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THE CONDITION FOR GROWTH 
 

Listening to the Soul 
Text: Mark 4: 1-9, 13-20 

 
Growing Intentionally: STEP Forward into Christ-likeness 

 
Theme: The primary condition for growth is self awareness that comes from cultivating 
a listening heart.  
 
 
Last Sunday, I introduced our theme for the month of January entitled: Growing 
Intentionally: STEP Forward into Christ-likeness. I stated that the common wisdom 
seemed to be that most growth into becoming reflectors of Christ happens as a result 
of life’s self-inflicted or circumstantial pain. So I raised the question, “What’s wrong with 
us that it takes some catastrophe for us to awaken us from our spiritual stupors to 
move us along?” 
 
Can’t there equally be a proactive rather than reactive growth in our faith development? 
In other words, can’t there be a positive draw into becoming the kind of people through 
whom Jesus shines rather than simply avoiding or being aroused by life’s traumas? One 
of our members wrote to me this week to tell me of a phrase that she had learned from 
a marriage and family counselor that I thought summarized well our choices. This 
counselor said that people grow by either moving away from pain or closer to the light. 
This series is focused on the positive growth of agenda of moving closer to the light. 
 
Last week, I said that growth must have a compelling picture of the life in Christ. What 
is it that is so attractive that we long to see the features of Christ-likeness alive in us? I 
attempted to paint a portrait the Christian life around the luscious and succulent fruit of 
the Spirit recorded by Paul in Galatians 5:22-23. “But the fruit of the Spirit [what the 
Spirit grows in a believer’s life] is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, 
faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.” If these qualities were surging through 
our bodies, wouldn’t we be the most fulfilled people on the planet? It all starts with 
vision. 
 
Today, our focus is around the condition for growth. Note, that I didn’t say the 
conditions, plural, for growth. As we shall see in the parable of the sower and seed, 
Jesus lays out one condition for growth--listening. Though we will look at different ways 
that we can cultivate a heart that listens to the word of Jesus, it comes back to this 
singular quality of the ability to hear.  
 
Read Mark 4:1-9, 13-20 
 



 
 

© Greg Ogden / Christ Church of Oak Brook                                                                       2 

A Native American was being escorted around the center of Manhattan in New York by 
a friend who was a resident of the city. The Native American stopped his friend and 
whispered, “Wait. I hear a cricket.” His doubting friend said, “Come on. A cricket? With 
all the noise of the taxis, horns honking, brakes screeching and people screaming, you 
couldn’t possibly hear a cricket.” Undaunted, the Native American led his friend to a 
nearby planter, dug through the mulch, and, sure enough, there was the cricket.  
 
His friend said, “How could you possibly hear a cricket in downtown New York?” The 
Native American replied, “My ears are different than yours. It simply depends on what 
you are trained to listen to. Here, let me show you.” With that he pulled out of his 
pocket a handful of change and dropped the coins on the sidewalk. When the coins 
clanked on the cement, everyone within a block turned around.  
 
The obvious question: “What have our ears been trained to hear?” The key to unlocking 
the meaning of this parable is that Jesus is teaching us about the significance of 
listening and allowing the word of God to take root in our life in depth. He bookends the 
telling of the parable with the exhortation to listen. Note in v. 3, his introductory word is 
“Listen, A farmer…” In verse 9 he closes the first telling of the parable with, “He who 
has ears to hear, let him hear.” Then when Jesus interprets the meaning of the 
different kinds of soil, each one has to do with hearing the word. Four soils, four times 
the word “hear” is used. In other words, this parable is about the 3 kinds of soil that 
represent disruptions to our hearing of the word and a fourth kind of good soil that 
yields growth 30, 60 and 100 fold.  
 
Before we get to the good soil that produces a listening heart, Jesus says that there are 
3 ways that our ears get plugged. To mix metaphors, Jesus is saying here that our ears 
are the soil of our souls. We must ask ourselves, to what are our ears attuned?   
 
I. The Hurried Heart (Mark 4:14-15) 
 
“The farmer sows the word. Some people are like seed along the path, where 
the word is sown. As soon as they hear it, Satan comes along and takes away 
the word that was sown in them” (Mark 4:14-15)  In the agricultural land of 
Palestine the fields were cut in serpentine (snake-like) strips divided by thin walkways 
which had been beaten down by human and animal feet. Baked under the sun these 
pathways became like asphalt. As the sower casts the seed in his arc like motion, some 
of it falls on this impenetrable soil, so that it is easy prey for the birds, with which Jesus 
likens Satan. Those with hardened hearts have the word simply bounce off them. 
 
The hardened path represents the hurried heart. Paths were beaten down because they 
were well trod. Frenetic feet mark these routes. The word of God can only penetrate to 
the extent that we stop long enough in quiet solitude and contemplate its meaning. 
Richard Foster in his devotional classic Celebration of Discipline, introduces it by putting 
his finger on a major issue in the Western world, “In contemporary society our 
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Adversary major in three things: noise, hurry, and crowds. If he can keep us engaged 
in ‘muchness and manyness’, he will rest satisfied.” Do ever wonder how people from 
other cultures view our way of life? What is normal for us seems odd to them? Did you 
know that the Swahili word for “white man”—mazungu—literally means “one who spins 
around.” East Africans see us as people in a flurry of motion going nowhere.  
 
If hearing requires some time for quiet listening to God’s word, ask yourself: Do I 
intentionally stop my feverish activity for a block of time each day to simply listen in 
stillness to God’s spirit or His word? Do you have a hurried heart? 
 
II. The Shallow Heart (Mark 4:16-17) 
 
“Others, like seed sown on the rocky places, hear the word and at once 
receive it with joy. But since they have no root, they last only a short time. 
When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, they quickly fall 
away” (Mark 4:16-17) Israel is a land of rocks. There is a legend that the angel in 
charge of stone could not manage the weight and so dumped 9/10 of his load on Israel. 
In much of Southern Israel, a thin veneer of dirt covers the limestone just beneath the 
surface. The morning dew is enough to germinate the seed in the shallow soil, a flower 
springs to life, looking robust, until the heat of the day causes it to wither. Why? There 
is no place for the root to go when it hits the limestone floor.  
 
Jesus is most likely speaking of those who enter the freshness of God’s saving and 
renewing grace. At the beginning there is a warm glow of heart, a sense of being God’s 
beloved child living under the spotlight of his glory. But then you discover that this was 
only the beginning; the process of transformation is hard work. We want the benefits, 
but not the demands. We wanted a Christian faith without a cross. To sink our roots 
into the soil of God’s word requires us to take a look at those things that need to be 
changed in our lives, to face up to the hard work of confronting the darkness. Do you 
know what the biblical word is for change or growth? Repentance. This word literally 
means a change of mind, to think differently, to have a second thought that corrects a 
first thought. James Baldwin wrote, “Not everything can be changed, but nothing can 
be changed until it is faced.”  
 
The one with the shallow heart wants simply to look good without having to be good 
We want what God can do for us but not God Himself. Does this describe you and me? 
To use a football illustration, do we want a God who is our blocking back knocking 
down all potential opposing tacklers so that we can run for touchdowns and raising our 
arms in continuous celebration? Then we have miscalculated the Christian life. There is 
not enough root to sustain us.  
 
III. The Divided Heart (Mark 4:18-19) 
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 “Still others, like seed sown among the thorns, hear the word; but worries of 
this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desire for other things come in 
and choke the word, making it unfruitful” (Mark 4:18-19) It was the practice of 
farmers in Jesus’ day to cut the tops off of fibrous rooted weeds, and burn the remains 
so that the ground looked clean. Some seeds would land in this area. Seasonal rains 
would cause rapid growth of these unseen thorny weeds, and choke out the life of the 
wheat crop. 
 
Now Jesus is really meddling, isn’t he? Is there anything that can plug up our ears more 
than the distraction of worry or the pursuit of things? 
 
Fear or worry creates static on the line of our connection with God. Don’t we experience 
anxiety as static in the stomach? In my journey toward Christ-like wholeness, there has 
been no greater enemy than a diffuse anxiety which resided in the pit of my gut. It cut 
me off from the experiential reality that I am a beloved child of God. I experienced this 
world as a fearful, dangerous and unsafe place. I finally had to seek help from trusted 
Christian friends and colleagues and ask them to pray that I would know the healing 
reality that I live under the pleasure of the Father’s delight. Unless this issue of anxiety 
is addressed we will be distracted by debilitating pictures of a worrisome future. We 
need to hear the same message that the Father delivered to His Son at the 
inauguration of His ministry as he came out of the waters of John’s baptism.  “You are 
my son, marked and chosen by my love, the pride or delight of my life” (Mark 1:11) 
Until we can be embraced by this message, many of us will distracted by “the worries of 
this life”. 
 
Then Jesus speaks of the problem of Western affluence, “the deceitfulness of wealth 
and the desire for other things.” A young man proposed to the woman who had stolen 
his heart, “Darling, I want you to know that I love you more than anything else in all 
the world. I want you to marry me. I am not rich. I don’t have a yacht or Rolls Royce 
like Johnny Brown, but I do love you with all my heart.” The young woman thought for 
a moment and replied, “I love you too, but tell me more about Johnny Brown.”  
 
This is the fault line for many of us. This is the place where the battle is being waged in 
our heart. Is our longing for comfort and things what chokes the life of the hearing of 
God’s word for us? A great preacher in the early part of the last century, Harry Emerson 
Fosdick said something to the effect, “As long as what the world has to offer has more 
glitter than the promise of Christian life, then Christianity doesn’t have a chance.”  
 
Is there a battle waging still waging over our souls? Are we caught in the taffy pull of 
the allure of this world, and the desire to be Christ’s person? Frankly, we may never put 
this battle to rest, but who is winning? Which has the greater draw, what the world has 
to offer or what Jesus promises to do in us?  
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So before Jesus speaks of the good soil that produces a bumper crop, he tells of three 
states of the heart that disrupt the hearing of the word. There is the hurried heart, the 
shallow heart, and the divided heart. 
 
IV. The Listening Heart (Mark 4:20) 
 
The fruitful heart is the listening heart. “Others, like seed sown on the good soil, 
hear the word, accept it, and produce a crop—thirty, sixty or even a hundred 
times what is sown” (Mark 4:20). The good soil is soil that where plow has cut a 
deep furrow into the ground, turned over the soil, so that the seed can sink in deeply 
and take root. 
 
What makes for good soil in our lives? How do we develop a listening heart? What is 
this listening heart to produce in us? I believe for growth to be continuous and 
intentional we must become self-aware. Listening and self-awareness are integrally 
related.  The apostle Paul puts it like this, “I say to every one of you: Do not think 
of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with 
sober judgment…” (Romans 12:3) In other words, remain in reality, not in a 
fantasy land about yourself. It is a given, we are loved and accepted by God and are his 
beloved children. There is nothing that we will ever uncover that will disqualify us and 
separate from his love. Now, remain in the truth about who you are and where you 
need to grow. 
 
John Calvin, one of the fathers of the Reformation and theological fathers of this 
congregation, wrote a classic tome entitled Institutes of the Christian Religion. His very 
first caption is, “Without knowledge of self, there is no knowledge of God.” He goes on 
to say in the first line that follows, “Nearly all the wisdom we possess, consists of two 
parts: the knowledge of God and the knowledge of self.” They are interactive: 
knowledge self leads to knowledge of God and vice versa.  
 
So how do we create good soil? How do we create a listening spirit so that we desire to 
grow intentionally into Christ-likeness? In our small group on Monday night as we were 
discussing last Sunday’s sermon, one of our members made an observation that I 
believe is absolutely true. He said that there is no growth without pressure. So I am 
asking, how do we keep ourselves under positive pressure so that we continue to listen 
to the truth? 
 
Let me propose what I would call listening posts and pressure points that we impose 
upon ourselves to grow intentionally.  
 
Listening Post/Pressure Point #1: Place your life up next the truth of 
Scripture.  
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Everyday read some portion of the Scripture with the attitude, “Lord, show me the truth 
about myself from your word.”  Paul tells us that purpose of Scripture in II Tim. 3:16-
17: “All Scripture is inspired of God (literally God-breathed) and is profitable 
for teaching, reproof, correction and training in righteousness, that the 
person of God may be complete equipped for every good work.”  

Note the second and third characteristics of Scripture. The Scripture reproves and 
corrects. What is reproof? It is a rebuke. Gordon McDonald in his book Restoring Your 
Spiritual Passions says that “one good rebuke is worth a 100 affirmations.” And I like to 
say, that is about the right ratio. Have you ever been read the Bible and all of a sudden 
it is as if there was a figurative knife in your heart? The truth is so clear that it has 
revealed some short coming that you know you need to pay attention to.  This is why 
James compares the Scripture to looking in a mirror.   Don't fool yourself into 
thinking that you are a listener when you are anything but, letting the Word 
go in one ear and out the other. Act on what you hear! Those who hear and 
don't act are like those who glance in the mirror, walk away, and two 
minutes later have no idea who they are, what they look like” (James 1:22-
24—The Message). When we read the Scriptures we are holding a mirror up to our 
face and not turning away and forgetting what we look like.  

The good news is that it is this mirror in which we look also shows the image of Jesus 
standing behind us, the One who desires to reflect his image through us. So pick up a 
devotional book, adopt a reading plan, make room to listen to God’s word for you. 

Listening Post/Pressure Point #2: Develop the discipline of solitude and 
silence in order to listen deeply. 

The Psalmist says, “For God alone my soul waits in silence” (Ps. 62:1). Henri Nouwen 
has written, “Without solitude it is virtually impossible to live a spiritual life.” But if we 
are not used to silence, which most of us aren’t? This will be some of the of static and 
noise, because we are so used filling our lives with input. 
 
Like the movie, What About Bob?, we may need “baby steps” here. One of the best 
breakthroughs I have had in prayer is to adopt the practice of the prayer of Examen, or 
the examination of consciousness. The idea here is to either conclude your day or begin 
the next day (which is what I do) by pausing to look back through a God-directed tour 
of the previous day’s events, relationships, emotions, etc. In our beloved Adele 
Calhoun’s book Spiritual Disciplines Handbook she says that, “The Examen provides a 
way of noticing where God shows up in our day. It is a practice that attends to what we 
might otherwise miss in the press of duties and busyness.”  
 
Have you ever had someone ask you, “Well, how was your week?” The only thing that 
crosses your consciousness is a blur. Nothing immediately stands out. Time has passed, 
but what has actually happened in that time that is worth paying attention to. We turn 
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page after page of our lives, but we have not been sensitive to where God has been in 
them. The Prayer of Examen tells us to slow down. Before you turn the page on a new 
day, pause to re-read yesterday’s page. I call this “praying backwards.” In my journal, I 
simply ask the Lord, what should I pay attention to, where were you present in this 
day? I often find that God gives me things and people for which I should be thankful. I 
might have missed an opportunity to share a word of grace and encouragement. I 
follow up with a note of gratitude.   
 
Here are a few of the questions that Adele suggests we might ask the Lord: 
 
1. For what moment today am I most grateful? For what moment today am I 
least grateful? 
 
2. When did I give and receive love today? When did I fail to give and receive 
love? 
 
3. What was the most life-giving or life-thwarting part of my day? 
 
This is a great way to bring our lives before God in silence and have Him to speak us. 
 
 
Listening Post/Pressure Point#3: Intertwine your life with trusted Christian 
friends who will help you to live in truth. 
 
One of the books that I highly recommend for extra credit along with this series is by 
Henry Cloud and John Townsend entitled How People Grow. The chapter with the 
title God’s Plan A: People was worth the price of the book for me.  Henry Cloud writes 
autobiographically in this chapter about how he began his Christian walk in a state of 
depression. He confessed to a friend that he had asked God to help him, but He wasn’t 
feeling any better and quite frankly he felt like God had let him down. His friend 
suggested a married couple who might be of help.  
 
This couple invested in Henry. As Henry said of this couple, “Bill taught me about God, 
and Julie taught me about life.” As he opened up to them, he got in touch with a deep 
sadness and grief over a lost dream. They allowed him to explore feelings that he didn’t 
even know he had. As a result of their encouragement he got involved in a small group. 
In this group he began to examine himself through the feedback he was receiving 
about how he came across. His self awareness was increasing through the reflections 
from others whose heart intentions he trusted.  
 
One day Cloud realized that his depression had lifted and the feeling of emptiness had 
vanished. To quote him, “I actually felt good about life and about me.” But he still held 
God accountable for not healing him directly. Then he realized that God’s Plan A was 
people.   
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“I was waiting for God to give me his grace through supernatural zapping, he 
was giving it to me through his people. I was waiting for him to speak to me 
directly; he was speaking to me through his people.  I was waiting for him to 
give me direction in life; He was the strength behind the direction people 
were giving me. I was waiting for him to heal my depression; he sent special 
people to comfort me.” 
 
This church is built upon the belief that to live out our growth in Christ we must have a 
small group of trusted fellow Christian lovers who will speak into our life as needed.  
 
Listening Post/Pressure Point #4: We will need to take faith risks by putting 
ourselves in uncomfortable places.   
 
As long as we remain in the safe confines of the comfortable, minimal growth and self-
awareness will occur. Many of us look at faith like a friend of mine did. He said, “I see 
faith like a spare tire. It is nice to have it there if I need it, but I hope I never have to 
use it.” Faith for him was the safety net. God will catch me if the bottom falls out. 
Otherwise, I can be in charge of my own life, and stay within the predictable. 
 
 Biblical faith compels us to take risks. To move out. To go to territory we have 
not been before.  In the faith chapter of Hebrews 11 we read, that “by faith 
Abraham, when called to go to a place he would later receive as his 
inheritance, obeyed and went, even though he did not know where he was 
going” (Hebrews 11:8). Biblical faith moves us by God’s spirit to obey by going on a 
mission trip into the inner city or another culture that will require of us to exercise gifts 
and trust in Him. Biblical faith may require us to speak up for our faith in the context of 
the workplace, or stand by. If God seems distant and dull, it is probably because we 
have become distant and dull. We have remained in a cocoon of safety. Yet God meets 
us on the stretch. 
 
There is only one condition of growth: deep listening to the word and obeying it. Jesus 
tells us that there are three ways we tune God out: a hurried heart (too busy to listen), 
a shallow heart (benefits without demands); and a divided heart (distracted by worry 
and the lure of the world).  
 

If we want to listen we need to create listening posts and pressure 
points: 

 
 1. We spend time looking into the mirror of God’s word. 
 2. We find quiet spaces to reflect on how God is at work daily. 
 3. We root our lives in trusting community who will speak truth to us. 
 4. We will step out to explore territory into which God is calling us.   
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In conclusion, growth in Christ as an intentional process that is usually incremental and 
uneven. This is why I like the story of the medieval peasant woman who happened to 
meet a Benedictine monk. She fell down before the monk and blurted out, “Please tell 
me, holy father, what do you men of God do up there in the monastery on the hill?” 
This particular monk was wise and humble, so he answered simply, “I’ll tell you my 
child what we do: We fall down and we get up! We fall down and we get up! We fall 
down and we get up!” Isn’t that the way we grow? 
 
It is appropriate on the weekend where we have announced the upcoming Justice 
Journey in conjunction with the celebration of Martin Luther King’s birthday tomorrow 
that I conclude with an old slave’s prayer he often concluded his talks: “O God, I ain’t 
what I ought to be and I ain’t what I am gonna be; but thanks be to you, I ain’t what I 
used to be!”  
 
Discussion Questions: 
 
1. In the message there are three ways that the hearing of the word is thwarted. How 
would you summarize each? 
 
 A. The Hurried Heart (Mark 4:14-15) 
 
 B. The Shallow Heart (Mark 4:16-17) 
 
 C. The Divided Heart (Mark 4:18-19) 
 
2. Where can you personally identify with the characteristics of these ear-stopping 
problems? 
 
3. The message asserts that a key to continuous growth is that we must be rooted in 
self-awareness that is the result of good listening. Why might self-awareness be a key 
to continuous growth? What is the relationship between self-awareness and listening? 
 
4. Agree/Disagree: There is no growth without some form of pressure.  
 
5. Look at the four listening posts/pressure points that are suggested to keep us 
connected to the truth. Which one of these do you think holds the most promise for 
you? How might you incorporate the practice into your life?  
  

 

 

   


