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Text: Jeremiah 7:3; Luke 8:4-8

When Good Seed Goes Bad

Have you ever planted something in your garden that started out beautifully, but then 
through lack of careful management, grew out of control? One day it’s a plant so 
perfect that you wonder whether you should call House & Garden to come photograph 
it. And then, it starts invading territory where it never should be. It’s become a tangled 
thicket full of thorns. Now you, wonder, if you’ll be getting a visit from the House & 
Garden Police.

It is curious, isn’t it, how things can start out well and then, over time, by subtle degrees 
and little changes and lack of proper discipline, become something very different. It can 
happen to our own character, if we’re not careful. It can happen in our marriages or 
family life. It can happen in the culture of a workplace or in a whole society. And, long 
ago, it happened to the most wonderful plant of all. 

The Growth of the Church

About 2,000 years ago now, Jesus planted in the soil of a few followers lives the seed of 
a message and vision of life he called “the Gospel of the Kingdom” (Mat 24:14). This 
seed contained God’s power to transform human life for the good, now and for all 
eternity. Go into all the world and preach the gospel to all creation (Mark 
16:15), said Jesus. In other words, scatter this seed. It can restore human flourishing. 
And so the Seed Sowers gradually spread out from Jerusalem, through the Middle East 
and Asia Minor, and on into Greece, Italy, and beyond.  

The seeds of the gospel message found their most hospitable ground among the slaves 
and the working class of the Roman Empire. They were drawn by the vision of a God 
who loved the least and offered a freedom of the spirit that transcended circumstances. 
The affluent and powerful classes were harder ground. The gospel message of a God 
who challenged human pride and who called for an allegiance higher than to 
government and for a devotion deeper than superficial ritual was an affront to many. 
Many of the elites regarded Christ-followers as a public danger and responded by 
intermittently persecuting the Christian church for some three hundred years. Unwilling 
to repudiate their faith, most of the original apostles, and thousands of other followers 
died in flames, on crosses, or at the claws of gladiators and wild animals. 

Rather than uprooting Christianity, however, the blood of these martyrs watered the 
church.  By the early 300’s A.D., the Rose Bush had risen so far up through society that 
even members of the Emperor’s own household called themselves Christians.  Finally, 
the Emperor Constantine came to faith himself and declared Christianity the official 
religious brand of the Roman Empire. The once underground church became the 



executive branch’s pet project. There were prayer meetings in Constantine’s Office.

The “Golden” Age

On one level, this was the start of Christianity’s Day in the Sun. Christian laypersons 
and clergy suddenly found themselves getting positions of authority and influence. The 
church was exempted from taxation. Legislation increasingly reflected more of the 
ethics of Christianity.  State-sanctioned violence (for example, the gladiator fights) 
rapidly decreased, while laws protecting women and children were improved, working 
conditions for slaves made better, and Sabbath practices honored. During the 300’s and 
early 400’s, great empire-wide councils formed a consensus on which books and letters 
were to be regarded as Scripture, and what core beliefs Christians viewed as essential.  

It was also in this period that one of the most ambitious efforts at world evangelism in 
history began to be mounted.  Between 300 and 700 A.D., the Goths, Picts, Irish, 
Franks, Scots, Frisians, Angles and Saxons were converted to at least a nominal faith in 
Jesus Christ.  It is owing in large part to this radiant missionary effort that the great 
nations of Europe and even America herself are even remotely Christian today. 

But, just as Jesus had said in his Parable of the Sower, there were some downsides to 
all this sunshine. Now, faith in Christ was increasingly seen by many not so much as 
something to live for as something to profit by. People who’d undergone no spiritual 
conversion whatsoever, flocked to the church in tremendous numbers. They brought 
behaviors and beliefs that tainted the community once purified by persecution.  In an 
effort to appeal to these masses, many clergy lost their prophetic preaching edge. Some 
became soft and corrupt. Church and State became hopelessly entangled. And nominal 
Christians, now holding the levers of governmental authority, turned the machine of 
persecution on others. In the heat of power and prosperity, much of the church’s 
original distinctiveness and sacrificial love was burned away.

Like the seed which fell on ground rife with weeds, the original worship traditions of the 
church also began to suffer during this period.  As Christianity spread out, the practices 
of ancestor worship and pagan idolatry common to many societies infiltrated the 
church. Instead of just admiring and imitating Christian martyrs and heroes, many came 
to almost worship them. People came to believe that the heavenly prayers of these 
ancestors or of Mary – arguably the most impressive of all God’s saintly servants -- 
were more powerful than the prayers of people on earth. It wasn’t long before people 
began regarding even the bones, “relics,” or statues of these saints as having almost 
magical powers -- sort of the way some view rabbits’ feet or crystals in our day.  

For some people, even the sacrament of communion, started to develop this magical 
cast. While this idea was foreign to the practice of the Early Church, the belief 
developed that without regular ingestion of the Bread and Cup of the Lord’s Supper, 
one’s eternal salvation was questionable. Some unscrupulous clergy even began 
demanding exorbitant fees to provide these sanctified elements. The simple spirit of 
original Christian worship was increasingly choked off by liturgical traditions that 



focused more and more on the clergy as mediators of divine grace. It wasn’t long 
before lay-people couldn’t imagine confessing their sin to God or finding forgiveness 
without the help of such a middle-man.

The Middle and Dark Ages

The next six centuries -- known as the Middle and Dark Ages -- brought the onslaught 
of the kind of rapacious “birds” Jesus described in his parable -- vultures and crows who 
snatched up the gospel seed before it could root further. The Fall of Rome in 410 A.D. -- 
and the subsequent plundering of its former territory by a succession of warrior tribes 
threw the world into turmoil. Countless buildings and treasures of art and literature 
were destroyed or stolen by the “barbarian” birds. If it were not for Christian 
monasteries that thought to hide the finest sacred manuscripts and secular writings in 
their vaults, the very best of Western Civilization might have been lost forever.

You can see why, in the chaos and confusion of this period, the church desperately 
needed strong leadership. Keep in mind that as the church had grown up in earlier 
centuries, it had naturally developed more complex leadership systems to cope with 
communication, conflict, and the conduct of church life. What started as a band of 
Apostles gathering circles of converts for worship and instruction, became established 
churches with “elders” (Gr., presbyteros) shepherding the flock. In time, those elders 
with strong teaching and leadership gifts began to emerge as a distinct pastoral or 
clergy class. As the church grew further, some of these persons were elevated to the 
role of bishop, with care for and then authority over other clergy.  

When the barbarian hordes came in the fifth century and swept away the old Roman 
government, people naturally turned more and more to the Church to fill the leadership 
vacuum. Bishops became enormously powerful figures. The Bishop of Rome -- the 
capital city of the old empire -- became the most prestigious and influential leader of all, 
eventually becoming regarded as the “father” or “pope” of Christendom.  As one 
Presbyterian historian puts it: “In supplying vigorous, even if autocratic, leadership 
during these dark centuries, the papacy performed an inestimable service to Christianity 
and to civilization.”

The problem is that as time passed these Church Fathers claimed increasing and then 
outsized authority.  By the 11th century, Pope Gregory VII was claiming to be God’s 
supreme representative on earth and had enough people who agreed with him that he 
could, for example, compel the emperor of Germany to do penance before him in the 
snow for three days!  The papacy reached the height of its power in the 13th century 
under Pope Innocent III, when there was not a king or emperor alive who would dare 
to contradict him or fail to do his bidding. That was some irony, because he presided 
over a Church that in too many ways had stopped doing Christ’s bidding. 

Between the 11th and 13th centuries, the Church founded by the Lord who said: 
Forgive your enemies and do good to them” (Mat 5:44), sponsored a succession 
of Seven Crusades in a bloody and unsuccessful attempt to rid the Holy Land of the 



Muslims who’d invaded it. To pay for these crusades, finish an overly-ambitious program 
of cathedral building, and maintain the upper clergy in the royal lifestyle to which they’d 
grown accustomed, the Church exacted onerous taxes. They even came up with a 
creative financing scheme that involved the selling of “indulgences” (special credits) 
claimed to get dead relatives to heaven faster. To sum it up simply, the beautiful rose 
Jesus planted back in the first century had, by the sixteenth century, become a thorny 
monster. Even in the best light, it had grown far from what it was meant to be. 

The PROTESTant Reformation

And then, exactly 500 years ago this October, the man from House & Garden showed 
up. His name was Martin Luther, a Catholic priest and a professor of moral theology at 
the University of Wittenberg in Germany. Luther loved the Church. He never intended to 
create a schism or a whole new branch of Christianity. He would not have left the 
Mother Church if she had not thrown him out. Luther’s aim was to prune and discipline 
the overgrown tangle that the church had become, so that it could become even more 
fruitful (John 15:2). And so, on October 31, 1517, Luther took action. 

In those days before Twitter, Reddit, or op ed pages, if you wanted to initiate a serious 
public discussion of some important topic, you would write down your “theses” – 
meaning your main convictions or contentions – and post them on the door of the most 
frequented building in your town. Tradition has it that Luther went up to the door of the 
All Saints Church in Wittenberg and hammered onto it a document containing 95 
Theses – a formal protest of excesses and errors he believed were afflicting the 
Church and corrupting its witness to the Gospel. The pounding of that nail on the 
Wittenberg door would set off what we now know as the PROTESTant Reformation and 
reaffirm what came to be known as the great “SOLA’s” -- the five life-blessing 
orientations with which Christianity had begun and we’ll explore in coming weeks. 

Let me be very clear in closing that our aim in talking about all this is NOT to bash the 
Catholic Church. Many of our members, friends, and listeners hail from that Mother 
Church. Some would be quick to remind me that the Roman Church changed much for 
the good in the wake of the Reformation and has been a source of grace in their lives 
and that of millions of other people. By all appearances, she is led today by a servant 
who exemplifies the character of Christ. The Catholic Church has certainly been beset 
by scandals and ailments needing correction, but so has the Protestant and evangelical 
movement out of which this congregation emerged. That is why we all benefit from 
owning one of the major mottos that emerged from Martin Luther’s movement. The 
phrase is SEMPER REFORMANDA (Latin) – literally, “always reforming.” This is what 
the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: Reform your ways and your 
actions (Jer 7:3). The Hebrew verb there suggests continual action.

Fair warning: I’m going to move now from preaching to meddling. The great seduction 
confronting every individual or family or church or political party or enterprise of any 
kind in every age is the idea that WE no longer need to change. We think, there’s 
nothing really major about me or my tribe that God would want to reform. I’m sure he 



wants to work on those people, but not me. That’s a delusion. Jesus Christ is the 
same yesterday, today, and forevermore (Heb 13:8) Every one of the rest of us 
needs to change. Without continual pruning and training, even the best individuals and 
institutions go wrong, like my rose bush. They never become all they could be. The 
power of sin is such that as people, families, churches, workplaces, parties, and as a 
nation, we need continual repentance, refinement, revision, and renewal if we want to 
enter into the full life of the Kingdom of God (Mat 4:17). 

So here are three crucial questions in closing: 

• FIRST: Do you WANT to live in the kingdom of God? Maybe the truth is that 
like some of those priests, popes, and kings of old, we really only want to live in 
the comfy seat of our own kingdom. If that’s true for you, feel free to reject what 
I’m going to say the way the Mother Church rejected Martin Luther.

• But if you want the larger life of God’s Kingdom, then sit with this SECOND 
question: What is the voice of protest you may need to LISTEN more 
fully to in days ahead? The biblical record is that God speaks through 
prophets – through sometimes disagreeable people who get something of God’s 
character or plan that we’ve missed before. Who is hammering on the door of 
your life or of our society that you should stop ignoring? Who’s trying to enlargen 
your heart and mind? What a tragedy if that was God trying to get your 
attention, trying to lead you into a greater life, but you weren’t open to 
reformation. 

• And FINALLY: What voice of constructive protest might God be calling 
you to SPEAK in the life of a loved one, where you work, here at church, at 
school, out in the community, to our nation? Because here’s the truth we’ll come 
to embrace in weeks ahead: God has not stopped raising up Martin and 
Katharina Luther’s to re-form this world into the glorious kingdom for which he 
sent his son Jesus to be our Savior and our Lord.

 


