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“I didn’t hear you.”  That’s what your child said, but you didn’t entirely believe him.  You suspect he’s just using that as an excuse.  You suspect it because when you told him to pick up his room you said it loud and clear.  You suspect he’s just using that as an excuse because you told him to pick up his room a number of times.  You suspect he’s just using that as an excuse because you are quite sure from how his body slouched lower into the couch when you told him to pick up his room that he really did hear you.  And you suspect he’s just using that as an excuse because you have used it as an excuse yourself many times in your own life.

We’ve all done that, haven’t we?  “Honey, did you pick up my clothes at the cleaners like I asked you to?”  “Oh, I’m sorry dear.  Did you ask me to do that?  I guess I just didn’t hear you.”  Isn’t it interesting how often we are simply unable to hear people when they ask us to do things we don’t want to do?  Apparently people have a hard time enunciating clearly when they ask us to do things we don’t want to do, because more often than not we just don’t hear them.

But sometimes “I didn’t hear you” is more than an excuse.  My son and my youngest daughter both have hearing impairments in one of their ears, and often when they say they didn’t hear us, they really didn’t hear us.  Sometimes we don’t hear what a speaker is saying to us because there are multiple sounds competing for our attention.  The TV is on, the dog is barking, the kids are fighting, the doorbell is ringing, and your child is trying to tell you about a problem she has with her homework.  When she finishes describing the problem, she looks at you and says, “So what should I do, Dad?” and what do you say?  “Sorry, honey, I didn’t hear you.”  And you didn’t.  Oh, you heard that she was talking, and you know she’s talking about school, but you didn’t hear the problem, because with one ear you were listening to the game on TV and with one ear you were listening to hear if anyone was going to answer the doorbell and with one ear you are listening to your dog bark and wondering if you should go check to see what he’s barking at and with one ear you are monitoring the fight between your other kids to make sure they’re being fair to each other.  

In Matthew 13 Jesus told his disciples a parable that is called the parable of the sower and the seed, but which is really a parable about hearing God when God tells us truth.  Let me read the parable, and notice in particular what Jesus says at the end of the parable:

Such large crowds gathered around Jesus that he got in a boat and sat in it, while all the people stood on the shore.  Then he told them many things in parables, saying: “A farmer went out to sow his seed.  As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up.  Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil.  It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow.  But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root.  Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants.  Still other seed fell on good soil, where it produced a crop – a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown.  He who has ears, let him hear.”  (Matthew 13:2-9)
“He who has ears, let him hear.”  Jesus is talking in this parable about a problem we have as humans.  It is a hearing problem.  When the disciples asked Jesus why he was addressing them in parables, Jesus replied:  “This is why I speak to them in parables: Though seeing, they do not see; though hearing, they do not hear or understand.”  (Matthew 13:13)  

While it seems that Jesus is being a little unnecessarily cryptic here, we know what he’s talking about.  Have you ever tried talking to someone who didn’t understand English?  They hear you.  Their ears pick up the sound.  But they have no idea what you’re saying.  So what do you do?  You say it louder and slower.  If you talked to me in German, you could talk as loudly and as slowly as you wanted, and I would still not understand what you were saying.  Oh, I would hear you; there’s nothing physically wrong with my ears.  But I wouldn’t comprehend the meaning of your words.  You might well be telling me the truth. You might well be telling me something I very much need to know.  But I still wouldn’t hear you.
That’s what Jesus is talking about in this parable; it is the problem of communication, communication between you and God.  The Bible assures us that God has gone to great efforts to communicate truth to us, truth that will save our lives.  In Isaiah we read this: “I am the Lord, and there is no other. I have not spoken in secret, from somewhere in a land of darkness … I, the Lord, speak the truth; I declare what is right.” (Isaiah 45:18-19)  In the parable of the sower and the seed, the seed is the truth of God’s Word, and the sower is Jesus or anyone else who communicates the truth of God’s Word.  The seed, Jesus says, falls on four kinds of ground.  Notice that in each case it is the same seed.  The message is the same.  It is the Word of God, what we refer to as the Bible.  It is God speaking to us, and he is speaking, the Bible assures us, loud and clear.  But not everyone hears it.  Some seed falls on the path and is scooped up by the birds.  Some seed falls on rocky soil and never really takes root.  Some seed falls in among the thorns and gets choked out by the weeds.  And some seed falls on fertile ground, on ears that hear, and that seed does what it is intended to do – it transforms that soil and makes it supernaturally productive.

What we hope to learn from this parable this morning is how to hear God loud and clear.  We want to learn how to clean out our ears so that we can understand exactly what God is trying to communicate to us.  We want to learn how to turn up the volume in our walk with God.  We want to learn how to be high decibel disciples of Jesus.

In the Old Testament book of 1 Kings the Bible describes an encounter between God and Solomon, who was the son of David and the third king of Israel.  God makes Solomon an incredible offer.  He says, “Solomon, ask me for anything, and I will give it to you.”  Solomon could have asked for wealth or for power or for fame.  Instead, Solomon asks, “Give your servant a discerning heart to govern your people and to distinguish between right and wrong.” (1 Kings 3:9)  Hebrew scholars tell us that the Hebrew word for “discerning heart” literally means a “listening or hearing heart.”  The Bible tells us that Solomon became the wisest man who ever lived.  People traveled from all over the world just to listen to Solomon speak, because he was so wise.  And why was he wise?  Because he had a hearing heart.  When God spoke, Solomon heard.

That’s what we want to learn this morning.  How can I develop a hearing heart, a heart that is like the good soil in the parable, a heart that really hears when God tells me the truth?
Tune It In
Let me give you my outline this morning up front.  There are three things we need to do if we want to develop hearing hearts, if we want to learn how to read the Bible for all it’s worth – tune it in, turn it up and take it to heart.   First, if we want to hear God loud and clear as he tells us the truth, we need to tune it in.  We need to tune in to God’s frequency, to dial in his number.

When I was a senior in high school four of us drove from Minnesota to Texas for spring break.  We were anxious to get there, so we drove straight through the night.  To help us stay awake we would turn on the radio.  Back in Minnesota we had all our favorite stations programmed, but once we got into Iowa and Kansas and Oklahoma we quite obviously lost those stations and had to find something new to listen to.  So while one of us drove one of us had the job of searching the radio waves to find something acceptable to listen to.  What we discovered, however, especially at night, was that our car radio couldn’t pick up many stations.  In fact, come midnight as we drove through Kansas there was only one station we could pick up.  Guess what it was?  The farm report.  We were dying to listen to some rock and roll to help us stay awake, and all we could manage to pick up was someone who sounded as tired as we felt talking about hog futures.  I didn’t know hogs had futures.  I was just a high school kid from the city who had never been on a farm in his life.   We left the station on because there was nothing else to listen to, but while I might have listened, I didn’t hear.

That’s not our problem now, is it?  My car has 15 stations preprogrammed, including everything from contemporary Christian music to classic rock to all news to sports talk.  So what do I do?  Some days I try to listen to all of them.  In the five miles between my house and the church I will have clicked through those 15 stations four or five times.  I will have heard a little bit of ten different songs and a little bit of five news shows.  I station surf, just like I channel surf on my TV.  I can’t do that for long when my wife is in the car, or I will lose my radio privileges completely.  But when it’s just me, I can surf with the best of them.

And that’s often the way many of us listen to God.  If we listen at all, we listen on the run.  God is on our speed dial, but he’s only one of 15 stations we’ve got programmed, and we only catch a sound bite here or there because we’re trying to listen to all 15 stations at the same time.  In Jesus’ terms, we are “path people.”

Let me take you back to the parable of the sower and the seed.  Look again at how the parable begins:  “A farmer went out to sow his seed.  As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up.” (Matthew 13:3-4)   Now Jesus isn’t telling his listeners anything they don’t know.  They see this happen every year in Palestine.  It may well be that this was happening right in front of them as Jesus told this parable.  In Palestine the fields were in long, narrow strips, and the ground between the strips was always a right of way or a path.  What happens to the soil on a path?  It gets beaten down and becomes hard from being walked on over and over again.  What happens to seed that falls on the path?  It just sits there, like birdseed on concrete, waiting for the birds to come and eat it.  Later Jesus explains a little bit more about the seed that falls on the path.  He says, “Listen to what the parable of the sower means: When anyone hears the message about the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what was sown in his heart.  This is the seed sown along the path.” (Matthew 13:18-19)  
Too often we are path people.  Our hearts are hard because we’ve never taken the time to till them and to soften them.  We’re too busy.  We’re on the go.  We are rushing down the path, clicking from one station to another while we go.  But if we want to be able to really hear God’s truth, if we want to learn how to read the Bible for all it’s worth, we need to slow down and tune in.  We need to quit changing the station and spend some extended time just tuned in to God.  

Author John Ortberg points out that there is a big difference between being busy and being hurried.  Jesus, he observes, was often busy, but he was never hurried.  Jesus had a million things to do – healing and teaching and traveling.  But Jesus stayed tuned in to his Father.  And Jesus did something we desperately need to learn to do.  Jesus carved out extended periods of time to be alone with his Father.  Time after time the Gospels record that Jesus went up on a hillside and spent hours connecting with his Father.  Today, when we go up on the hillside for some solitude, we bring our iPhones with us so we can listen to music and shop online and check the latest scores.  But Jesus learned to turn everything else off and to just tune in to his Father.

So let me ask you the question you’re afraid I’m going to ask – When do you tune in to the Father?  When do you take the time to get off the beaten path, to slow down your life, to turn everything else off, and to tune in to the truth God is trying to tell you?  Well, you say, that’s why I’m here, Pastor.  I’m taking some time to recalibrate my heart and to reconnect with God.  And I say, “That’s great!  That’s exactly what we need to do, just what we’re doing this morning.”  Only we need to do it every day.  No, I’m not suggesting we need to have church every day.  But you need to have church every day.  You need to carve out some time every day, whether it’s 10 minutes or 20 minutes or 30 minutes or an hour, to turn everything else off and to tune in to God.

Ron Luce is the founder of Teen Mania, a Christian organization that helps teens get connected with God.  Luce is what we might call a high decibel disciple of Jesus, a man who for many years has pursued God with great passion.  And yet listen to what he says:  “My experience has been that it only takes about 24 hours for my relationship with God to get stale.”   And I’ve found that the same is true for me.  I need to tune in to the Father every 24 hours.  If I wait a week before I check back in with God, my heart becomes very hard.  After all, it’s been a busy week, and there’s been a lot of activity going back and forth across the path of my heart.  If we really want to have hearing hearts, if we want to have ears that hear, if we want the truth of God’s words to come through loud and clear, we need to tune in to God every day.

Turn It Up
Here’s the second thing we need to do – We need to turn it up.  We need to turn up the volume.  From time to time people have complained that our band here is too loud.  To be honest, from time to time I tell the band, “You’re too loud.”  But the band has something very important to teach us about developing hearing hearts.  We need to turn up the volume.  We need to crank that dial and let God speak to us loud and clear.

Actually there are two things we need to be doing at the same time.  We need to turn down the volume on the other influences in our lives as we turn up the volume on God.  Let me give you some statistics you may or may not have heard before.  On average we watch 23 hours of TV a week.  By the time a person finishes high school, he will have spent 12,000 hours on school material and 18,000 hours watching TV.  By the time we graduate from high school we have listened to 10,500 hours of music, seen 18,000 murders on TV, seen 14,000 sexual situations or innuendos each year on TV, and seen 100,000 beer commercials.  Let’s say you are a faithful church-goer.  You attend church every Sunday for an hour, all 52 weeks of the year.  That’s 52 hours of your year that you have tuned in to God.  But in that same time you will have tuned in to TV for 1200 hours.  That means we will spend 23 times the time learning how to live life from Homer Simpson and the gang on Modern Family than we do listening to Moses and Solomon and Paul tell us how to live the way God wants us to live.

If we want to read the Bible for all its worth, we need to turn down the volume on all those other voices and influences that compete for our attention and affection and to turn up the volume on God.  It means to give God first dibs on our day and our heart.  Do you remember calling first dibs?  If you want to use the shower before your brothers do, you call first dibs.  Of course, I was the youngest and smallest in my family, so I could call first dibs until I was blue in the face and I still wouldn’t get the shower first.  By the time everyone else had showered there was no hot water left and no dry towels, which is why the calling of dibs was so important.  

God wants first dibs on our hearts and on our time and on our day.  He doesn’t want to be an afterthought.  He doesn’t want to be a leftover.  To turn up the volume is to give God first dibs, to listen to him first, before we listen to anyone or anything else.  It means to give God the best part of our day, to give him our hearts when we are still fresh and alert and ready to go.  

Let me share with you an idea I heard recently that might help you with this.  All of us have habits, little rituals we perform every morning and every day.  For most of us, spending time alone with God is not one of those habits.  But here’s how you can rather painlessly make it a habit.  Make spending time with God something you do between two other things you do every day.  Let’s say, for example, that every morning after you eat breakfast you make yourself a lunch.  Those are two things you do every day before you go to school or to work.  So tomorrow, after you eat breakfast and before you make a lunch, spend 5 minutes reading a chapter from the Bible and 5 minutes praying.  Or at night you always brush your teeth and then pick out your clothes for the next day.  So tomorrow, after you’ve brushed your teeth but before you pick out your clothes, spend some time turning up the volume on God in your life.  You will find that soon the act of spending time with God will be as much a habit as eating breakfast, making your lunch, brushing your teeth and picking out your clothes.

And if you are wondering what to read in the Bible, let me make some suggestions. (Bible reading plans available at bible.com, biblegateway.com, net.bible.org.  You can download the Bible for free onto your iPhone. Or there’s the Daily Walk Bible.  Or the Daily Bread we offer for free in the lobby.  Or your Bible might have a plan in the back.  And when we read, ask yourself some questions: What does this teach me about God? Does this tell me anything about how God wants me to live?  Perhaps suggest the Glo Bible) Let me quote author Ron Luce again.  Luce writes, “The only way to turn up the volume on God is to turn up the volume on the Bible.”  God has spoken the truth to us loud and clear in the Bible.  Everything you need to know about God and from God is in the Bible.  Everything you need to know to live well is in the Bible.  Everything you need to know to live forever is in the Bible.  So tune in to the Bible and turn up the volume.  

Take It To Heart
But there is one more step that is critically important if we really want to have ears that hear.  First, we need to tune it in.  Second, we need to turn it up.  And third, we need to take it to heart.

What do you do when you take something to heart?  Let’s say your wife makes a comment to you about something you could do better in your marriage.  I know this is hypothetical; this has probably never happened in your marriage.  You could do one of two things.  You could blow her off.  You could say, “Who is she to tell me to be more helpful?  I do more than she does as it is.  I’ll show her.  I’ll stop doing what I’m already doing and see what she thinks then.”  By the way, if you didn’t know, that is your “sinful nature” speaking.  Or, instead of blowing her off, you could take it to heart.  You could say, “She’s right.  I could be more helpful.  I’m going to find one new way each day this week to be more helpful around the house.”  Do that and you’ll probably get more than your radio privileges back.

The most important element in developing a hearing heart is to take what God says to heart, to put it into practice.  Do you know the surest way to developing a hard heart?  It’s to blow God off.  It’s to listen to what God says to do, and to say, “Naah!”   Lloyd Ogilvie, Chaplain of the United States Senate, puts it this way: “The greatest single cause of impaired hearing of fresh truth is the refusal to live what we already know.”  That makes sense, doesn’t it?  Why should God communicate more truth to us when we haven’t taken to heart the truth he’s already told us?  

In fact, this is why some of the people with the hardest hearts are people who regularly go to church.  Do you know why?  Because week after week we church-goers hear how God wants us to live, and week after week we go out and decide not to do what God says to do, not to love what God says to love, not to value what God says to value.  God is speaking, and frankly, we just aren’t listening.  Oh, we have ears, but we don’t really hear.  The sower sows the seed, and it falls onto our hearts, but it doesn’t sink in and it doesn’t change us.

And that’s what the Bible, God’s Word, is intended to do.  It is intended to change us.  The main reason for reading the Bible is not to gain information, but to experience transformation.  Remember how Jesus put it in the parable of the sower and the seed?  “But the one who received the seed that fell on good soil is the man who hears the word and understands it.  He produces a crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown.” (Matthew 13:23)  Or listen to how Paul says it in the letter we call 2nd Timothy: “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” (2 Timothy 3:16-17)  The point of reading the Bible is not to gain information; the point of reading the Bible is to experience transformation.  
Tomorrow I hope and pray that a number of us will start something new.  Others, I hope and pray, will start again something you have done before.  Let’s start a habit of spending time listening to God tell us the truth.  Part of that time you will open up your Bible, and you will read something God has communicated to us loud and clear.  And while that will all be well and good, the ultimate purpose of that time will be lost if all you can say when you shut your Bible is, “I learned some information I didn’t know before.”  The ultimate purpose of that time is that you leave a different person.  The ultimate purpose of that time is that you take God’s Word to heart and put into practice what you have read.  The ultimate purpose is that when you reenter your world, when you go back to your family and your school and your job, you live God louder than you lived him before.  Tune in to God.  Turn up the volume.  Take it to heart.  That’s how to read the Bible for all it’s worth.
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