a reality – where peace, justice, and compassion – were the norm and not the rule.  

We – this community – live in this tradition – this tradition of people whom have been captured by Jesus – by this vision of the kingdom. -- Yet the vision is so broad – (if I were to ask 100 people what is meant by the Jesus proclamation of ‘kingdom of heaven’ I bet I would get about that many answers) that it is really hard to embrace it in its fullness. 

So what we have been trying to do – over the course of this last year is to articulate – a vision – that will be compelling to us – that would help us focus – on our part of this kingdom reality.   

· This vision is a vision for a community of Christians – Jesus people – welcoming all kinds of different people.  It is a diverse community – diverse in age, in abilities, in thought, in color, in culture.   
· It is a community committed to caring for each other, caring for the larger community, caring for all of God’s creations.  A community defined by love and compassion put into action in service. 

·  It is a community committed to growing in our knowledge and love of Jesus Christ – committed to growing as we share with one another – as we tell our Jesus stories. 

· It is a vision of a community that is known as generous.  Where people joyfully give of the abundance of all God has given them. 

 I think our vision is a good vision – but the question for us is not if our vision is a good one or not.  But the question for us this morning is how do we know if it is our vision – or if it is God’s vision for us?  Are we the blockheads with fingers in our ears – eyes screwed shut – not looking – not listening – so that we really don’t have to deal with the hard truth of living as kingdom people? 

How do we tell?

First does our vision reflect the person of Jesus Christ?  Does it bear witness to who Jesus is and who Jesus calls us to be?   I would answer, Yes!

Jesus welcomed people from outside the mainstream of the culture – he welcomed the marginalized and the outcast – he ate with sinners – touched lepers – talked with Samaritans – welcomed children. 

Jesus didn’t just welcome people but he cared for them – food when they were hunger – healing when they were sick – forgiveness when they were sin-sick – inclusion when they were excluded.

Jesus cared enough that he refused to allow people – their lives – their thoughts and actions to remain stagnate – he called them to grow – to grow in ways which would reflect the kingdom.

Jesus was generous – his generosity was not measured in the ways he gave small parts of himself but in the ways he gave all of himself – giving his life – going to a cross – the love of God – demonstrated – generous. 

Jesus says that he tells stories so that people might be ‘receptive’ – open to what the ‘Kingdom of heaven’ is like. 

Don’t Jesus’ stories challenge us – stretch us to be more than we ever thought we could be – to do more than we ever thought we could do?   Come and follow.  Go and do.

Let me say this – that regardless of how well intended our vision – there is a great danger for us to take our vision and to domesticated – have it serve our purposes instead of letting it guide us as we seek to serve our servant Lord – as we seek to live into and bring about the reality of the Kingdom. 

Jesus says to us today that he tells stories so that people might be receptive – open to what the Kingdom of heaven is like.   So all of us will need to be telling the Jesus stories – the ones we find in scripture. Yes!  But also the stories of our own encounters with Jesus. 

We will need to take the time – to listen to Jesus stories.  We will need to listen to these stories – with openness – without preconceptions and misconceptions – wrapped tightly around our eyes.

(We have done that in the past you know – molded Jesus’ stories to fit our purpose.)

We will have to look at these stories – for the amazing capacity of Jesus – to love – to be with people that aren’t very comfortable to be with – to challenge those who claim to hold the truth.

