
SEEDS OF HOPE

2 Corinthians 5:14-17

Mark 4:26-34

Paul tells those new Christians in Corinth, Greece, and he tells us in Vienna, Virginia, “So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!” (2 Corinthians 5:17)

I don’t know about you, but for me and my family, everything has become new! We have a new address, a new house (really an old house that Larry and Jean Matthews own), new grocery stores, new school, new friends, new office, new staff associates, new traffic congestion. Everything seems to be new for us here in Vienna. 

And so much is new for you: new pastor, new senior pastor’s family, new ways of speaking and relating, new beginnings for Vienna Baptist Church. New is not always better, but new sure is different from the old. Paul says, “Everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!” Well, everything old has not passed away around here. And all of the old does not need to pass away because Vienna Baptist Church needs to conserve some of the past to help us walk into the future.
As exciting as scary as the new is for us, though, that’s not what Paul is talking about. We change locations, change patterns, change jobs, change family structures. The new and change are just part of life. Paul, however, begins with that important phrase “in Christ”:  “So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!”
Paul uses this phrase “in Christ” because he believes this is the core teaching that Jesus passed on to him. To be a Christian is not about signing a list of good principles. To be a Christian is not living a good, moral life. To be a Christian is not to attend church services regularly. To be a Christian does not mean that Christ is in me as a separate room in the house which I call “my life.” Paul emphasizes that to be a Christian means that we are “in Christ.” And to be “in Christ” means that what I call “my life” is not really “my house” but it is “Christ’s house” and my goal is to allow the Gracious Host to help me live as a person in that house is expected to live. To be “in Christ” is to be part of Christ’s family and Christ intends to train us on how to live as a family member.

Now you know why Paul uses such hyperbole about new creation, about everything else passing away, about everything becoming new. If you are in Christ, you are a new creation—a new creature: everything old has indeed passed away; see, everything (and I mean everything) has become new!


How do we explain this newness which comes with being “in Christ?”  With what can we compare the way God works in our lives and in the world?
 Please open your Bible to Mark 4. Jesus says in Mark 4 that God works in our lives and in the world much like a seed grows. Earlier in this chapter Jesus tells the first of the three seed parables and explains the parable of the sower and the four types of soil by saying, “The sower sows the word” (4:14). Jesus says that God is like a sower who scatters everywhere (and I mean everywhere) the Divine word which takes root in different types of soils/persons. Some who receive the word from God are like a beaten path where the seed never breaks through and never takes root. Others are like the rocky ground where the seed begins to take root but withers when the scorching sun hits them. Still others are like the soil that has thorn bushes that choke the young plant. But some of God’s word falls into good soil and yields abundant crops. These are the ones who hear the word and accept it and bear fruit, thirty and sixty and a hundredfold (4:20). 

Here in verse 26, however, the one who scatters seed is not God; for here we are the scatterers of the word: “The kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground, and would sleep and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he does not know how.” 

When I was about ten years old I had my first garden. It was a small plot about four feet by ten feet. I prepared the soil, went to the seed store for the packets of seed, placed the seed in neat rows (that compulsion for order and structure began very early in my life), marked the rows with little pouches attached to sticks, and then watered the ground. I couldn’t wait for the day when my mother would serve tomatoes and green beans and lima beans from my garden. I couldn’t wait!


But waiting is exactly what I had to do. I waited . . . and waited. Finally single sprouts began to emerge in the rows. I was amazed. I wanted to pull them up and look at them to see how it all worked and then put them back in the ground so they could grow some more. You know, of course, that examining how seeds grow in the ground kills the young sprouts. So I waited and wondered. 


“The seed would sprout and grow, he does not know how,” Jesus says. For all of our sophistication and biological knowledge, I am still amazed at the miracle of life that comes from the seed in the good soil. We just don’t know how the seed grows. It is a miracle. So how does God work in our lives and in the world? The seed of the word of God is growing silently in the ground of our lives and we don’t know how it works. We do know, however, that the seed of the word of God is growing in us. 


Jesus also said, “With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable will we use for it? It is like a mustard seed . . . .” (4:30-31). Our faithful office staff has attached a mustard seed to your bulletin this morning. It’s a small seed. In this parable Jesus says, a mustard seed . . . is the smallest of all the seeds on earth.” (4:31). Well that’s not exactly accurate. If you study botany you discover other seeds and spores much smaller than the mustard seed. This is not a botany lecture! Jesus is speaking a proverb common to his time, for if you wanted to call something small in the Middle East, you compared it to a mustard seed. It is small, isn’t it?


Jesus says God is like a mustard seed. In other words, the work of God seems very small and insignificant. The seed (and God’s work) is so small that if you are not paying attention you just might miss it. Did you hear what I just said? If you don’t look you just might miss it. 

“Yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade” (4:32). A mustard plant can grow quite large so that birds--probably very small birds--can make nests in its branches. A mustard shrub can be big. How big is it? (I know that’s what you are asking.) In the Broadman Bible Commentary Henry Turlington suggests that some mustard plants can grow as high as twelve feet. The large mustard shrub grows from the small seed that you have taped on your bulletin. 


All my life I have heard my father refer to a few trees in his orange grove as seedlings. They are 40 feet tall and are seedlings because they come from a small seed of an orange. Today most fruit trees don’t come from seeds but are budded and grafted onto root stock. When my Dad’s family moved in 1922 to that orange grove in central Florida, the trees were 40 years old then. That was 84 years ago. I encourage you to look at the pine, oak or maple trees around you this week and think about how God works. They came from small seeds. Jesus reminds us that it is a miracle that a sprout can burst from a seed in the ground and a miracle that such a small seed can yield such a large shrub or tree. And Jesus tells us that if we don’t look we just might miss the miracle.

What is it like to be “in Christ”? God is like a seed that can grow into a large shrub. God is like silent, steady growth that is not observable until it comes to harvest. When we think of how God works, we don’t need to think in terms of front-page news in the paper. God is not like what we consider power in our world-- big kingdoms, important political rulers, dictators that require complete obedience, giant corporations that rule cities and countries, or military guns and planes that destroy whole landscapes.


God is like a small seed that grows quietly but faithfully in the ground.  One day I received a letter from a mother whose daughter was in our preschool. They attended another faith community in the area. The preschool daughter was suffering from a brain tumor. The mother wrote, “When you visited us in the hospital and asked us to join hands around the bed and pray, my heart melted.” She said her skepticism and anger changed to heart-felt prayers which she began to offer every day. It was just a few minutes in a hospital room. It was just a small mustard seed. 


In your life God is like a seed. ”I think I’ll write a letter to my congressman and senator.” I’m going to stop doing that destructive action.” I’m going to pray for a few minutes every day.” “I’m going to help with that mission project.” I will try to be nice to that person who really bugs me!” “I’m going to make a pledge to the VBC mission budget.” “I’m going to join VBC today.” Small mustard seeds all. 

I want to say this very clearly: You and I do not build the kingdom of God. We do not build the church. We do not make ourselves grow as followers of Christ. We--individually and as a corporate body of believers—are God’s seed scatterers who watch where the mustard seed falls and begins to grow. We take no credit for the growth except to say “thanks” that we have been invited to be part of the abundant process of life.  And we are blessed when the mustard plant becomes large enough for birds to rest in its shelter. How? We do not know! It’s a miracle. So take this mustard seed today as a reminder of what God is already doing in your life and in Vienna Baptist Church. “So if you are in Christ, you are a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become new!”
Hymn 517:  Love Divine, All Loves Excelling
Robert E. Albritton, Ph.D.

Vienna Baptist Church

Vienna, Virginia
June 18, 2006
SEEDS OF HOPE

“So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: 

everything old has passed away; 
see, everything has become new!”

New beginnings

In Christ

Open Bible to Mark 4

Four soils

He just doesn’t know (my garden)

Mustard seed (on bulletin)—smallest

Mustard shrubs and size

Seedling trees

In Christ—not large but small

Letter from mother

Small acts

We do not build

Mustard seed-take home

“So if you are in Christ, you are a new creation:

 everything old has passed away;
 see, everything has become new!”

Page 


