
Jan. 19, 2020 -- (Epiphany 2, Parables in Mark) 

Sermon Text – Mark 4:1-34 

 
- And [Jesus] said to them, "To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, 

but for those outside, everything comes in parables; in order that "they may indeed 

look, but not perceive, and may indeed listen, but not understand; so that they may  

not turn again and be forgiven.' "  And he said to them, "Do you not understand this 

parable?  Then how will you understand all the parables?”... With many such parables 

he spoke the word to them, as they were able to hear it; he did not speak to them 

except in parables, but he explained everything in private to his disciples. - 

 

 

I told you that in Mark’s gospel, things move quickly.  In the middle of chapter one, 

Jesus begins his ministry with the proclamation, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom 

of God has come near; repent and believe in the good news.”  Immediately, things 

begin to happen.  Jesus heals.  Jesus teaches.  Jesus casts out demons.  And Jesus 

calls his disciples.  By chapter four, questions begin to arise.  What is this kingdom of 

God all about?  As an explanation, Jesus begins to tell parables, teaching stories 

designed to reveal what the kingdom of God is all about.  “A sower went out to 

sow…” he starts.  That’s probably the most familiar of them.  We all know it well.  “Not 

everyone will accept the kingdom.  Some will receive it and then turn away.  But 

others will embrace its arrival.  It will grow and flourish.  It will produce amazing 

results, yielding thirty, sixty or a hundredfold.”   

 

 Or “the kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground, 

and would sleep and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he 

does not know how…”  The kingdom is mysterious, after all.  We don’t know 

everything there is to know about its workings.  It is a lot like growing crops.  I’ve been 

a gardener for a long time.  I love watching things grow and I think I know quite a lot 

about how to care for plants.  But I don’t know how they actually do what they do.   

I even bought myself some grow lights a few years ago, so that I can started some of 

my own plants from seed.  Each year, I follow the directions, soak the growing 

medium with water and arrange them in their holder.  I place one seed in each of 

spaces, filling the tray with a variety of potential plants, put the holder in its tray, add 

water and fertilizer, place it under the light, set the timer and turn on the light.  Then, I 

shut the door and wait.  A week or so later, if all goes well, I check on the contrap-

tion; and, to my surprise, the seeds have sprouted!  Stuff will actually be growing!  

And all I have to do was watch or not watch.  It doesn’t really matter.  The seed 

knows what to do all by itself.  When the plants get big enough, I’ll set them out in the 

garden.  Then the earth will take care of them, providing the growth and yielding the 

crop.  And we will enjoy all the wonderful vegetables I hope to grow. 
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 Or, “the kingdom of God…is like a mustard seed, which when sown upon the 

ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on earth, yet when it is sown, it grows up and 

becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth large branches, so that the birds of 

the air can make nests in its shade.”   To me, this is the most interesting of Jesus’ series 

of seed parables.  I don’t know which plants my uncle hated more.  Was it Canada 

thistles, or oxeye daisies, or yellow mustard?  It’s true that you can grind the seeds of 

some mustards and use them as a spice, but it is rare that mustard would actually be 

sown into a garden.  It would much more likely be found taking over an abandoned 

field or an otherwise barren hillside.  The fact is that it is a dangerous crop.  It can run 

wild and take over everything, choking out every other plant in its path.  That’s why 

my uncle always wanted it gone as soon as he saw that it was started.  Let it get 

going, and it is almost impossible to eradicate.  Pretty soon, your fields are growing 

nothing but mustard, or oxeye daisies, or Canada thistles.   

 

 Jesus talked about mustard.  It was common in Israel.  It still grows there today.  

It’s at best a nuisance.  It’s at worst a plague.  It does grow fairly large from a pretty 

small seed.  But, it’s not like the mighty oak from a tiny acorn, or a stately cedar from 

its little seed.  Ezekiel talked about cedars.  They were grand, stately trees, capable of 

sheltering great quantities of birds in their branches.  The thing about cedars is that 

they grow to the north of Israel in Lebanon.  They do not grow in Israel naturally.  If 

they were to be found there, they would be the result of God’s doing.  They would be 

the result of God’s care.  They would be the result of God’s desire.  And They were 

grand.  They were stately.  They were impressive.  Mustard is not like that.  Mustard is 

common.  Mustard is ordinary.  Mustard is, as I have already said, dangerous.  

Mustard is persistent.  And mustard is dominant.  And that is what the kingdom of God 

is like.  Just as it is mysterious, so it is common, ordinary, persistent and dangerous.  If 

left unchecked, it will take over.  It will invade.  It will put down roots.  And it will not 

be easily eliminated.  To me, that is a picture of the kingdom that inspires hope.  It is 

an image of the kingdom on which one can hang their dreams.  It is a representation 

of the kingdom that has some tenacity.  Not everyone is going to like it.  Some will 

oppose it and work hard to get rid of it.  But it will keep coming back in all the many 

and various little ways in which the kingdom happens.   

 

 So, the question for us is, “Do you see it in your life?  Do you know it when it’s 

happening?”  One commentator asks us to look for it in the most ordinary of things.  

She wants to know, “Is it like a mother, taking her child to kindergarten?  Or is like the 

cashier at the grocery store?  Or like the mail carrier delivering the mail?  How?  I 

don’t know,” she says, “but perhaps these examples will make us think about how 
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God does do what God does in this world.  Does God carry the child across the 

street?  Does God greet the harried shopper with a “Have a nice day”?  Does God 

deliver a letter of good news to people?”  Maybe we need to start thinking about the 

kingdom in just that way.  Maybe we need to begin seeing it at work in the common, 

ordinary events of life in this world.  Maybe we need to be ready to see it as a seed 

planted by a sower, ready to sprout and grow into an amazing tree in which even we 

can come and build our nests.  And maybe, just maybe, that will give us hope for a 

new and even better tomorrow because God’s kingdom is here.  God’s kingdom will 

persist.  God’s kingdom will change the world. 

 

         Amen. 


