Growth
Our minister Richard Alawaye is out of town and asked me to preach today.  [Introduce Mom.]  Richard and his wife Sarah are in Nigeria this week celebrating the 20th anniversary of the Lagos Church which Richard led for many years.   The Lagos Church is a large city-wide church of several thousand members drawn from every ethnic group in Nigeria.  Richard played a key role in building that church.  His vision and our vision is to build a similar church here in Gwinnett County.  Amen!  As the brothers close to me know, I have been thinking and praying a great deal about that vision lately.  I want to share with you this morning my personal journey over the past few weeks.  Things I believe God has put on my heart.  I hope it will encourage and inspire you about the church God wants to build here in Gwinnett.  
The title of my message today is Growth.  That’s what I have been wrestling with and asking God about.  A few weeks back Richard gave a State of the Church talk on Thursday night and he listed growth as our biggest need; the area we most need to improve.   As many of us know, back in the 1990s, the city-wide ACOC we were a part of grew tremendously in terms of numbers.  However, that all stopped in 2003 and since we de-centralized, we have not seen much growth in numbers and our ministry here has been about the same size for the past several years.  This is not to say good things haven’t happened; God has certainly blessed us in many ways and answered many prayers.  Richard listed many of the good things in his State of the Church talk.  There are many positives in our ministry we can point to.  I am not down or discouraged about where we are.  But the thing we are missing is growth.   Turn to Mark 4.  The question I have been struggling with in my faith is this:  are the last 5 years normal in terms of growth?   Is this what we should we expect for the next 5 years or should we expect something more?  Are we going to grow and become a Gwinnett-wide church like the church in Lagos or are we going to experience another 5 years of the limited growth of the recent past?  Can anyone relate to these feelings?  In my search, I started with what Jesus says about growth.
Mark 4:26-32.  My first point is the Kingdom of God Grows.  That’s what Jesus teaches us here.  The kingdom of God is like seed scattered on the ground.  The seed sprouts and grows and produces a crop.  The farmer doesn’t even know how.  He sleeps and rises and just watches it happen.  First the blade, then the head and then the ripe grain.  The Kingdom grows; it produces a crop.  Jesus also compares the Kingdom of God to a mustard seed.   It starts very small, smaller than all of the other seeds.  But then it grows.  It comes up and grows taller than any other vegetable plants.  It produces large branches  birds can nest in.  The Kingdom becomes something large and strong.  It doesn’t remain small or weak.  This is certainly what happened in the years following Jesus death and Resurrection.  You can read about it in the Book of Acts.  The church grew in Jerusalem and then spread to Samaria and then to Antioch and westward across Asia Minor to Greece and Rome.   It started with just Jews and then spread to Gentiles.  Even after the 1st Century, history reports the church continued to grow and spread across the Mediterranean and Europe.   The Kingdom of God grew.  Spread.  Branched out.  Got bigger and stronger.  Growth is what we should expect to see in the Kingdom of God.  I refuse to accept that the last 5 years are normal.  Perhaps we needed that time, but I am convinced God will give us more growth in the years ahead.  Turn to Luke 8.
What makes the Kingdom grow?  How does it produce a crop?  In Luke 8, Jesus tells the Parable of the Sower.  A very familiar parable to many of us, but let’s read it again.  Luke 8:4-8; 11-15.  My second point is the Kingdom grows when we grow individually.  Jesus says the good soil are people who hear the word with a good and honest heart and bear fruit – produce a crop – 100 times what was sown.  The picture of growing seeds is the same one Jesus used in Mark about the kingdom, but Jesus is here talking about individuals in the kingdom.  Individuals grow and bear fruit and that’s how the church grows and bears fruit.  Individual growth and Kingdom grown are connected.   
How do we grow and bear fruit?  The Bible talks about 3 different ways we bear fruit.  1) fruit of repentance – Mat 3:8.  The Word should result in fruits of repentance – outward and obvious change in our lives.  2) fruit of the Holy Spirit – Gal 5:22-23. The Spirit replaces the sin with good things – love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, faithfulness and self control.  These fruits become more and move evident in our lives.  3)  fruit of souls saved – the whole book of Acts is basically an illustration of how the church grows and produces fruit by preaching the word.  The natural outgrowth of the fruit of repentance and the fruit of the Spirit is that we will be a light to others around us.  A city set on a hill.  Personal growth leads to church growth.
In his State of the Church message Richard also listed the need for personal spiritual growth.  It seems to me we have not experienced a great deal of this kind of growth either during the past few years.   Folks are generally in the same place spiritually today they have been for several years.  This would explain why the church is not growing; because we are not growing.  I am not trying to be negative; just stating the truth in love.  Why are we not growing?  What is the biggest obstacle to our personal growth?  Jesus tells us right here in the Parable of the Sower.  :14.  My third point is growth is choked by the worries, riches and pleasures of this life.  That is why we don’t produce fruit or grow.  Some of the things that choke us spiritually are sin and we need to repent.  Other things are not ecessarily evil or sinful; but they choke us nonetheless.  Going to work.  Paying the bills.  Dealing with the kids.  These things take most of our time and energy and the word of God is choked out.  The good news about Jesus, the Kingdom of God, the power of the Holy Spirit, things that should cause change and growth and the fruit of the Spirit and cause our light to shine; these are choked; strangled.   We no longer see the fruit of God at work in our lives or the lives of others.  Our vision for God’s Kingdom fades and shrinks to a focus on our own personal kingdom.  We try to remain spiritual and do the best we can, but the power of God has gone out of what we are doing.  We no longer experience the growth Jesus says the Kingdom of God is like.  
How do we change this?  I believe we all want to see the Kingdom of God grow and move powerfully in our own lives and in the lives of others.  We still have many good things here in the church and a solid foundation to build on.  Our leaders are spiritual and united.  Unlike many churches, we are a diverse group.  We have great preaching and teaching.  We have a great music and worship services.  How do take these good things and add to it growth like the Kingdom of God is supposed to grow?

Turn to Mat 18.  I have all the answers, but I can tell you what we are doing in the Collier Family Group to help each other grow.  :1-4.   Jesus tells us 2 things here.  He tells us how to enter the Kingdom.  If you have never experienced personal spiritual growth, the fruit of repentance and the fruit of the Spirit, Jesus tells you how to do that.  You have to change (repent) and humble yourself like a child.  But guess what?  The same answer also applies to becoming “great” in the Kingdom.  Even after we enter the Kingdom, if you want grow and become someone who bears fruit and help others, the answer is the same.  You need to change (again) and humble yourself like a child.  These things apply at the beginning and throughout our Christian walk.    
Humility like a child.  When a child wants or need something, what does the child usually do first?  Ask his or her parents.  Ask Mom or Dad.  That is where we should start.  Ask Our Father.  That’s what I have been doing.  How can I grow again Lord?  How can I help others grow.  Show me what to do.  Show me where to start.  Give me the inspiration and motivation.  Give me the power to change.  Like Jesus taught us, I’ve been praying:  Your Kingdom come; our will be done on Earth as it is in heaven.  God, please send Your Kingdom more powerfully in my life and the life of others around me; please help me and others around me do Your will on earth.  I encouraged the brothers in my group to pray these things too.  You can try it too.  God will answer this prayer.  God will help us change.  He empowers us to grow.  Be like a child.  Ask the Father.
The second thing I did in the Collier Family Group is offer to have a growth talk with each of the brothers.  We sit down one on one and talk about specific areas in our life where we need to grow and concrete practical ways to bring that growth about.  A place to begin.  A jump start on growth.  Maybe a little kick in the pants.  I had my own growth talk on Tuesday with Steve Galbreath.   He said I tended to be too serious and intellectual and needed to be more relaxed and fun to be around.  Surely not me?!   I can have fun; how about a game of chess?  So that is my goal:  becoming more fun; more like Steve Martin and Dan Akroyd:  a Wild and Crazy Guy.   I had a growth talk with another brother on Friday.   Some of us have growth goals like having more fun; some of us have deeper issues to deal with.  But God will help us.  He will provide growth.
I hope this message has encouraged you today.  If you are visiting with us and looking for a church where you can grow spiritually, I can’t tell you we have all the answers, but I can tell you we are aiming to be a church that helps people grow, that is what the leadership here wants and I believe God will bring it about more and more.  Maybe you have become discouraged about lack of growth, I hope the words of Jesus about growth give you hope again.  God’s Kingdom grows.  God’s people grow.  If we humble ourselves and ask Him, He will help us grow.  He will help our church grow.  [Pray]
