[Illustration: Riding the Rollercoaster – It was so fun!]
About 3 years ago, my family and I went Six Flags for our vacation. Our son Joshua was 5 years old at that time.
When he saw one of the huge rollercoasters, he got so excited.
“Dad! I want to ride that one.”
“It seems to be only for adults. Let me check first. OK?”
I checked the sign. It said that he could ride if he was accompanied with me. But, at that moment, I hesitated to give him that information. ‘Should I tell him he is too short to take it or should I tell him the truth?’ Why I hesitated? Because the rollercoaster looked so scary.
After all, I decided to tell him the truth... because... thank God, I didn't forget that he knew how to read.
“Son, you can ride! But you should sit with me, OK?”
“Yeah!” He was thrilled throughout the whole waiting time. Finally, it was our turn. It was moving up first. ‘I know it is going down. I got to be ready!’
[rollercoaster sound] Going up and down, and then going up and down again. I had to scream, but I didn’t want to look sissy to my 5-year-old son. So I screamed, “ye~~~!” (with a crying face)
I don’t remember how many times it went ups and downs. All I remember is that it went ups and downs.
When the rollercoaster stopped, Joshua said, “Dad, it was SO~~~ fun. It was so fun, wasn’t it?” He fully enjoyed all the ups and downs.

[transition]
People often say, “Life is like a rollercoaster.” There are so many ups and downs in our lives. Ups and downs. And ups and downs.
On my way back home from Six Flags, I had to ask this question to myself, “Like Joshua fully enjoyed all the ups and downs throughout riding, can I fully enjoy all the ups and downs in my life? Is there any way that I can have joy even I go though downs in my life?”



[The Bible Story: The Parable of Sower]
One day, Jesus goes out of the house and sits by the lake. And a lot of people gather around him, forcing him to get into a boat. Using the boat as a pulpit, he starts telling them a series of parables about the kingdom of heaven. He first begins with the Parable of the Sower.
The story begins like this. "A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path... Some fell on rocky places... Other seed fell among thorns... Still other seed fell on good soil..."
Have you noticed something interesting? You see that the farmer does NOT plow the field first and then plant the seed. Contrary to our modern farming practices, first-century farmers in Israel planted their seed before plowing the ground, not after. They broadcasted their seed. They scattered the seed freely over all kinds of soil. Isn't it interesting?
And Guess what? That is the way God chooses in inviting you to find joy in God by acknowledging God's unconditional love for you even when you think that you are not good enough. 
After telling his disciples this parable, later Jesus explains to them what it means. The soil is human heart. And the seed is the good news that God is persistently with you. God loves you no matter what! The message of Immanuel! The message of heaven!

1. SEED FELL ALONG THE PATH - “A farmer went out to plant his seed. As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds ate it up.”
Jesus explains in v. 19 that the seed planted along the path is those who hear this good news but do not understand it. The Evil One comes along and snatches away what was planted in their hearts.
In other words, although God graciously invites you to experience God’s grace and to live with God’s steadfast and unfailing love, you focus on your problems not on God so that you cannot experience the message. Moreover, the Evil One whispers on our ear, “How can you find peace and joy in this terrible circumstance? Forget about God. Look at yourself! You are being punished. God's forgiving power? Forget about it! Does it sound familiar? Have you been there?

2. SEED FELL ON ROCKY PLACES - “Some of the seed fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprouted quickly, because the soil was shallow. But when the sun came up, the plants scorched, and they withered just as quickly because they had no roots.”
Jesus explains in v. 20-21 that the ones who received the seed that fell on rocky places are those who hear the word and at once received it with joy. But since they have no root, and so when the emotions wear off and some challenges arrive, there is nothing to show for it.
In other words, you came to find joy in Christ, but it did not last long. When everything is going well in your life, you praise God. But as soon as some life challenges comes, you find no joy and strength in Jesus. How about you?

3. SEED FELL AMONG THORNS - “Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants.”
Jesus explains in v. 22 that the ones who received the seed that fell among the thorns are those who hear the good news of Immanuel, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke it, making it unfruitful.
In other words, whether you are a believer or not, you cannot experience Security when you focus on your problems not on God.
Unbelievers have to struggle with constant anxiety about the future because they believe there is no one who holds their future. So they try to anticipate what is going to happen on their own. We have name for it - worrying.
Christians say, “We don’t know what the future holds, but we know God holds the future.” But even Christians continuously try to anticipate what God will do for their futures rather than believe that God will lead them to better future. We have a name for it - worrying in the name of God.
In both cases, people cannot find Security because they try to find security in the worldly things not in God. Is it you?

4. SEED FELL ON GOOD SOIL - "Other seed fell on good soil, where it produced a crop - hundred, sixty, or thirty times what was sown."
Jesus explains in v. 23 that the seed fell on good soil is those who hear and accept the good news, and then produce a harvest, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown.
In other words, you are like a sponge. As you listen to God's Word, you accept it like a sponge drinks up water. Consequently, you find joy in God even when you go through downs in your life. How wonderful!

The point of this parable is NOT what kind soil you are like. The point is NOT whether you are like good soil or something else like the pathway, rocky places, and thorns.
The point IS that God never gives up on you. God's love for you is unconditional and steadfast. The good news is that God is persistently faithful to you regardless if you are good enough or not. God is persistently with you wherever you go... whatever you are! Immanuel! God with us!

[Testimony – My Story]
1. As I told you before, I was depressed for a while after making a big mistake in my life. I thought that I was a mistake because I made a mistake. I was mad at myself. I blamed others. I blamed even God. But God did not give up on me. God sent me a lot of helpers. And through them, God told me the message that I could still stay in God’s love. God told me that I was still connected to God. God continuously told me that I was not a mistake although I made a mistake. I heard God’s messages, but I could not understand them because I focused only on my problems and the circumstance that I was on.
Moreover, the Evil One whispered on my ear, “Jinwoo, you are a mistake. You cannot be reconciled with God and the people again. God has punished you because God has given upon you.” I felt that it was the end of the world. I let the Evil One snatch away God's good news. I was like the seed sown along the path.

2. BUT, God did not give up on me. God persistently broadcasted the seed of the message that God sent Jesus Christ to forgive me... even me!
On one of the Sundays, my pastor preached, “Jesus said ‘I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.’ If you feel pains in your heart now, it is a sign that you must know that you are the reason that Jesus Christ broke into your life. You are the reason that God gave God’s one and only Son. You are the reason that Jesus Christ died on the Cross. You are the reason that God raised him up from the dead.” I cried and cried with joy. This time, I started responding God’s messages with joy. I felt that I was getting healed. But I emotionally went down the hill again as soon as I started thinking about my circumstance. I was nothing but a just little failure having a pity part in a cave. I was like the seed cast on rocky places.

3. BUT, God still did not give up on me. God used all different ways to let me know that I could have joy coming from God regardless if I was good enough or not. During those days, Father Henri Nouwen's writings were one of the ways that God used.
In his book Here and Now, Henri Nouwen says, "Joy is not the same as happiness. We can be unhappy about many things, but joy can still be there because it comes from the knowledge of God's love for us."
'Yes right! Joy does not simply happen to me. I have to choose joy and keep choosing it every day. It is a choice based on the knowledge that I belong to God and have found in God my refuge and my safety and that nothing can take God away from me.'
While reading this kind of inspirational books and the Bible, I focused on God. But after all, I found myself focusing on my problems. I still try to find security in the worldly things. I was like the seed sown among the thorns.

4. BUT, God was still faithful to me. God let me know I still belonged to God in spite of my brokenness. I found cracks here and there in me. But God helped me to realize that I was the reason that God sent Jesus Christ. I finally let Jesus Christ come into my life right those cracks. I felt that Jesus was telling me, "Hey, Jinwoo! I came all the way from heaven to the earth to forgive your sins not in part but the whole and to heal your brokenness."

[Conclusion]
I had been sick and tired of being sick and tired mentally and spiritually as I had been riding the rollercoaster of life. But God was persistently faithful to me regardless if I was good enough or not. When I was like the path, rocky places, and thorns, it did not matter to God. Only I matter to God.

Your life is like the rollercoaster? Constant ups and downs in your life? Tonight, God tells you, "I am persistently faithful to you. No matter what, you think you are good enough to receive my love for you or not... I never give up on you. I love you. You matter to me!"

3 years ago, when the rollercoaster stopped, my son Joshua told me, "Dad, it was SO~~~ fun. It was so fun because you were with me."

Buckle up, and acknowledge God is riding with you. And when the rollercoaster stops, you will tell God, “Dad, it was so fun. I fully enjoy all the ups and downs because You were with me.”
Jesus is the reason of the season. And regardless if you are good enough or not, you are the reason of His birth! Immanuel! God with us. Amen? Amen!
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