8

Northwest Community Evangelical Free Church

(February 18, 2018)

Dave Smith

Sermon manuscript

Sermon Series: Next Steps

Impact Disproportionate to Size
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(The beautiful power of small)

(Luke 13:18-21; Judges 7, more!)
Introduction: Turtles on fence posts…


After serving in the US Coast Guard for twenty years, Alex Haley retired and spent the remainder of his life as a writer. Haley authored several influential works and his writing career was a roaring success. 

Chief among his influential books was one he wrote in 1976, Roots, which followed the story of his own family in America back, through a terrible experience of slavery, to its African “roots.”


Haley was a great success as a writer, but he didn’t let that success go to his head. He recognized that teachers and mentors and publishers had helped him accomplish what he could never have done on his own.

Giving credit where credit was due, he once said, “If you see a turtle sitting on top of a fence post, you know he had help.”

The top of a fence post is a really nice place to be, but no turtle gets there on his own. And it is only right for the turtle to acknowledge the one who put him where he could never have climbed without help.

So, good morning, to you, my fellow turtles. We here today revel in the fence post where God has placed us.
Turtles and eternal life…


We are forgiven of all our sins. We are children of God. We are bound for glory. We’re sitting on top of a lofty, spiritual fence post - and we sure couldn’t have gotten here by our own efforts.


We are forgiven, justified, and adopted into God’s family as a gift of grace for having done nothing more than tell God, “I need what only You can provide. I’m trusting Jesus alone for eternal life.”

And having believed in Jesus, God plopped you down on top of a fence post of blessing. We were saved by God’s amazing grace.

Every faith tradition I can think of, every religion I have ever studied - except Christianity - requires that the person who has eternal life must do something to earn it.

In these systems, salvation is a partnership between the person and God that allows the person to boast, “Look at what I did!”

Our faith doesn’t allow boasting. Jesus did it all. Our part was the anti-work of belief. And that arrangement not only keeps us from boasting. It makes God look as glorious and gracious, as loving and just, as He really is.


And it turns out that the way God arranged our eternal salvation helps us see how He works, generally. 

Turtles and the ways of God…


Yes. He welcomes us into partnership with what He is doing in the world. But it’s God who ultimately effects change. We work, but He changes hearts, brings conviction, sets spirits free.


He is the Catalyst who works change - and He doesn’t do His work the way we might expect Him to.

Today I am giving the final installment in the series of messages that Jeff and I have brought that focus on our church’s mission and vision. Today’s message explores some of the surprising ways of God.

This morning, we’ll start small. But then, we’ll end small, too. Today is my “small is beautiful” sermon.

We’re zeroing in on what is a big part of the vision for our church. It also happens to be a big part of God’s message to His people through the ages. (It turns out that the omnipotent God of all creation loves working small.)

Specifically, He loves to do great, big works through small, seemingly insignificant people and things, so that when the big thing is done, everybody will see that the power came from Him.

Our kickoff takes us to Luke, chapter 13, where Jesus gives a couple of parables that champion the beauty of small. 

Truth be told, the whole Bible is full of examples of the beauty of small. Sometimes, as what we’re about to see, the Bible highlights that something that begins small can grow to be surprisingly large.

Small Things that Grow Surprisingly Large (Luke 13:18-19)


[18] So He was saying, “What is the kingdom of God like, and to what shall I compare it? [19] “It is like a mustard seed, which a man took and threw into his own garden; and it grew and became a tree, and THE BIRDS OF THE AIR NESTED IN ITS BRANCHES.”
The Parable as Story


The elements of this parable are simple. There is a gardener. He sows seed into his garden plot.
 And, there is the seed.


The seed that the gardener sowed was the mustard seed, a very small seed. However, the mustard plant grows to be very substantial.


In the Middle East, the mustard plant can grow to ten feet in height. You’d never expect that such a tiny seed could produce a plant of that size.


And then there are the parable’s birds. Normally, birds aren’t much appreciated in gardens. But here, they perch on the solid branches of the mustard tree, which holds them and protects them.


That’s the story. But it’s more than a story. The story of the mustard’s seed growth from tiny to tall is a sermon about the expansion of God’s kingdom.

The Parable as Sermon


The kingdom of God ends BIG! (but it starts SMALL)

Jesus told this parable in the days of Caesar. The Roman Empire was at the height of its power and everything Rome did was big. The people to whom Jesus was telling this story knew Rome’s grandiosity.


And Jesus affirms that the end of the story is an enormous kingdom that will dwarf Rome. 


But the point of the parable isn’t how big God’s kingdom gets. The point is how embarrassingly small it is when it begins.


That is the way of the kingdom of God.


Who would have ever thought that Jesus…


I mean, who would have ever thought that Jesus of Nazareth would end up being the most significant Person to have ever lived?

He grew up in the backwoods province of Galilee and didn’t appear in public until age thirty. He taught for about three years, mostly in the rural villages of an oppressed people.


He rarely went to the big city of Jerusalem and He never went to the larger Roman cities of Tiberias or Sepphoris, where most people went who wanted to make names for themselves.


He performed miracles, but mostly in out-of-the-way villages. He stayed away the limelight. He made a few converts, most of whom were poor and uneducated and very few of whom were wealthy or well-connected.


He made enemies of the rich and powerful, was arrested, condemned, and then died the shameful death of crucifixion, having been rejected by His own people. Talk about small beginnings!

Yet today, hundreds of millions of people around the world give their whole-hearted allegiance to Jesus, the living Lord.


People observing the obscure life of Jesus and who saw His puny beginnings would have never dreamed that they were seeing the start of something big.


The story of the mustard seed is that God takes the small, the apparently trivial, and turns it into something weighty.


He did it with Jesus, and He loves to do the same through you, today.

Who would have ever thought that you…


Who would have ever thought that the small act of praying for your friend when she tells you her struggle - in the moment - would result in her renewed energy, hope, and joy?

Who would have ever thought that your patient love for your wife or your love for your husband would eventually, over time, convince them of God’s love for them? Who could have dreamed that God would open their heart to His grace through your love?


Who would have ever thought that something small like your regular time of reflectively meditating on the truths found in the Bible would produce character that honors Jesus?


Who would have ever thought that your painful past or your poor decisions would be redeemed to become exactly what God uses to bring healing to others?


God can grow your mustard seed-sized act of love or your quiet word about Jesus and even your pain into something glorious. That’s His kingdom way and that’s the parable of the mustard seed.


The prophet Zechariah told the Jews of his day (which was a very challenging time in Jewish history, by the way), [4:10] “Do not despise these small beginnings…” (ESV)

An act may seem trivial and mundane, but God may just use that act to advance His kingdom. A person may have an entirely inauspicious start, but by God’s grace, may have a great and glorious God-honoring end.


Jesus’ next parable highlights another facet of the beauty of small.
Small Things That Have Surprising Impact (Luke 13:20-21) 


[20] And again He said, “To what shall I compare the kingdom of God? [21] “It is like leaven, which a woman took and hid in three pecks of flour until it was all leavened.”
The Parable as Story


In this mini-parable, a woman
 prepares a very large lump of dough, enough to feed a crowd of a hundred people. But the lump is not leavened. It just sat there. It needed leaven/yeast.


So, the woman “hid” leaven in the dough, leaving the leaven to work its way through the whole lump overnight.


Nobody saw the leaven at work because leaven works invisibly, imperceptibly, unobtrusively. She leavens the lump, goes to bed, and in the morning - voila! - BREAD!


Jesus says that the kingdom of God makes impact as it permeates families, circles of friends, and whole societies just like leaven works its way into a lump of dough.

The Parable as Sermon


Kingdom progress is unobtrusive


Leaven doesn’t draw attention to itself. It works behind the scenes, in the shadows. And that, by and large, is how God’s kingdom works and how it advances.


Now don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful for the Billy Grahams of the world who do evangelism on a world-wide scale.


I’m grateful for large conferences, like the Challenge Conference our young people will attend this summer and for conferences many of us have attended where we stand on the mountain-top and worship God together with thousands.


I’m grateful for large gatherings of Christians on Sunday mornings - and large is relative.


In San Antonio, “large” is thousands, but in many places “large” is hundreds. And in some places “large” is dozens. But it’s a good thing when large numbers come together to learn and to be inspired.


The truth, though, is that most of the soul-shaking, life-changing kingdom of God work done in people’s hearts is done small.


God breaks though when a few friends get real with each other, or in a one-on-one setting, or when He touches a soul, personally, in a moment of prayerful reflection.


This is the pattern of God’s kingdom advance. Quiet. Unflashy.


This, too, is the story of Jesus. He was born in an obscure Bethlehem stables and died on a dark Friday afternoon. God prefers to advance His kingdom under the radar, away from the spotlight.


Behind those who lead from up front, God works behind the scenes. He even works behind those who work behind the scenes.


The Kingdom of God advances silently. But its progress is undeniable.


Kingdom impact is undeniable


At the end of time, God will reign as the recognized king over all. In the end, God wins.


That’s part of the message of the parable of the leaven. In the end, the whole lump will be leavened.

But I think Jesus also wants us to take away from this parable a confidence that when we leaven our world with the Gospel, we are dealing with something earth-shaking. Like leaven, the Gospel, your service, love in Jesus’ Name is powerful.

No. I can’t guarantee that your every effort to share Jesus will result in a friend’s salvation. But, when you spread the leaven of the Gospel, there will be an impact, for good.


Rest in that. Trust that. Your faithful leavening almost certainly won’t have the exact impact you imagine. But it won’t just sit there. It’ll do something.

God will use your leavening love and service in ways you would never have dreamed to change you or to change your friend, to spark opposition or to bring about softening. The leaven of living for Jesus is a catalyst that sparks change.

So, mustard seeds are small and grow big. Leaven is tiny and accomplishes great things. These are the ways of God. He uses the small to accomplish big stuff, confounding the way of this world.


He uses small people, too. For Exhibit A, I present the amazing story of Gideon.

Small Things That Win Surprising Victories

Gideon’s Army (Judges 7)


Gideon was a judge over Israel who was given a special assignment from God to deliver the Jews from their enemies, the Midianites.


When Gideon told the men of Israel that they were going to war against Midian, they were more than happy to follow him into battle.


Thirty-two thousand responded, ready and willing to fight. That number represented a good response and would have been a fine fighting force. It might have even matched the Midianites man for man on the battlefield. But the Lord didn’t like those odds.


And it wasn’t that He was disappointed that more men hadn’t volunteered. No, He was concerned that the Jewish army was too big.


[7:2] The LORD said to Gideon, “The people who are with you are too many for Me to give Midian into their hands…’”


So, He told Gideon to pare down the fighting force. He told Gideon, “Let any man who was frightened go home.”

Well, it turns out that twenty-two thousand men who had come at Gideon’s call admitted that they were frightened. So, they went home, leaving ten thousand to fight the Midianites.


That’s a huge reduction in force! But the Lord still saw that as WAAAYY too many Jewish soldiers. So, he further whittled the number down to three hundred.


Now, it will be three hundred Jews against the entire army of the Midianites. And God said, “Now, that’s a number I can work with.”

Yes, the Jews are hopelessly outmanned. 


But, with three hundred soldiers, and using a God-inspired strategy, they won. Israel defeated the Midianites. 

Talk about an upset! This is O’Connor High School beating the Philadelphia Eagles. This is Brauchle Elementary beating the Spurs.


Sure, God could have let Gideon to go to war with 32,000 soldiers. But He knew that if Israel won with 32,000, everybody would say, “Good fighting, guys!”

If, however, Israel’s three hundred won against an army of tens of thousands, everyone would know that something more than military strength was at work in the victory. They would know that God was at work.

Or, as He actually said to Gideon, [7:2]…“The people who are with you are too many for Me to give Midian into their hands, for Israel would become boastful, saying, ‘My own power has delivered me.’”


God orchestrated the whole thing to teach His people to trust Him and not their own strength.


Then, there is David vs. Goliath.

David over Goliath (1 Samuel 17)


The Jews’ biggest enemy during the first years of the monarchy was the nation of the Philistines. And when the first Jewish king, Saul, reigned, the biggest, baddest warrior of the Philistines was Goliath.


The Bible tells us that Goliath stood nine feet, six inches tall. The equipment he carried into battle - armor, spear, javelin, helmet, breast-covering - would have weighed nearly two hundred pounds!


1 Samuel 17 gives us the Philistines and the Israelites lined up for battle on opposite sides of the Valley of Socoh. And there was Goliath, taunting the Jews, challenging whoever was willing to a mano-a-mano fight to the death.


He told them, “If the Jewish champion kills me, (yeah, right…), then we Philistines will be your slaves. But if I win, then you Jews will be our slaves.”

Every Jewish warrior was terrified, and nobody wanted to have anything to do with Goliath. Compared to Goliath, every one of the Jews was tiny.


There is an impasse. Somebody has got to fight Goliath. But who is it going to be? Enter the young shepherd, David.

There could not have been a more striking contrast than that between David and Goliath.

· Goliath was a grown man with years of experience in warfare; David was a teenager who had never felt the heat of battle.

· Goliath could easily dunk a basketball flat-footed; David was no more than average size, if that.

In every way, anyone watching this scene knew that it would be stupid to send David out to do battle with Goliath. David didn’t stand a chance.


Still, he volunteered to go. He kept after King Saul to let him go until Saul finally relented and allowed it.


So, David raced to within a stone’s throw of Goliath, reached into his pouch of stones, fit one of them into his sling, whirled it around and landed it right in the giant’s forehead, killing him.


The victory was won. Not by the might of a great Jewish warrior who went toe to toe with the enemy and not by the valor of the Jewish army.


The Philistines were defeated that day because God inspired and enabled a small one to win who depended on God.


And there are so many other examples of the beauty of small.

So Many Others! For instance...

 Jehoshaphat (2 Chronicles 20)


One of the better kings of Judah was King Jehoshaphat. At one time, this king was facing an attack by the combined forces of four nations. (the Moabites, Ammonites, Meunites, and Arameans)

What battle strategy did Jehoshaphat employ?


He ordered Levitical singers to raise their voices and praise the Lord. He chose to offer no military answer to the enemies’ attacks.


And sure enough, as they sang, the Lord intervened on the Jews’ behalf and brought about a great victory. Nobody thought that the victory was because of Israel’s might - all they were doing was singing! (2 Chronicles 20) It was God’s victory, start to finish.

When we turn to the New Testament, we find the same formula. God chooses to use small people to do great things so that everybody knows He is the energizing Force.


Consider the twelve apostles.


Jesus’ disciples


Study these men as they were when Jesus called them, and I doubt you’ll come away thinking, “Yep, Jesus chose the cream of the crop to be His disciples. No wonder they took the world by storm.”

No! We look at Peter and James and John and the rest and marvel that they were so, well, ordinary. So UNremarkable.


And yet God did use them to turn the world upside down for Jesus. There is no question but that the power came from Him, not from them.


The church at Corinth (1 Corinthians 1:26)


Or consider what the Apostle Paul had to say about the members of the church at Corinth. (And imagine how these words would sound to you if he had been writing them about Northwest…)


[1 Corinthians 1:26] For consider your calling, brethren, that there were not many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble…

Would you take that as a compliment? Would you want me to invite him to be a guest speaker on a Sunday morning?


But, let’s assume that what Paul was saying is true. He’s not trying to be offensive. Why would it be the case that the people in the church at Corinth (and other churches we might think of…) were not impressive people?


Paul explains.


[1 Corinthians 1:27] but God has chosen the foolish things of the world to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to shame the things which are strong, [28] and the base things of the world and the despised God has chosen, the things that are not, so that He may nullify the things that are, [29] so that no man may boast before God.


God uses the weak so that when lives change and the kingdom of God advances and families are restored and addictions are broken and communities are impacted and miracles occur, nobody will think that the force behind those things is the really great people in the church. It is God!


Or what about these words Paul wrote about himself?


The Apostle Paul


[1 Corinthians 2:1] And when I came to you, brethren, I did not come with superiority of speech or of wisdom, proclaiming to you the testimony of God. [2] For I determined to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and Him crucified. [3] I was with you in weakness and in fear and in much trembling, [4] and my message and my preaching were not in persuasive words of wisdom, but in demonstration of the Spirit and of power, [5] so that your faith would not rest on the wisdom of men, but on the power of God.


Or why did he catalogue his sufferings and even his weaknesses like he did in 2 Corinthians 11 and 12?


It was all to drive home the point that God is the one who does the work. We cooperate. We actively participate. We joyfully serve.


He delights to produce life-changing impact way out of proportion to the size of our resources so that everyone will see that the power does not come from us, but from Him.


As Paul wrote, [2 Corinthians 4:7] But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, so that the surpassing greatness of the power will be of God and not from ourselves.
Conclusion:


The big and the flashy get attention today. But, then, it’s always been that way. Towers of Babel (that ended well, right?) and Grand Openings, fast-growing businesses and spectacular launches get the most press.

It doesn’t lead on our newsfeeds, but the biggest news out there is always the advance of God’s kingdom. And His kingdom advances by way of the leaven of prayer and service, by mustard seed investments of time and money, by small steps of love taken by people like us.


Jesus shows us the way.


His life and ministry impacted thousands, true. And by His death on the cross and resurrection from the dead He has saved untold millions.

But thumb through Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, and you’ll see a life filled with one-on-one talks and small group interactions.


I suspect that the greatest impact is always made face-to-face, one-on-one, life-on-life.


Impact occurs when…

· a mom or dad speaks grace into the life of a struggling son or daughter;
· an older woman lovingly mentors a hurting young mom;
· a man who has been “clean and sober” for six years comes alongside the guy who is having a hard time making it to Day Two and says, “You can do it, buddy. Trust Jesus. One day at a time. I’m with you. I’m praying for you.”

I wonder if, at the end of time, God will turn to each of us and to each church and say something like, “Well done. You loved ________ really well.” 

Small stuff.


And, who knew? The result of lots and lots of small is a big for which God gets all the glory.

� Normally, mustard seeds were planted in open fields. But Jesus has this farmer planting mustard in his family garden. His only role in the parable is to set things in motion by sowing seed.


� When we read this parable in Matthew and Mark, Jesus makes reference to the mustard seed being very small. Luke doesn’t call attention to the size of the seed, but in the ancient world it was a proverb that something small was “as small as a mustard seed.”


� The woman fulfills the same function as the man in the first parable. She’s not the point of the story. She appears simply to apply the leaven.


� In lots of places in the Bible, leaven is used as a symbol of evil and sin. It pictures how sin wiggles its way into our lives and poisons everything it touches. That is clearly not the point here.


� Or, who would have ever thought that out of the genealogy of the despised Moabite people would come a woman, Ruth, who would marry a Jew named Boaz and that they would produce a son who would be in the line of King David?


� The only Jewish man of remarkable size was King Saul who stood “head and shoulders taller” (1 Samuel 10:23) than all of his people - but even Saul wasn’t volunteering to face Goliath.


� Or, who would have ever thought, after denying Jesus three times, that less than two months later, Simon Peter would become a bold spokesman for Jesus and that God’s kingdom would expand exponentially on the Day of Pentecost through Peter’s testimony?





