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Series: Five Ingredients to a Well-Balanced Life
Sermon: Intentional Faith Development

Matthew 13:1-23 
That same day Jesus went out of the house and sat by the lake.  Such large crowds gathered around him that he
got into a boat and sat in it, while all the people stood on the shore.  Then he told them many things in parables,
saying: “A farmer went out to sow his seed.  As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the
birds came and ate it up.  Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly,
because the soil was shallow.  But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because
they had no root.  Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants. 8 Still other seed fell on
good soil, where it produced a crop—a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown.  Whoever has ears, let
them hear.”

The disciples came to him and asked, “Why do you speak to the people in parables?”

He replied, “Because the knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you, but not to
them.  Whoever has will be given more, and they will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what
they have will be taken from them.  This is why I speak to them in parables:

“Though seeing, they do not see; though hearing, they do not hear or understand.”  In them is fulfilled the
prophecy of Isaiah:  ‘You will be ever hearing but never understanding; you will be ever seeing but never
perceiving.  For this people’s heart has become calloused; they hardly hear with their ears, and they have closed
their eyes.  Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts and turn,
and I would heal them.’

But blessed are your eyes because they see, and your ears because they hear.  For truly I tell you, many prophets
and righteous people longed to see what you see but did not see it, and to hear what you hear but did not hear it.

“Listen then to what the parable of the sower means:  When anyone hears the message about the kingdom and
does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what was sown in their heart. This is the seed
sown along the path.  The seed falling on rocky ground refers to someone who hears the word and at once
receives it with joy.  But since they have no root, they last only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes
because of the word, they quickly fall away.  The seed falling among the thorns refers to someone who hears the
word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke the word, making it unfruitful.  But the
seed falling on good soil refers to someone who hears the word and understands it. This is the one who produces
a crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown.”

Sermon
I thought I would make some brownies this morning while we spend some time talking about Intentional Faith
Development. I have an egg, some milk, oil, brownie mix and a bowl in this paper sack. Wouldn't you agree that
I have all the ingredients needed to make an awesome batch of brownies? Me too. What I will do is just let them
sit here and check back at the end of the sermon to see what happens.  By now, you are glad I am married
because you know I would die of starvation if not! It is silly to think that just because all the ingredients are
assembled in a paper sack that brownies will be soon forthcoming. Everyone knows that you have to mix the
eggs, milk, oil and brownie mix together, put them in the oven for a prescribed amount of time and then allow
them to cool prior to consumption. Everyone knows that! Let me suggest however that many times we treat the



faith development of a congregation just like these ingredients in this sack. We know intuitively that all the
ingredients are present to grow us in the likeness of Christ and we simply hope that it will happen. A church
built upon a firm foundation does not leave the faith development of the congregation to chance.

This morning, we begin a sermon series based on a book by Robert Schnase called “Five Practices of Fruitful
Congregations.”  Five things you find in a healthy, vibrant congregation.  I want to expand that horizon,
however, and say that these are five practices that you find in a healthy Christian.  Not just in a church, but
within all of us.  What are five ingredients, if you will, to have a well balanced life?  By coincidence, there are
five Sundays in May.    Our first one is Intentional Faith Development.  That is what I want us to talk about
today.  Being intentional about what we feed out brain.

The father of Methodism, John Wesley, refused to leave faith development to chance. In fact, many believe his
true genius was implementing a small group system that gave people a chance to fellowship, receive teaching,
and be held accountable on a weekly basis. It was through the class meeting, as Mr. Wesley called it, that
believers were bound together around one common purpose: Growing in likeness of Christ. However important
an initial commitment to Christ is, one cannot simply rest upon a one-time experience and not continue to grow.
Sanctification, or growing in Christ, is the true end of the Christian life. And this transpires as we practice
spiritual disciplines and live our life under the shadow of God's teaching.

So how do we as a congregation make sure that we are not just hoping the ingredients comes together and are
rather intentionally putting them together? A look at our passage today will help give us a framework for what
we need to be doing.

Lori read it for us today.  Jesus began teaching by the lake, like he does, and he spoke in parables.  Parables are
stories designed to make you think.  They are part metaphor, part fable, a little bit of irony, a little bit of fun. 
I’m not even going to go into what he said a whole lot today, but just to look at the process.  We get the parable
of the sower sowing seeds.  Four different seeds that fall on four different types of soil.  And if you’re like me, if
you’re in the back, you’d wonder if you heard everything correctly!  Little help here, a little explanation please! 
Later that night, these are the types of questions that the Disciples ask.  Jesus gives them a little more
expository, this is what I’m talking about.  This is how you live it out.  And the Disciples get to figure it out,
which kind of soil are they.

So what do you do with this?

The first things we notice about the passage in Matthew is that Jesus was teaching in the midst of a community
of believers. Groups of people coming together with a common purpose was one of the staples of Jesus' ministry
and can be seen clearly in our passage. They came together to be encouraged by one another, to be challenged by
Jesus' teaching, and to give witness of their faith.  We don’t live in isolation, but in community.  And the early
church would gather - this was a hallmark of the early church - gathering in homes, in the wilderness, in the
catacombs.  They would get together.  Turn to your neighbor and say, “Let’s get together”.

Second thing we see:  Notice that the disciples came to Jesus with a request to illuminate what had just been
spoken to them. Instead of chastise them for being dim-witted, Jesus received their question as an honest
attempt to learn and gave them further explanation. Jesus provided them a smaller, more intimate gathering
where they felt comfortable to ask questions and delve into the depths of the faith together. Ever wonder why
they didn't ask that question during the teaching time? Because they didn't want to look foolish.  I’m like that,
maybe you are too:  It is within these smaller gatherings of disciples where the learning turned from monologue
to a conversation. And within these conversations the mysteries of faith were revealed and begun to be
understood.  We’ve got to ask questions.  Nothing gets our faith journey going like asking questions.  But isn’t
faith about not asking questions?  Of course not.  The number one problem of a church that has all of the



answers is that they don’t allow questions.  I want you to question.  Even Jesus said, Ask, seek, knock.  He
didn’t say, “Shut up, check your brain at the door, don’t grow.”  

A third thing I see is that the truths Jesus was teaching were wonderful in themselves, but they became powerful
when they were being lived out by the disciples. How many times over the next few years did the disciples see
this truth materialize before their eyes. They would soon begin to understand the implications of good soil and
the effects of shallow belief. It would give them some context to better understand people in their congregation
who fell away and those whose faith produced a bountiful harvest. But let me be clear, it was not until these
words were lived out in their lives did it have it's full impact upon them. Merely hearing these words was not
enough. I can't put it any better than the writer of James did in James 1:22-25.

But be sure you live out the message and do not merely listen to it and so deceive yourselves.  For if someone
merely listens to the message and does not live it out, he is like someone who gazes at his own face in a mirror.  
For he gazes at himself and then goes out and immediately forgets what sort of person he was.   But the one who
peers into the perfect law of liberty and fixes his attention there, and does not become a forgetful listener but
one who lives it out – he will be blessed in what he does.

Let me explain how I see these truths translating into what we are doing here at OCUMC. We too have large
gathering where we worship and hear God's word through music, Scripture, prayer, liturgy, and the times of
teaching. Worship is at the heart of what we do and will continue to do. It is the doorway for a majority of
people into a growing relationship with God. We come together to encourage one another, to be challenged by
God's word in all its forms, and we give witness to each other and those around us that we are on a path of
discipleship.

But worship can not be the end of our journey. That is why we are emphasizing the need for people to become
involved in a Sunday School class or some other small group such as the choir, a bible study, the children’s
program, or ministry team.  Maybe in mission with the Hope food Pantry.  Maybe in the women’s ministry or
the men’s ministry.  It is within these groups that you get the chance to go further in your walk. Ask the difficult
questions just as the disciples did in our passage today. It is a chance for us to respond to the needs of others. It
is a chance to know others and become known. It is a further level of intimacy which is not always easy, but
necessary in our journey.

Worship, Sunday School or small group leads us to the next step along the discipleship path which is service.
All the learning in the world, all the discussion, all the intimacy, is useless unless we are being used. And to be
used, we must be open to new experiences and involved in the world around us. That might be through a
ministry here at the church or even more likely a personal ministry you might have outside the church walls such
as Kiwanis, Rotary, PTA, and many others.

A healthy church is intentional about what it does.  A healthy person is intentional about what they do.  Let me
close this morning with a short story:

A Cherokee elder was teaching his children about life. “A fight is going on inside me,” he said to them. “It is a
terrible fight and it is between two wolves. One is evil – he is anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-
pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego.” He continued, “The other is good – he
is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion, and
faith. The same fight is going on inside you – and inside every other person, too.”

The grandchildren thought about it and after a minute one of them asked, “Which wolf will win?”

The elder simply replied, “The one you that you feed.”



This morning, ask yourself, how are you feeding your faith?  With intentionality, or just a hope that somehow it
will all come together.

<Communion>


