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Passages:
Matthew 13:1-8, 18-23
Idea:
We will have heavenly souls in earthly bodies.
Subject:
Spiritual formation:  cultivating, planting, weeding, pruning, nurturing
Title:
Blooming Souls:  “Cultivating for Christlikeness”; JJB, SPUC, 11 Feb 07
I learned an interesting lesson about growth this past week.  I stopped by VBS Nursery (the kind of nursery where plants and trees are grown and sold), and I spoke with my friend there about buying two plants to put in the large pots outside (that currently con​tain rather bare bushes that are far past their prime).  He suggested several trees for me to consider – olive trees, bay laurel trees, orange trees, even lemon trees.  But I said to him that I didn’t want to buy anything that would grow so large that they would split their pots (instead of their pants () and would drop even more messy fruit upon our walkway and stairs.  Then he told me something that may be obvious to you, but to me it was a thought-provoking and significant lesson.  He said, “Don’t worry, these trees would only grow as big as their pots allow.”  In other words, the pots that contain the trees largely determine how big they will grow.
This is evidently a truth that applies, at least to some degree, in the animal kingdom as well.  For example, I also learned this past week that miniature sharks – the kind that you see from time to time in aquariums – were developed simply by decreasing their living areas in which their newborns are placed.  Sharks will only grow as big as their living environment will comfortably allow them to grow.  That means you can have a fully matured hammerhead shark … that is only six inches long!
I wonder if the same truth doesn’t also apply, somehow, to the human soul….
Last week we talked about why our lives need spiritual gardening, and I told you about an expert landscaper who said, “If there’s no gardener, then there’s no garden!”  And in my sermon I stressed the point that souls bloom only in well-gardened lives.  Such spiritual gardening, I said, requires the kinds of activities that regular gardening requires:  cultivating, planting, weeding, pruning, and nurturing.  We are going to consider more deeply each of these activities in turn, and today we are go​ing to focus upon cultivation.
When I talk about cultivation in a spiritual sense, I am referring to the activity of pre​paring our spirits or souls (I’m using the words ‘spirit’ & ‘soul’ interchangeably here – as the animating aspect of our lives; i.e., not our material bodies) to properly receive the seed, or life-giving Word, of God.  When a field is cul​tivated, or tilled, it is broken up, and opened up, so that the seed and the soil can have good contact.  The picture on the front of the bulletin is of a well-tilled field.  You can ima​gine seeds falling and nestling into the many deep grooves on that field, taking root, and in time producing a whole field full of crops.  In a figurative sense, the same is true of our souls.  There are specific ways in which we can prepare the soil of our souls, so to speak, to have good contact and fruitful results with the eternally enlivening Word and Spirit of God.
As a preacher, I can often look out upon a congregation such as yourselves and get a pretty good idea of the condition of the soil of your lives by the appearance of your faces and your general body language.  You may not believe that, but it’s true.  For ex​ample, a few Sundays ago I preached in two different churches in suburbs of London.  The second congregation was very small, and I was very close to the people.  Not only that, but I was so familiar with the content of my sermon that I hardly had to look down at my notes at all.  So throughout my sermon I studied the people.  One woman was a paid musician whom I could tell, along with her husband, would not have been there if she had not been getting paid.  Both she and he had very little interest in what I had to say – the soil of their lives, I perceived, was exceptionally hard and crusty.  The seed of God’s Word and Spirit had very little chance, it seemed clear to me, to enter their lives.  But right in front of them was a young couple, who had also attended the morning service and listened with great interest, and here they were, listening to the same mes​sage again, quite visibly soaking in every word I spoke.  They were the epitome of well-tilled, hungry, thirsty soil, being satisfied & satiated with the seed & sustenance of God’s Spirit and Scripture.  So, the condition of the soil of our souls is reflected, to some degree, in our dispositions and in our attitudes toward God and his Word.
Jesus in our passage today talks about four different conditions of soil.  Specifically, he tells a fictional but nevertheless truth-bearing story about three unfruitful kinds of soil, and one fruitful kind of soil.  Jesus uses the story to communicate to his listeners (and to us readers) three important points:  1) Like the sower in the parable, God gen​erously scatters the Good News of salvation (literally, ‘the word of the kingdom’) among all kinds of people.  This first point of the parable is truer today than it has ever been before; God’s Word is being proclaimed more widely and generously than it ever has before in history.  Matthew 24:14 is more closely fulfilled today than it ever has been before:  there it says “This gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations … and then the end will come.”
Get ready for the end, Friends.

2) Like the three kinds of unfruitful soil, many people will respond to God’s Word will less than saving faith.  We could take time to carefully consider the distinctiveness of each of those three kinds of unfruitful soil today, but my purpose is to focus upon the fruitful soil.  So, let’s move on to the third and final point of this parable.

3) Like the fruitful soil, some people will respond to God’s Word with saving faith, which will yield not only obedience & perseverance, but also an abundance of love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.
The question that came to mind as I reflected upon this parable yesterday was how does one make good soil in their souls?  How does one prepare fruitful soil for the Word of God?  In the time that remains, I would like to offer a fivefold answer to this question – and, if you’d like, you can think of the five parts of this answer as the five blades of a tiller that is designed to cultivate, or to plow up, the soil of a field.  And I’ll tell you even now that the five blades of this tiller represent five aspects of our person​ality:  our intelligence, our will, our emotions, our morality, and our relations – all these aspects of our personalities can and should significantly contribute to the preparation of our souls for God and his Word.
First, intellectually we must know God personally as well as propositionally.  We must approach God with a mind that seeks not only to learn about God, but also seeks – hungers – to know God as a friend.  This is what God wants, and this is what makes God’s Word truly fruitful in our minds.  Propositional knowledge of God is a knowledge that focuses on a set of doctrinal truths … this, unfortunately, is a common over-em​phasis of the church today.  We must be passionate both to know God personally and to know God propositionally – you cannot rightly emphasize one without the other.
Second, willfully we must work God’s Word into the bone and blood of our being.  A wishy-washy approach to God’s Word will certainly not make it fruitful in our lives.  If these passages in the order of service are the only parts of God’s Word that you ever read – if you rarely or never take time to read and reflect upon God’s Word during the week, then that’s a pretty good indication that you are weak-willed with respect to God’s Word.  However, when your will, or volition, really kicks in with respect to the seed and the Spirit of God, then you will regular hunger for time with God and his Word as your stomach regularly hungers for food and drink.  And, as a result, God’s Word in your life will quite literally burst forth with fruitfulness.
Third, emotionally we must develop love for and devotion to God and his will.  If your field of emotions is anything like mine, there are emotional ‘rocks’ such as rage, jea​lousy, and lust.  Such un-Christlike emotions get in the way of the development of love for and loyalty to God.  Such emotional ‘rocks’ may be too unmanageable for us to remove, but God can help us and give us success.  Though it may be a very gradual process, God is able to empower us to get rid of such spiritually stunting emotions.
Fourth, morally we must have a firm commitment to God’s commands, to our God-given cons​ciences, and to the freedom God gives from legalistic rules.  What drives this vitally important moral commitment to God’s commands, to our consciences, and to true freedom?  Nothing other than love for God, and a willingness to let him be who he is in our lives.  When we choose to let God be God and to honor him as such, then our obedience to him becomes an expression of love for him!  Not only that, but our obedience to his commands yields a sense of freedom … freedom from the anguish and bondage to sin that our hearts experience when we are separated from him!  He’s not interested in our legalistic and low-spirited obedience to a long list of rules, but he desires that we love him with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength; and that we love our neighbors as ourselves.  Such love for God and our neighbors prepares for God the soil of our souls perhaps more than anything else.

And this leads us to the fifth and final way:  relationally we must aim to develop satis​fying interpersonal connectedness with God and with people.  Contemporary Western Christianity has become more infected with expressions of individualism than ever before in history.  Not only that, but all that God graciously offers has been tailored to our needs & wants far more than we have been transformed and conformed to Christ.  But, dear Friends, the human soul withers when one is self-absorbed.  Did you know that our souls have tremendous abilities to expand?  Our souls are capable of inter​connecting not only with the souls of people in our own local community, but also with the souls of people on the other side of the globe!  What’s more, our souls can reach into heaven and interconnect with the soul of God himself – our souls can do that!  But one of the saddest facts is that the souls of so many people have shrunk to contain little more than themselves.  Such souls become like a wilted flower in a puny pot.
A couple weekends ago I was in Groningen, Netherlands, way up in the northern part of that country, where all my ancestors came from.  A distant relative, whom I had just met for the first time, was driving me around, showing me sights that related to my grandparents and to those who preceded them.  No less than three times, this relative of mine, named Bert, slowed down the car and pointed out the window and said, “Would you look at that, isn’t that beautiful?  That’s one of my favorite sights of all!”  Would anyone like to try and guess what he was pointing at?  Newly cultivated fields.  The soil there had much more clay in it that the soil in the picture on the front of the bulletin, but that clayish soil is wonderful, he said, for such crops as potatoes.  And there, before us, were not just a dozen or so dönüms, but hundreds of acres of beauti​fully tilled land, eagerly waiting, so it seemed, for fresh seed to be laid in its grooves.
Is that what your soul is like?  Is your soul spacious and bountiful?  Or is your soul potted and barren?  God did not save us and recreate us, you know, so that we might be spiritually unfruitful, or even so that we might produce ‘bonsai’ fruit of the Spirit:  itty-bitty productions of love, joy, peace, and the like.  No!  God wants to produce won​ders of the Spirit through our lives!  But in order for him to do that, five blades of pre​paration must be working on the soil of our souls:  intellectually, we must strive to know God personally as well as propositionally; volitionally, we must strive to harmo​nize our will with His Will; emotionally, we must get rid of such ‘rocks’ as rage, jealou​sy, and lust and develop sincere love for God and devotion to him; morally, we must honor God as God and lovingly obey him; and relationally, we must strive to interact deeply with both God and people, interconnecting our souls with theirs.  If we do these things, then our souls, believe it or not, will be far, far bigger and more bountiful than the feeble bodies that contain them:  we will have heavenly souls in earthly bodies.
