The basics of discipleship -- study one. How do disciples grow? (Mark 4:1 – 20)
The process of growing a seed into a plant is miraculous. For example, an apple seed is small and appears lifeless. But hidden in this little seed is the potential to produce a large living tree full of delicious fruit. Once planted in good soil, the earth’s moisture begins to break down the seed’s tough outer coat, causing it to split open. This allows oxygen to get inside and releases plant food stored within the seed. These two ingredients combine to produce the energy needed to begin the process of germination. During this process cells within the inner embryo of the seed begin to multiply by growing and dividing again and again. These cells then follow the genetic code written within each of them and begin to chemically form themselves into a tiny seedling. The first part of the seedling to emerge is the root. As it develops, the seedling’s root system extracts from the soil the water and other nutrients needed to push the seedling’s first sprout through the dark blanket of the soil. Now the process of photosynthesis can begin as the new sprout begins to use the sun’s energy to convert the same carbon dioxide we exhale into simple sugars needed to empower the small plant to become a full grown apple tree. By God’s design, all of this potential is inconspicuously hidden inside a tiny seed! 
In one of his more well-known parables, Jesus compares the physical growth of a farmer’s seed to the spiritual growth of his disciples through the implanting of the word of God. In this story Jesus talks about a farmer whose seed fell in a variety of soils. While some of the seed went on to multiply into an abundance of fruit, the rest didn’t produce any fruit at all. 
Jesus first told this parable in an agricultural setting where many of his listeners would have regularly faced the difficult challenges of growing seeds into a harvest. These farmers knew all about the hard work that was required to prepare the soil to be sown with seed, as well as the weeding that needed to be kept up after the seed was sown. They counted on regular rain and a sympathetic sun to help them produce their crops and income. Therefore, in this story Jesus was speaking the language of these farmers; although many of them didn’t understand what he was saying. However, it is vital that we do. 

In his story Jesus’ assumes that the farmer’s seed is perfectly good, because it represents the word of God. But just like good seed, God’s word still needs to find good soil and be properly nurtured in order to produce fruit in our lives. In the same way that seed which is eaten by birds, or falls into rocky ground, or is choked out by weeds will not produce fruit, so God’s word will not thrive in the soil of disciples whose hearts and minds are not ready and willing to receive it. How easy it is to hear God speak through his word and then walk away and completely forget what he said. Or we can take God’s word into our lives but then fail to nurture it through reflection, prayer and application. In this case it will develop no roots in our hearts and minds – making it unfruitful. In the same way we can take God’s word into our lives, but then let it become squeezed out by worldly weeds and sinful thoughts and attitudes. But on the other hand, God’s word is capable of miraculously producing spiritual fruit (such as faith, hope, and love) in the lives of people who receive it with humble and obedient hearts.
Jesus wants us to understand that God’s word is not simply a book of lifeless instructions that we must carry out on our own. The Bible may appear to be nothing more than a collection of ordinary words written in ink. But, like our apple seed, God’s inconspicuous looking word contains miraculous power and potential that can spiritually transform our ordinary lives. Obviously growing an apple tree from a seed doesn’t happen overnight. Even with the proper care and conditions it will take at least ten years before an apple seed will begin to produce its first fruit. This calls for patience and diligence as we regularly take God’s word into our lives, nurture it in faith, and wait with hope for its harvest. How are you nurturing the valuable spiritual seed of God’s word? What sort of soil are you? 

