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“Practice Make Perfect (Almost)”
Matthew 13:31-33; 44-52

Sunday, September 7, 2008
Rev. J. Douglas Paterson
How may of you here have accepted Jesus Christ into your hearts? Now that is a pretty unfair question to ask in a group like this. It forces some to raise their hand even if they are not sure what I am talking about.

In fact some of you are looking at me as if to ask, “When on earth did you start using such conservative, evangelical language?” The look on some of your faces is more precious than the show of your hands. And maybe you are right. The way we use language and phrases often is a sign of our particular view, because it fits the pattern of our experience. However, I am here to tell you that wanting Jesus Christ to be a part of your life is not the prerogative of any particular denomination or cross-section on the spectrum of theology. It is who we are as Christians.

I can think of three distinct times in my life, and I know there were more, when I purposely asked God to be a part of my life and accepted Christ into my heart. I wanted to be saved. Why did it take three or more times? Well, if truth be told, it didn’t. God was there the first time. In fact, a little known secret is that God was there before the first time. I don’t know why that is a secret because God certainly isn’t trying to keep it a secret. And whether you like it or not, God doesn’t wait for your invitation to start working in your life.

So why does it matter to pause and intentionally invite Christ to be a part of who we are? Because the real question is not, as we so often hear, “are you saved?” But, as John Wesley, founder of the Methodist movement would ask, “are you in a saving relationship, with God and the neighbors God gives to you?” The actual verbiage Wesley used is, “are you going on to perfection in love?”

That moment you accept the salvation that comes through Christ, while dramatic and life-changing for some, is not the ultimate, end-all experience. It is a beginning point for intentionally living in relationship with God and within God’s dynamic kingdom.

It is this, I think, to which our Scripture this morning speaks. I am indebted to Dr. Nick Campbell, pastor at Fairview UMC in Columbia, Missouri, who helped me frame this concept in a sermon he wrote on this same passage.

These parables in Matthew 13 are similes on the kingdom of God. “The kingdom of God is like…” What we usually do with similes is find the noun in the paragraph to which the simile seems to be referring and say, “Ah! That’s it. The kingdom of God is like a mustard seed, or leaven, or a hidden treasure, or a great pearl, or even a net.” But that is where we would be mistaken. As Campbell states, these kingdom parables “are about the reigning of God, more than the reign. Jesus is not really comparing the kingdom to five things, but rather to five actions or responses. The kingdom [of God] is not realized when we know the answer, but when we live the answer.”

Jesus didn’t say that the kingdom of heaven is like a pearl. He said it’s like a merchant searching for pearls, who finds one of great value, and what that merchant is willing to do to obtain it.

Jesus didn’t say the kingdom of God is like a mustard seed in a seed packet, but that someone took that seed and sowed that seed, and then God grew that seed into something great. We might think that the small part that we can play on the stage of world history is insignificant, but when we trust God to take our small acts of faith, those acts can change the world.

Jesus didn’t say that the kingdom of heaven is like yeast. He said that it is like a woman who took and mixed that yeast in her dough. Which transforms that bread into something quite different than if you used no yeast.

Jesus didn’t say that the kingdom of heaven is a treasure. He said it is like finding a treasure and selling all that you have so that the treasure will be yours. 

Jesus didn’t say the kingdom of God is like a net. He said it is like a net that is thrown out and then drawn back in. Are we bringing people to the love of God in Christ? Here’s the good news about that. We don’t have to worry about whether the ones we bring in are good fish or bad fish — that is the work of God alone to sort them out. We don’t have to worry about the worthiness of who we bring in. Our job is just to bring them in.

Are you catching the drift here? It may sound really obvious, but all of these things mentioned, the nouns in the parables are useless, until they are used! As Campbell says, “The Kingdom of God is not some static thing that we can look at and appreciate: it is life and action and response to God’s call.” 
This is exactly what Wesley was talking about when he encouraged us to move on to perfection in love. Don’t just acknowledge salvation in Christ, but live it and perfect your faith, your relationship with God and others, in love.

You have heard in its many variations the old joke about why everyone knows that being a physician is hard work. Everyone knows it is hard work because they all have to have practices. Which is why they also have to have “patients.” 

Your faith relationship with God is not a one-time event. It isn’t just a moment’s decision. It is not about your status before God, but about your whole life with God.

A faith relationship with God is not about how good you are, but about how good you are to your neighbors in their need.

A faith relationship with God is not about how certain you are on the issues, but about how humble you are before the Holy Mystery.

A faith relationship with God is a continuing journey that requires, for lack of a better word, practice on our part. Moving to perfection in love, living the kingdom of God, takes practice.

When David Rigan saw my sermon title in Thursday Thoughts, he emailed me and said, “I don’t know if practice makes perfect, but the research of the Division of Kinesiology at the University of Michigan says that if you practice and keep at it, no matter what the activity, you WILL get better.”

That is what I want to consider for the next few weeks. How do we grow in our faith relationship with God through practice? Practice in both meanings – implementing what we know, as well as exercising in order to become better at it. And how do we become the church that meets the needs to help people grow in their faith? Now this shouldn’t sound too new to you because you have heard me talking about the Robert Schnase’s book, “The Five Practices of Fruitful Congregations.” 
So we are going to take the time to look at those five things that Schnase outlines – how we grow in our faith and grow in our ministry together through:

Radical Hospitality


Passionate Worship



Intentional faith development




Risk-taking mission and service





Extravagant generosity.

I invite you to journey with me as we discover what the kingdom of God might be like in the midst of our gathering.
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