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	How many of you are familiar with this new reality TV show “Undercover Boss”?  In this reality TV show, every episode features a high-ranking executive or the owner of a corporation going undercover as an entry-level employee in the company. In one episode, the CEO and owner of 7-Eleven, Joseph DePinto did just that. He spent approximately one week undercover, working in various areas of their company operations. And through this, he invariably spend time getting to know about the people who work in the company and learn more about what was really happening on the ground. The decisions that were made on behalf of the company. Can you imagine just working on your daily job, being introduced to a new colleague, without realizing that he was actually the Boss at the top? How will the employee feel on discovery that the new guy was actually the Big Boss?
Will we be ashamed of how we make decisions in life if God came undercover and lived with us? Who makes the major decisions in your life? What will others say who your boss is if they observed your life?

These are not new questions to be asked. In fact Jesus was in a way addressing the same questions to his disciples by teaching them, through parables, what it meant to be living under the reign of God. 
What does it mean to live with God in charge?

Today’s passage presents two aspects of living with God as boss. Jesus used parables to teach what it means to live under the rule of God.

The first aspect of living with God as boss is to prepare your heart to respond to God’s word. Jesus points out the need for personal response by sharing with his disciples the parable of the sower.
 “Listen to this! Behold, the sower went out to sow; as he was sowing, some seed fell beside the road, and the birds came and ate it up. Other seed fell on the rocky ground where it did not have much soil; and immediately it sprang up because it had no depth of soil. And after the sun had risen, it was scorched; and because it had no root, it withered away. Other seed fell among the thorns, and the thorns came up and choked it, and it yielded no crop. Other seeds fell into the good soil, and as they grew up and increased, they yielded a crop and produced thirty, sixty, and a hundredfold.”
The ways in which we prepare our hearts to respond to God’s word will determine the growth of God’s word in our lives. We need a heart properly conditioned to receive God’s word. And here through Jesus’ parable of the sower, four heart conditions in relation to growth are presented to us.

First, like seed falling on the road, a hardened heart results in no growth.

“These are the ones who are beside the road where the word is sown; and when they hear, immediately Satan comes and takes away the word which has been sown in them.”
The condition of such hearts can be likened to preaching to people like Richard Dawkins. Who calls himself a believer, but a believer of non-beliefs, in short an Atheist.
When the condition of the heart is hardened, there can be no growth.

The second condition is this. Like seed sown on rocky places, an uncommitted heart results in shallow growth. 
“In a similar way these are the ones on whom seed was sown on the rocky places, who, when they hear the word, immediately receive it with joy; and they have no firm root in themselves, but are only temporary; then, when affliction or persecution arises because of the word, immediately they fall away.”
The condition of an uncommitted heart can be said to be one that who cares only about the feelings and experiences of the Christian journey. An uncommitted heart does not want to take root. It prefers not to be committed. And because of that such a person quickly falls away when trouble or persecution comes. I will obey Christ when it feels good to me. I will make a decision for Christ when it benefits me.

An uncommitted heart thus results in shallow growth.
Thirdly, like seed sown among thorns, we see that a divided heart results in stunted growth. 

“And others are the ones on whom seed was sown among the thorns; these are the ones who have heard the word, but the worries of the world, and the deceitfulness of riches, and the desires for other things enter in and choke the word, and it becomes unfruitful."
The condition of a divided heart is like a person who is preoccupied with the worries and cares of the world. A person with a divided heart is overly concerned with the worries of this life, what he will eat, or wear or where he will stay. A person with a divided heart is overly attracted to the desires of the world. 
To me such condition is like a person standing in two boats. He cannot decide which boat he wants to get in. He is divided. He will never find his balance. And because of that, he can get nowhere. 

Therefore, a divided heart results in stunted growth.
Lastly, we learn of the ideal condition. Like seed sown on good soil, a fertile heart results in full growth.

“And those are the ones on whom seed was sown on the good soil; and they hear the word and accept it and bear fruit, thirty, sixty, and a hundredfold.”
The condition of a fertile heart is like a person who accepts and obeys the word of God. This person does not harden his heart to God’s word. This person is committed to the word of God through good or bad times. This person is not divided, nor easily distracted. Thus, a heart prepared, properly conditioned to respond to God’s word becomes fruitful.
A fertile heart responding to God’s word, results in full growth.

So the first aspect of living with God as boss is to prepare our hearts to respond to God’s word. This first part of the passage teaches us that preparing our hearts to rightly respond to God’s word is determined by the condition of our hearts. Now the emphasis in the second part of the passage shifts us away from our response to God’s word to acknowledging God’s work. Jesus using 3 other parables, now shifts the emphasis from the response of the hearer to the work of God.
And the second aspect of living with God as boss is to acknowledge God’s work in your ministry.
How can we acknowledge God’s work in our ministry? There are three ways put forward today.
Acknowledge that Jesus is manifested in our ministry.
“And He was saying to them, “A lamp is not brought to be put under a basket, is it, or under a bed? Is it not brought to be put on the lampstand? For nothing is hidden, except to be revealed; nor has anything been secret, but that it would come to light.”
The parable of the lamp teaches that truth is manifest in the person of Jesus Christ. The mystery of redemption has been revealed in Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ, the light of the world has come. Like the lamp, which is the centre of the Galilean home, it illuminates every corner only when it is place on the lampstand that occupies the central place in the home.
Likewise, to acknowledge that Jesus Christ is manifested in our ministry is to place Christ at the centre of the ministry, so that the truth of Jesus Christ can fill and direct the ministry, and others can see Christlikeness in our ministry.
See the shaping of these iron-fillings. Why are they shaped this way? It is because they react to the presence of a magnet. Just as you can recognize the presence of a magnet shaping the iron-fillings, similarly in our ministry, when we allow the truth of Jesus Christ to shape and direct our ministry, others will be able to recognize the Christlikeness manifested in our ministry.
And secondly, Acknowledge that growth happens beyond our knowledge and control.

“And He was saying, “The kingdom of God is like a man who casts seed upon the soil; and he goes to bed at night and gets up by day, and the seed sprouts and grows—how, he himself does not know. The soil produces crops by itself; first the blade, then the head, then the mature grain in the head. But when the crop permits, he immediately puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come.”
The parable of the seed teaches that growth is the divine work of God. 

“He himself does not know.” 
Here this verse tells us that growth happens beyond man’s knowledge.

“For the earth yields crop by itself” 
Here this verse tells us that growth happens beyond man’s control.

This parable here seems to act like a check-and-balance to the parable of the sower. Lest we should assume that growth lies solely on our response. Lest we should assume that we are the real boss of the ministry. We are reminded here that we are not the moving force behind any spiritual growth, God is.
In 1908, J. O. Fraser responded to the call to become a missionary in China among the Lisu people, who have never heard about God. But after six years of personal sacrifice and hardships and helping the Lisu people develop the written language, there was little response and the mission organisation needed him elsewhere. 
But today, there are estimated to be close to 90 percent of Lisu professing Christ. In Yunnan alone, there are close to 200,000 Lisu Christians.

We are not the moving force behind any spiritual growth. Growth happens beyond our knowledge and control.

Lastly, How can we acknowledge God’s work in our ministry?

Acknowledge that God uses small beginnings and makes it great.

“And He said, “How shall we picture the kingdom of God, or by what parable shall we present it? It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the soil, though it is smaller than all the seeds that are upon the soil, yet when it is sown, it grows up and becomes larger than all the garden plants and forms large branches; so that the birds of the air can nest under its shade.”
The parable of the mustard seed teaches that God brings multiple results from small beginnings. A mustard seed is something that is insignificant in the minds of the people then, but Jesus reminds them that it grows to the greatest of bushes, so large that its branches become the nesting place and place of shade for birds of the air. Jesus here makes the insignificant, an essential ingredient for the kingdom of God.
What does this tell us about our ministry? We are small but God is great.

Madam Ang first came to Christ through her daughter. After she believed in Christ, she discovered the joy of praying and would pray every morning without fail, for God to use her children to serve the Lord. When she had her first grandson, she also started praying everyday without fail for God to use her first grandson to serve the Lord. Many would probably see this ministry of praying as insignificant. But God used her faithful prayers for her family to raise up servants of the Lord. Today, her children are all serving the Lord faithfully, as missionaries, pastors and elders in Churches. And I am the first grandson whom she faithfully prayed for since young. And I thank God for her ministry of prayer.
Indeed, we are small but God is great.

The passage today showed us what it means to live with God in charge.

Prepare your heart for God’s word. Acknowledge God’s work.
A right response to God’s word is determined by the condition of our hearts and our acknowledgement of God’s work is to remember that He is in charge.

At the end of every episode of “Undercover Boss”, good employees get praised and rewarded. When the CEO and owner of 7-Eleven, Joseph DePinto went undercover, he discover this employee named Igor, a 7-Eleven delivery man. He was impressed with his work ethics and attitude, that at the end of the one-week undercover stint, Joseph DePinto called him into his office one day. You must see the shock on the face of Igor when he realized that Joseph was the Big Boss! But Joseph was so impressed by Igor that he decided to give Igor his own 7-Eleven franchise outlet to run as manager.
May we also live our lives and ministry with God in charge, with God as our boss. And may we also find our reward at the end of life’s journey, by being found faithful by God when we meet Him again.
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Homiletical Outline (Revised)

 Who’s the Boss? 

Mark 4:1-34 (Cyclical Inductive)

Introduction

1. Get attention: New reality TV show “Undercover Boss”… Will we be ashamed of how we make decisions in life if God came undercover and lived with us?

2. Need: Who makes the major decisions in your life? What will others say who your boss is if they observed your life?

3. Background/Setting: Jesus is teaching through parables what it meant to be living under the reign of God.

4. Subject: What does it mean to live with God in charge? 

5. Preview: Today’s passage presents two aspects of living with God as boss. Restatement: Jesus used parables to teach what is means to live under the rule of God. Firstly, He points out … (transition).

I.
Prepare your heart to respond to God’s word (1-20).

 
A.
A hardened heart results in no growth (Seed falling on the road; Preaching to Richard Dawkins). 


B.
An uncommitted heart results in shallow growth. (Seed sown on rocky places; A person who cares only about feelings and experiences).


C. 
A divided heart results in stunted growth (Seed sown among thorns; A person who is preoccupied with worries and cares of the world; Standing in two boats).


D. 
A fertile heart results in full growth (Seed sown on good soil; A person who accepts and obeys the word of God).

(The first part of the passage teaches us living with the right response to God’s word is determined by the condition of our hearts. Now the emphasis shifts from our response to…)

II.
Acknowledge God’s work in your ministry (21-34).

A. Jesus is manifested in our ministry. (21-22)

1. The parable of the lamp teaches that truth is manifest in the person of Jesus Christ.

2. Others can see Christlikeness in our ministry (Iron-fillings and magnet).

B. Growth happens beyond our knowledge and control. (26-29)

1. The parable of the seed teaches that growth is the divine work of God.

2. We are not the moving force behind any spiritual growth (James Fraser’s work with the Lisu people).

C. God uses small beginnings and makes it great. (30-32)

1. The parable of the mustard seed teaches that God brings multiple results from small beginnings.

2. We are small but God is great (Madam Ang’s faithful prayer as a believer).

(The passage today is all about …)

Conclusion
1. Prepare your heart for God’s word. Acknowledge God’s work (Main Idea).

2. A right response to God’s word is determined by the condition of our hearts and our acknowledgement of God’s work is to remember that He is in charge. (Restated MI).

At the end of every episode of “Undercover Boss”, good employees get praised and rewarded… May we also be found faithful by God at the end
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Exegetical Outline (Revised 2)

Mark 4:1-34

Questions and Answers 

1. Who are the main characters?

a. Jesus (4:1)

b. Followers along with the twelve disciples. (4:10)

c. The large crowd (4:1)

2. What is the setting?

a. The setting is beside the Sea of Galilee, which by now should be a familiar place for Mark’s readers.

3. What is the context leading to Jesus teaching the crowd in Mark 4?

a. The teaching of Jesus in Mark 4 comes after challenges from religious authorities from Jerusalem about Jesus’ authority (3:20-35).

4. What is the meaning of the word “parable”?

a. The word “parable” means something that is paced alongside something else for the purpose of clarification.

b. Parables may reflect daily life, but they are not simple and easily understood.

c. Jesus used parables not simply to illustrate a spiritual truth but to provoke reflection and decision.

5. How was sowing and agriculture like then?

a. A farmer sowing at a plot of ground was a familiar sight and everyone then would have known about the importance of such a work because the very livelihood of people then depended on the harvest of the farmer.

6. How should we understand “mustard seed”?

a. The mustard seed, which is an annual and proliferates anew each spring, is not actually the tiniest of seeds, but it stood for something proverbially small in Palestine.

b. The mustard seed though small can produce a large shrub in which birds may rest. 

7. How should we understand “Kingdom of God”?

a. The use of the phrase “Kingdom of God” should not only be understood as a political or physical establishment of kingdom on earth, it should also be understood as the spiritual rule or reign of God.

b. Although entrance into God’s kingdom was conditioned on one’s spiritual condition, the believer will experience the full (political, earthly and physical) reality of the Kingdom of God later.

Exegetical Idea: The evidence of divine work under the reign of God that has a universal message needing individual response is that truth is manifest, growth is mysterious and results are multiple.
I. (1-20) The manner by which Jesus taught about the universal message of the reign of God needing individual response was by the parable of the Sower.

A. (1-9) The sower that cast seed everywhere is a display of the universal message of the reign of God.

B.  (10-20) Jesus explained the parable of the sower to His disciples to highlight the individual response after hearing the word.

1. (13-15) There are those who hear the word but from whom Satan steals the word away.

2. (16-17) There are those who hear the word but without taking root and fall away in difficulty.

3. (18-19) There are those who hear the word but worldly desires and wealth choke the word.

4. (20) There are those who hear the word and accept it and bear fruit.

II. (21-34) The evidence of divine work under the reign of God is that truth is manifest, growth is mysterious and results are multiple.

A. (21-25) The parable of the lamp communicated that truth is manifest in the person of Jesus Christ.

B. (26-29) The parable of the seed communicated that mysterious growth under the reign of God is the divine work of God.

C. (30-34) The parable of the mustard seed communicated that multiple results from small beginnings are the divine work of God.
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