Shallow Roots and Deep Roots
Exodus 3; Psalm 1

Introduction

I once purchased a young Dogwood tree. And it died. I had spent a lot of money on it. I at least wanted an explanation as to why it died, despite all of my watering, cultivating and care. So I called the landscape supervisor who was also a horticulturalist. He agreed to help me to try and discern the problem so I wouldn’t repeat it and lose another planting. As he looked over the situation it seemed to be clear: the roots were not deep enough.  The exposed roots simply were not deep enough to absorb the good nutrients that would have sustained the tree in the dry times, the hot times, in times of stress on the tree. He said that next time I planted a tree I needed to dig a deeper hole, put in more organic material, and make sure I covered the root system. I needed to ensure that the tree developed a strong, deep root system.

The Church too needs deep roots in our lives as believers. This is the teaching of the Bible when we are told to “grow in the grace and knowledge”
 of God. This is what is meant when we are given the imperative to “not forget the assembling”
 of ourselves, in our local churches. Why? So we can be fed and nurtured. The writer to the Hebrews warned that the church he was writing to should not go back to the elementary things of the faith but to go forward, to move from milk to meat. We need to be established as believers. And thus it naturally follows that our churches must be give deep roots. If not, then like the Dogwood I planted to shallow, our churches (and of course our people) will languish. They will not grow deeper but in times of spiritual drought, or the heat of opposition or temptation, will wither and if not fed, could die (not that anyone can lose their salvation, or that the Kingdom of God can be undone by one church that fails to fulfill God’s purposes, but that such a church loses the blessings of being faithful. It is in thinking of these things, of desiring to be faithful myself, as a minister of the Gospel, as well as your teacher for this course, and that you might be faithful to God and be a planter of a deep-rooted church, a church that will stand, a church what will be a Golden lamp-stand that will stand until Jesus comes again, that I ask this question of the Scriptures: “What is a diagnosis of a shallow rooted church?”

I want to look at a man who lived we are told, “In the West side of the wilderness.” That is Moses. The “west side of the wilderness” is the place of recovery for a man who had a burden for a vision, but it was an unholy burden, and ungodly vision. This burden for Moses’ birth-line people, the Hebrews, led him to use his power as a son of the royal court, to slay an Egyptian with his own might and power. He wanted the children of Israel free. And so he used the tools at his disposal. What a picture of the man who sees a need in the world, a worthy object of his passion, something that needs to be corrected, but he uses the wrong methods, the wrong approach to lift the burden. This is a picture of the minister who wants to reach the world for Christ but do it his way, use worldly methods, use his own power, his own influence, his own persuasive oratorical gifts, perhaps. Many have tied this. Some will answer on the Day of Judgment. But many, and I might add mercifully so, have been sent to the Midian “back forty” to learn to trust in God rather than in themselves. 

Well, as a result of Moses’ horrible failure this gifted, well-appointed, highly recommended young man, was sent into the wilderness of Midian. There, among the Gentiles, he would learn obedience. There, as a fugitive from justice, he would discover God’s burden and God’s vision as God came to him in a most unusual way, representative not only of the Spirit but of the Word of God that comes to us.  

And in the story of Moses’ call in Exodus Chapter Three, we shall seek to apply the Scriptural truths that we exposit, to the specific work of church planting. And since we are speaking in horticultural ways (for Paul says that one plants and another waters, thus the term itself, and the metaphor have Biblical and even Pauline warrant) let us consider the problems of a shallow church and why it is imperative that we strive, by God’s strength, to plant deep rooted churches.

Consider what constitutes a shallow church plant from these passages in Exodus chapter three.

1.
A shallow church is a church grounded in a vision other than God’s vision for the church. 

It cannot endure the harsh arrows of Satan or of the heat of this present evil age. Moses had a vision for the Hebrews. But his was limited. He thus killed a man to advance his vision. But his vision was not God’s way. He had to go to the Midian desert for 40 years to get that vision from God in a burning bush. We get our vision, not from books, or our own imagination, but from the Word of God, the burning bush that comes to us from God. And so we read in 3.2

“And an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush. He looked and behold the bush was burning, yet it was not consumed.”

But how? That is another concern about shallow roots:

2.
A shallow church is a church founded with a method other than prayer. 

In Exodus 3 there is a conversation between God and Moses. In Acts 13 when Paul and Barnabas were sent out they went out after prayer. A shallow church is a church planted without prayer.

It may have good demographics, good planning, able and competent leaders, in the human sense, but unless there has been a holy conversation between God and that church planter, unless the church itself sees itself as having its life and being from God Almighty it shall be a shallow rooted church. Jesus said that His father’s house would be a house of prayer.
 Therefore the church planter who endeavors to go about the work of establishing a church, in the name of Jesus Christ, must follow His Master and consecrate the work as a “House of Prayer.” He does that not through ceremony, alone, but through modeling a life of prayer, encouraging prayer in difficult times, turning the people to prayer over finances, property, buildings(in fact, everything in the life of the congregation is an opportunity for praise, or thanksgiving, or supplication. 

3.
A shallow church is led by a man who has no sense of calling. 

Many of our churches languish not because the man there was not called there. Moses received a calling. He did not volunteer. “No man takes his honor unto himself,”
 says the writer to Hebrews. Their must be a divine calling. I will not delve into a theology of vocation but let us only say that there must be both an inward and outward sense of calling to a particular place. Moses was called to a place. Paul was forbidden to go to Asia and was, instead, re routed to Europe by the Holy Spirit. We cannot expect great fruit to come from our churches if the pastor-church planter received only a human cal, not a divine call to that work. There must be both an inward working of the Spirit (conviction, unction, holy disturbance of the soul) as well as an outward working of God’s people (the presbytery or association, or a local core group).

A deep-rooted church has been planted by a man who has been given a rod by the Lord. Look at Exodus 4 for just a moment. Do you see the story there, in verse 1-17? We have the story of the rod. This story has something to say to church planters, and thus is related to church plants. 

With Moses, his staff was nothing more than a veritable “sheep stick.” He has traded in the royal scepter for a staff of a working class, simple shepherd. This staff represented his failure. So God asked Moses, “What is that in your hand? Do you really think that God didn’t know what was in Moses’ hand? God wanted Moses to know that He knew. God wanted Moses to come to terms with his own symbol of failure. But God took that staff and called for Moses to throw it down. It became a snake. This thing was dangerous! And Moses ran from it. If we knew the power of God to raise up and tear down that we held as we stood for God before the Pharaohs that oppose His kingdom we too might run! This staff had a power that could strike and even kill! But Moses was told to “put out your hand and catch it by the tail” (4). The snake became a staff again. And Moses was told by God, in verse 17, to take the staff and with it he would bear witness with signs before the people.  When Moses was with the children of Israel, with the Red Sea on one side and the mightiest army in the world on the other side of him, he cried out to God. And what did God say? Chapter 14 and verse 16, “Lift up your staff…” The sign of Moses’ failure had become the sign of God’s power at work through that failure. And when God’s people were in need, that symbol was to be lifted up.

My beloved, a church may have a gifted man, a talented man, an influential man, an experienced man, but unless that man has seen his sin, and thrown down his life before God, picked up a new life, and lifted up that testimony of God’s grace in his life, that church has no deep roots! But show me a minister of Christ who knows his sin, knows of Christ’s forgiveness, knows Christ’s grace personally and can say, “I have thrown it down, I have picked up, and I raise it high” then I will show you a congregation that is rooted and grounded in God’s grace! Think of Paul who told Timothy, in 1 Timothy 1, about his testimony. “I was a blasphemer and an insolent man”
 but he then goes on to boast in the grace of Jesus and how God has put him in the ministry. He says that:

“But I received mercy for this reason, that in me, as the foremost, Jesus Christ might display his perfect patience as an example to those who were to believe in him for eternal life.”

And then Paul just burst out in spontaneous praise, “To the King of ages, immortal, invisible, the only God, be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen” (1 Timothy 1.16-17).

He had thrown it down, picked up and he was raising it high.

This is the calling of the man who will plant deep roots. His people will glory in Christ’s grace. His people will tell of that grace to their children. Their children’s children will say, “This is the grace place! This church of my father and my grandfather is the place that preaches God’s grace to sinners!” And the roots of God’s grace will do deep. Why? Because one man, one preacher of God’s grace, raised high, in every trial and challenge of life, the sign of the testimony of hope and power and grace and freedom: the Cross of Jesus Christ.

4.
A shallow church is anecdotal not theological. 

Moses did not just get a “How To Manuel” on leading God’s people out of Egypt, Moses heard these words, “I AM the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the god of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God. Shallow churches do not begin with that. But unless our ministries, our churches are grounded with a right Theology (the story of God, unless He is the beginning of the work, unless the name of Jesus, the Great I AM, is lifted up, that congregation cannot grow deeply. The congregation may grow in numbers and impress many, but it will not impress the devil. The devil cares nothing about a large church, a big ministry, or any of that. But when a church’s worship and theological identity is focused on the God of the Scriptures, the devil will have to release the people he holds from bondage. The devil will have to release the community from the bondage of the devil. And after all, this is the work of the church and the work of church extension, to fulfill the purposes of the Lord on earth and bring in the Kingdom of light, to proclaim the Name of our God that men and women may bow down and worship the living God.

5.
A shallow church does not focus on God’s compassion for injustice. 

I know that we must be careful of a social Gospel or a liberation theology. But let us see that God Himself said, “I have surely seen the affliction of my people, who are in Egypt and have heard their cry because of their taskmasters, I know their suffering, and I have come down to deliver them out of the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey...” (7,8)

You remember when God’s people went into captivity in Babylon. What did God say through Jeremiah? He told them in Jeremiah 29 these words:

“Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat their produce. Take wives and have sons and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply there, and do not decrease. 6 But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare” (Jeremiah 29.4-7 ESV).

The work of Church Planting is a Gospel work in which we are seeking to “beautify” the community where God has sent us. Moses vision was limited. He just wanted to relieve the injustice of slavery and oppression. But God’s vision of restoring justice involves a total transformation of man and his culture. This is keeping with our Kuyperian and Reformed understanding of a total redemptive worldview. Church planting is a work, that if grounded on God’s vision for worldwide redemption, begins with

Faith in the God who redeems through the Gospel of Jesus Christ (and we shall explore more of the meaning of this as we examine, in a subsequent lecture, the scarlet thread of redemption in the Old and New Testaments that form the bases for church planting);

Love for the community rather than hatred of it, or disdain for it (though you hate the sin and the sad consequences and the spiritual bondage which the people are in, yet you love the place, you see, as no one else can see, what God can do in a community, not only now but through the ages);

Untiring work to plant and cultivate a work of Christ which will bring about joyful consequences in the lives of the inhabitants;

Strategic prayer over the city, its leaders, its businesses and its opportunities. No one should be a greater advocate for your community than you. And remember, God’s command came to people living in Babylon! Whatever the place where God leads you that place is your place! And you must pray for it. There may be a Chamber of Commerce representative who is going about trying to spread the word about his town but he cannot outdo you! And thus the church planter is the advocate, in prayer, before God on behalf of the city. And so the church planter is the prophet, on behalf of Almighty God, before the city calling them to turn to Christ, working to bring every thought captive under the obedience of Christ, under ‘whatsoever” Christ has commanded. Why? In order to facilitate a dominion theological position, which is what you will be accused of? No! In order to bring about blessing on the lives of the people!

When John Charles Ryle (May 10, 1816, - June 10, 1900,) was consecrated bishop of Liverpool in 1880, at age 64, he became the first bishop of that less than beautiful, working class city. But Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli saw correctly, history has shown, what needed to be done. You see wherever this man had labored for Christ, at Hampshire, a seaport parish, or at a village church, St. Thomas’ in Winchester, or in rural areas in Suffolk, or in top administrative posts as Dean of Salisbury, he had loved the people, sought the lost, and built up the ruins of the communities by preaching the Gospel. And thus Ryle, who would serve as bishop to these hard working lower class folk of industrialized Britain, would minister to the clergy, require great things of them, preaching regularly through the diocese as an evangelist, plant 40 churches, build up the ministry, warn, rebuke, discipline, catechize, and speak as a prophet to the nation, so that when he died he had brought beauty to the city.

This my beloved brothers in Christ is our model of a indefatigable pastorate, a visionary man with his feet on the ground, and his Bible in his hand. And who are the beneficiaries? The people. And their environment, their place, their village, their city. They will say when you leave, “The Kingdom of God came here through this man and his faithful ministry to God. We have been touched by the beauty of the Gospel of the grace of Jesus Christ.”

The church with shallow roots does not think in these terms. Her minister has not considered these things. She is planted as a denominational outpost. She is established to show the gifts of the man. Perhaps the congregation exists only for the convenience of some particular core group, or maybe because they could not find another place to worship that suited them. What a narrow, shallow view of the church and what inadequate reasons for planting. No. There must be a calling to a place, a land. And there must be a love of that place, no matter what condition that place is in when you find it. It is Babylon to you. But it is your Babylon. And you will be planted there and you will love it and build it up. Your family will be settled there. Your sons will take wives and your daughters will be given in marriage there. This is your place. And you will by God’s grace establish a “golden lamp stand”
 that will bring light to every area of life there.

That is why the church is to be planted: to bring beauty to that which is in ruins.  

Finally, this is obvious in all of this story: Moses was called in order to do the work of saving the people of God from the sins of Egypt. Therefore let us state it and leave it to linger on the palettes of our minds:

6.
The Shallow Rooted Church does not sees itself as primarily in the business of saving men’s souls and building them up in the Gospel of Jesus Christ and leading them into the Promised Land of Eternal Life, and a New Heaven and a New Earth.

The deep-rooted church does. Period.

Conclusion

And what better picture of a deep-rooted church, a deeply rooted believer, is displayed than that picture given to us by the sweet singer of Israel in Psalm 1:


Blessed is the man 



who walks not in the counsel of the wicked,


 nor stands in the way of sinners,



nor sits in the seat of scoffers; Psalms 1.1


but his delight is in the law of the LORD,



and on his law he meditates day and night. Psalms 1.2

 
He is like a tree



planted by streams of water


 that yields its fruit in its season,



and its leaf does not wither.


 In all that he does, he prospers. Psalms 1.3


The wicked are not so,



but are like chaff that the wind drives away. Psalms 1.4

 
Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment,



nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous; Psalms 1.5


for the LORD knows the way of the righteous,



but the way of the wicked will perish. Psalms 1.6

Prayer

Questions, Reflections, Insights

� But  grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  To him be the glory both now and to the day of  eternity. Amen.  2Peter 3.18





� not neglecting to meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as you see the Day drawing near. Hebrews 10.25





� saying to them, “It is written, ‘My house shall be a house of prayer,’ but you have made it a den of robbers.” Luke 19.46


� I do apply this to principle, drawn from the truth about Jesus, to the ministers of Christ as well: And no one takes this honor for himself, but only when called by God, just as Aaron was. Hebrews 5.4





� though formerly I was a blasphemer, persecutor, and insolent opponent. But I received mercy because I had acted ignorantly in unbelief, 1Timothy 1.13








� They offer to the LORD every morning and every evening burnt offerings and incense of sweet spices, set out the showbread on the table of pure gold, and care for the golden lampstand that its lamps may burn every evening. For we keep the charge of the LORD our God, but you have forsaken him. 2Chronicles 13.11; Then I turned to see the voice that was speaking to me, and on turning I saw seven golden lampstands, Revelation 1.12; As for the mystery of the seven stars that you saw in my right hand, and the seven golden lampstands, the seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven lampstands are the seven churches. Revelation 1.20; Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent, and do the works you did at first. If not, I will come to you and remove your lampstand from its place, unless you repent. Revelation 2.5
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