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Found It 

  

My first seven years of ministry was as a youth pastor. We had a pretty good-sized 

youth group and over those seven years I had many teenagers come through the ministry 

to one degree or another. Some were with me all seven years, others only a few weeks or 

months. But it’s always interesting for me to see what has happened to these kids. 

Some of them, I’ve completely lost touch with. But many of them, I can keep up 

with through the grapevine or social media. Some, I’m still close with today. But there’s a 

huge variation of where they are in their faith today. There are a few of them in full-time 

ministry today and at least one is a committed atheist. But between those two extremes, 

there are a whole bunch of them who at one time professed faith in Jesus—and probably 

still do—but their lives don’t necessarily reflect the values of Jesus.  

What I’ve found is that with one or two exceptions, it wouldn’t have been hard to 

predict who would grow in their faith, who would maintain and who would flourish. 

Usually the pattern started very early in their faith. Those patterns are what we’re going 

to talk about today. 

This is the third message of our Focus Series called “Breakthrough.” In it, we’re 

exploring four different stages of Christian faith and talking about the barriers that keep 

us from moving forward.  
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Last week, we talked about people who are looking for something. Years ago, 

people who first come to church or come back to church would have recognized that they 

needed God. But today, people will usually come because they have some other need, 

but don’t really know how to fulfill it. They often want help with parenting, or they’re 

struggling financially, or their marriage is failing. They feel life is getting away from them, 

so they’re looking for something to give them purpose and direction. They might not 

know it, but these desires are the practical symptoms with a spiritual answer.    

This week, we’re talking to those of you who have “found it.” You consider 

themselves Christian, but haven’t moved beyond a basic stage of Christianity. You came 

to Jesus because there was a deficit in your life and Jesus met that need. Today you 

identify yourself as a Christian, but if you’re honest, that faith doesn’t have much of an 

impact on your day to day life. You might even want your faith to play a greater role but 

you feel stuck and don’t know how to break through. If that’s you, today is your day. 

Today, I want to look for help in one of Jesus’ parables in Matthew 13:1-23, 

because I believe this parable perfectly explains why people get to this stage and hit a 

wall. [read]  

This parable assumes that the nature of seed is to grow. I know some people talk to 

plants, but you don’t have to encourage seed to grow. If you create the right 
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environment, the seed will grow. So, Jesus, like he does in so many of his parables, Jesus 

uses the physical world to help us understand the spiritual world. 

The primary characters (if you will) of this parable are the sower, the seed and the 

soils. The sower could represent Jesus, the Apostles or anyone who shares what Jesus 

calls “the message about the Kingdom.”  

That seed is the message of the Kingdom, and Jesus says that whether that 

message produces fruit depends on condition of the soil. He mentions four types of soil 

that represent the environment of people’s hearts; the path, the rocky places, the soil 

among the thorns, and the good soil. Starting in verse 19, Jesus does something he 

doesn’t do with most parables. He explains it. So, let’s walk through his explanation. 

  Here’s verse 19, “19When 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.” 

Now, it should be easy enough to understand the visual. Jesus has in mind a well-

traveled dirty path that’s been trampled by hundreds of feet, so it’s hard and doesn’t 

allow anything to penetrating the surface. Seed can’t work its way in, so it can’t grow. 

Now, I wouldn’t even consider this soil to even be a part of the stages of faith we’re 

talking about. Even if you’re looking for something, you’re at least open to the message 

of Jesus. So, this path is probably pre-stages of faith.  
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But before we move on to the next soil, I want to deviate from the parable for a 

minute because something Jesus doesn’t address in this parable is the fact that 

sometimes people don’t produce fruit because the message they hear isn’t the real 

message of the Kingdom. In other words, sometimes the reason we don’t see fruit is 

because we have sometimes sown bad seed. What is the bad seed? 

Every parable of Jesus is a parable about the Kingdom of God. Last week, we said 

that when someone has “found it,” is “following it,” or “all about it,” that “IT” is the 

Kingdom of God. A simple way to explain the Kingdom of God is that it’s where God’s will 

is being done. So, it includes heaven, but it’s more than heaven.  

For many years, the primary description churches used for Jesus is that he is our 

Savior, who saves us from our sin so we can go to heaven when we die. So, our good 

news presentation is You’re a sinner and you’re bound for hell, but Jesus died for your sins 

so you can be forgiven and go to heaven instead. 

Now, it’s certainly true that through his life, death and resurrection, Jesus saves us 

from sin, death and hell. But believe it or not, Savior is not the primary way the Bible 

describes Jesus. And just going to heaven when we die are not Jesus or Paul’s focus when 

they share the good news. And this incomplete gospel gives people a misunderstanding 

of what it means to be a Christian. The gospel we preach determines the kind of disciples 

we make.  
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If we preach a gospel that’s only relevant to what happens when we die, then 

discipleship is optional. It creates is people who claim to be Christians who don’t think it’s 

necessary to follow Jesus. So, we have people in the pews who don’t think much about 

their faith, don’t grow in their faith and intentionally hold on to sin while they are sure 

they’re bound for heaven. Ultimately, it’s a me-centered rather than Christ-centered 

because it’s all about getting me to heaven rather than the Lordship of Jesus.  

But the whole good news is that the Kingdom of God, where Jesus is King, has 

arrived. This is the good news Jesus preached in Mark 1:14-15, “14…Jesus went into 

Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God. 15“The time has come,” he said. “The 

kingdom of God has come near. Repent and believe the good news!” 

Now, don’t misunderstand what I’m saying. We don’t earn our salvation. God 

offers salvation by grace. But Paul says that we receive it by exercising something called 

“faith.” The root Greek word is the word pistis. Here’s the problem…what we call faith is 

different than what the Biblical writers meant. Here are some ways we think of faith. 

Sometimes it means believing without evidence or even in spite of evidence. 

Sometimes it simply means a blind leap in the dark. Sometimes we define faith as the 

opposite of works, so if you try too hard to be good, people accuse you of trying to “earn 

your salvation.” One of the most common uses of the word faith is as a synonym for 

positive thoughts or wishful thinking—as in, “I just need to have faith that it’ll all work 
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out.” And finally, faith is often another word for believing an intellectual proposition. But 

none of these captures what the Bible talks about as faith. And it’s important because 

how we define faith will determine how we respond to the good news. 

Biblical faith is a highly relational word. New Testament Scholar, Matthew Bates 

says there are many words that better capture what the Bible means by faith. For 

instance, “trust,” or “faithfulness” or fidelity. These are all relationship words. So, if I say I 

am faithful to my wife, it doesn’t mean I just intellectually believe she loves me. It means 

that I keep my marriage vows. 

Bates says that an even better substitute for the Biblical word faith is “allegiance.” 

He says if you look in Scripture, according to Jesus, the good news is that the Kingdom of 

God is at hand and Jesus is the King. In fact, we call him Jesus Christ. Well, Christ isn’t his 

last name. Christ means “King.” The good news is that Christ is King of all and he proved it 

through his life, death and resurrection. And the appropriate response isn’t just to agree 

in our mind that Christ is King; it’s full allegiance. That includes agreeing in our minds that 

Christ is King, but it also means we align how we live our lives with the purposes of his 

Kingdom. Faith is not something I possess, it’s something I exercise. 

In fact, Bates says that when they do baptisms in his church, after they ask people if 

they affirm the orthodox teachings of the church, they add this question, “By stepping 

into the waters of baptism do you declare your undying allegiance and loyalty to Jesus, to 
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follow him all the days of your life.” Our loyalty to Jesus isn’t the gospel. Our loyalty is our 

response to the Gospel that Jesus is Lord and King. That’s the news of the Kingdom and 

that’s what the Bible means by faith.  

Now, assuming we have that message right and that’s the seed we spread, let’s 

look at the other soils. Verse 20, “20The seed falling on rocky ground refers to someone 

who hears the word and at once receives it with joy. 21But since they have no root…” 

Let’s pause. Since they have no root. This is a barrier. Jesus describes people who hear 

the message and it’s just what they were looking for. They’re excited about this new kind 

of life and things get better. Maybe some old temptations aren’t as strong and they feel a 

sense of peace because they’ve found purpose in Jesus. They’re even excited to tell 

everyone else about it.  

The danger is that their faith is all about affections. Now remember that’s one of 

the four ingredients we talked about: knowledge, affection, practice, and community. But 

Jesus is telling us that emotions and enthusiasm without the other three is shallow and it 

won’t last. I’ve seen it time and again. You can get those feelings from an emotional altar 

call with moving music. You can get it from a consumeristic gospel or a prosperity gospel. 

People get so excited about these things. But what does Jesus say about them? 

Continue on in verse 21, “Since they have no root…they last only a short time. 

When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, they quickly fall away.” Your 
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see, if you hold onto faith primarily because of how it makes you feel, when it doesn’t 

make you feel that way anymore, you will abandon it just as quickly as you picked it up. 

Now, affections can be the first draw to faith in Jesus. In fact, I believe that the 

initial enthusiasm or deep sense of love and gratitude is the work of the Holy Spirit. It’s 

God communicating with you and calling you. But if you don’t enter a discipling 

relationship with Jesus, your faith will never go deeper and one of two things will happen. 

You’ll either spend the rest of your life going from church to church looking for the next 

emotional experience, or, like Jesus said, you’ll quickly fall away and look for that 

experience somewhere else. But faith with deep roots will be a joy in the good times and 

a comfort in the bad times. 

Let’s move on to the third type of soil. Verse 22, “22The 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.”  

In our society today, this might be the greatest barrier to deepening faith. There’s 

some soil there—some willingness to accept the word that’s planted, but there’s just so 

much other stuff that chokes off the growth. Jesus mentions two things: 

First, the worry of this life. Now, Jesus isn’t talking about the normal worries of 

life—paying the bills and such. He’s talking about what one commentator called, 

“historical anxiety.” A simple way to describe it is a preoccupation with the news.  
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I wonder if any word characterizes our society today better than worry. It seems 

like everything in politics and pop culture is driven and promoted by worry. Twitter and 

Facebook have become cultural mainstays by capitalizing on worry. Humans already have 

a natural disposition toward worry and social media plays on that impulse and escalates it 

because that’s how you get clicks and clicks are how they make money. 

I even saw someone post on Twitter after the crisis of the week (I don’t even 

remember what it was), “If you pastor doesn’t preach on X tomorrow, find a different 

church.” And I thought, who are you to tell pastors, who presumably are listening for the 

voice of the Holy Spirit, what they should be preaching on? If we did that, we would be 

tossed back and forth by whatever new outrage is happening.  

Now, I’m not naïve enough to think the church has no problems or nothing to say 

to society. But we cannot be held captive to the crisis of the week. The Church was born 

into a far more politically volatile world than we live in today. There have been far more 

divisive and chaotic rulers than president Trump. I don’t think we ought to bury our head 

in the sand, but if we paid more attention to Scripture and Church history and Christianity 

flourishing in other cultures, we might gain a little perspective.  

On a personal level, if you get sucked into this spiral, like Jesus said, there is great 

potential to make your faith fruitless. I see so many Christians whose affections have 

been taken over by politics rather than pursuing a deep and fruitful relationship with 
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Jesus. So, one simple thing to help you break through would just be to spend more time 

in Scripture and less time on Facebook. 

 The second barrier Jesus talks about with this type of soil is the “deceitfulness of 

wealth.” A more literal translation of this is the “seduction of wealth.” Once again, it 

seems like Jesus was speaking right to us. 

 The seduction of wealth is to believe that our lives rise and fall on how much we 

have. Now, to some degree, it matters how much we have. That’s why the Apostle Paul 

says, “As long as we have food and clothing, we’ll be content with that.” (1 Tim 6:8) 

There are some basic things we need. But for most of us, it goes beyond that by seducing 

us into believing that we need to live at a certain socio-economic level to be happy. 

Money has a strange power to grow roots in our heart and eat up our time, 

attention and energy. Most of us would never say that money is our priority or that 

whether we have it determines our emotions on any given day, and yet so many people 

live that way, to the point where our allegiance to Jesus gets choked away.  

Unfortunately, with all the options we have today, there’s more than money that 

distracts us from living a life of deep faith or using what we have to impact people around 

us. Until recent history, people used much of their free time to learn skills, gain 

knowledge or produce things. They took up a hobby that often helped others or they 

used it to develop deep relationships.   
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Today, our free time is taken up almost exclusively consuming entertainment—

whether it’s sports, TV and movies, or social media. We settle for being far less than we 

can be. I think that’s a real loss, not just for individuals, but for the world. IN fact, Jesus 

here doesn’t say people will lose their faith. He just says their lives won’t bear fruit. // 

So, we have the those are some of the barriers to growth; a wrong idea of what it 

means to be a Christian; a faith that’s mostly based on feelings without deep roots; an 

unhealthy preoccupation with the issues of the day; and being seduced by the allure of 

money. So, the question is, “How do we break through?” Let me start with three things to 

think about, then let me end with some practical things. 

 First, accept that being a Christian is about more than just your forgiveness. I know 

this will sound like heresy in some circles because it sounds like I’m saying we can earn 

our salvation. But that is not true at all. Anything we do related to our salvation is only a 

response to God’s grace. The appropriate response is repentance and faith.  

That’s pretty uncontroversial. What’s different is how we define faith. The Biblical 

understanding of faith isn’t passive. It’s active. We show our faith by following Jesus. In 

fact, I would challenge you to find anywhere in the gospels where Jesus encouraged 

people to accept him and not follow him. Faith is following Jesus.  
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Second, don’t settle for shallow faith. In life, shallowness typically comes from the 

unwillingness to do hard things. In this parable, Jesus is encouraging his followers to make 

their hearts like soft and deep soil.  

When I was in college, I ran cross country. I wasn’t very good at it, but I had friends 

who ran and it kept me in shape for track season. What I learned is the cross country is 

that the difference between good distance runners and bad ones isn’t physical ability; it’s 

the capacity to run with pain. Our coach would always tell us that we had to run a little 

beyond our comfort zone. It was the only way we would get better. Comfort never brings 

you to new horizons. It never brings you to a deeper understanding of life or of God. And 

so if your idea of great faith doesn’t include things like obeying when things are hard, 

then your faith will always stay shallow and your life will bear very little fruit. 

I was talking to a pastor the other day who is a very successful and well-respected 

pastor who also said, “As I look back over my ministry, the most significant things God 

accomplished through me were things that I would never have voted for.”  

Doing and enduring hard things breaks up shallowness the way a tiller breaks up 

soil. It’s not a pleasant process. It rips and tears and breaks things apart. It turns things 

over and leaves them a little rough. It’s painful, but it’s the only way that seed will take 

deep root in your life. Sometimes obedience is hard. Sometimes we have to do things 

that actually create some anxiety in us. But understand that through that process God is 
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growing something under the surface that will take you to places you’ve never been. 

Avoiding pain is avoiding growth.  

Third, remember that the Kingdom of Heaven is worth giving everything for. So far, 

I’ve talked a lot about how much work it takes to grow. But that’s not what I want to 

leave you with. I wouldn’t encourage you to exert so much effort if I didn’t think it was 

worth it. Comfort is nice, but the benefits of cultivating a relationship with Christ is peace 

with God, character and purpose in life that goes deeper than your current circumstance. 

The joys of faith are always deeper and always take longer than immediate 

gratification, but they are worth pursuing. 

So, practically speaking, where do you go from here? Well, remember our 

ingredients for breakthrough…knowledge, affections, practice and community. Now, at 

the end of this series, we’re going to tell you about an opportunity to grow in all these 

areas—something new we’re going to be doing as church for this very purpose—helping 

people move to the next stage of faith. But even now, there are things you can do.  

Of course, you can continue to participate here and if you need some work on the 

basics, we’ll be focusing a lot on that in the coming months. Before Easter, we’re going to 

be talking about why Jesus came and why Jesus had to die. After Easter, we’re doing a 

series called “Our Cultural Gospels” that compares the gospel of Jesus with what our 
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society tells us we should believe in. And this whole summer, we’re going to be walking 

through the big story of the Bible. 

And, of course, you can always look back through our sermon archives. I would 

highly recommend a series called Soul Training from the winter of 2017 that walks 

through spiritual growth and what are called spiritual disciplines like prayer, scripture, 

service, and fasting. There’s so much content there.  

But it goes beyond content, that’s why I would encourage you to dive into 

relationship with others in the church. Right now, we have small groups you can be a part 

of, but at the end of this series, there will be more opportunity for you to take it further.  

The bottom line is that if you want to move beyond just found it, you have to be 

willing to work and change. You have to be willing to do hard things and submit to the 

accountability of others, to get your priorities in check and the church here to help you 

do such a thing. Take a look at some of the suggestions on the back of your notes and 

don’t do all of them. Start with one or two and watch for what I think will be a great 

opportunity in a few weeks. 
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