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Pentecost 4 ~ Series B ~ July 2, 2006

The Seed of the Kingdom


The text for today is our Gospel lesson, Mark 4:26-34, which has already been read.

Grace, mercy, and peace to you from God the Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ!


Look around you.  Right here.  Here is the kingdom of God!  It may not look like much.  Then again, it may be a lot more than you think.  To begin with, it sure doesn’t look like a kingdom.  Not you.  Not me.  Surely not a kingdom worthy of God.  Well, that’s the way it is.  The kingdom of God can be quite a letdown.  We know that we live in God’s kingdom of grace.  But when we look around, what do we see?  Empty seats.  (Empty seats tending to be concentrated in the front pews!)


And to make matters worse, when we look at the seats that aren’t empty, or the man dressed in white, who’s standing in the pulpit, what do we see?  Sinners!  Poor, miserable sinners, who are by nature sinful and unclean, who have daily sinned against God in thought, word, and deed and justly deserve His temporal and eternal punishment.  

We see people who aren’t as active in the church as we think they ought to be.  People who don’t always treat us, or one another, as kindly as we think they should.  People who struggle with the lusts and weakness of their own sinful flesh.  People who are quick to anger and slow to forgive.  People whose lives outside the church don’t always rise to the standards we might set for them.  And if we take an honest look at ourselves, each of us would have to admit they we, too, seem altogether out of place in the kingdom of God.  

Yes, we know that the kingdom of God is among us.  But sometimes it’s hard to believe.  It just doesn’t look like we think the kingdom of God ought to look.

Well, we aren’t alone in feeling this way.  In fact, Jesus’ first followers felt the same frustration—but even more so!  They had been waiting … and waiting … and waiting … for the promised Messiah.  At last, there were signs that He had come!  The sick were being made well!  Evil spirits were being cast out!  The blind were being made to see, the deaf to hear and the lame to walk!  He turned water into wine and gave bread to a crowd of thousands!  He calmed the storm with just a word!  And this man taught with authority like no other.

But, somehow, the pieces didn’t all seem to fit.  Rome still had Israel under its thumb.  The corrupt house of Herod still cast a dark shadow over their land.  And the One to whom they were looking for deliverance was in no hurry to take up a crown or raise an army.  If Immanuel had at last come, why wasn’t He doing more to ransom captive Israel?

To top it off, this man was associating with all the wrong people and breaking the sacred traditions of the Pharisees.  Time and time again, He did what was unlawful on the Sabbath!  He ate and drank with the sinners!  Tax collectors and women of ill repute were among His closest friends.  

It just didn’t seem to fit.  On the one hand, this clearly was no ordinary man.  On the other hand, this sure wasn’t what people thought the kingdom of God ought to look like.  It was so common, so ordinary, so disappointing.

Jesus knew what they were thinking—and He knows that our fallen, sinful minds just can’t wrap themselves around the mystery of His kingdom.  So Jesus tells us a parable:

“This is what the kingdom of God is like.  A man scatters seed on the ground.  Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not know how.  All by itself the soil produces grain—first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head.  As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come.”

Whenever Christ speaks about the kingdom of God, His ruling activity, His words always have something to do with the seed, the Gospel that brings men to faith in Christ Jesus.  Here Jesus speaks of the power and reliability of the Gospel message.  All that need be done, in fact, all that can be done, is to sow the seed, to proclaim the Word.

A farmer who plants the seed does not understand how it grows.  It doesn’t really matter how it grows, but just to know that it does grow.  The power is in the seed.  So it is with the Gospel.  It is sown.  It sprouts.  It matures.  It is harvested.  Christ’s words echo Isaiah 55:11: “So is My Word that goes out from My mouth: It will not return to Me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.”

The harvest Jesus speaks about includes the final harvest at the end of the world, when all mankind will see the marvelous fruit the Lord has produced through His Word in this world of sin.  But the harvest is also reaped here and now in the life of every child of God in whose heart the Word has taken root and grown and whose faith God uses time and again to bring that same Word to others.  

Still, the harvest isn’t the believer’s doing, but God’s.  Thus this parable was of special comfort to the apostles as they carried out Jesus’ assignment.  Paul later put it this way in 1 Corinthians 3:6-7: “I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow.  So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow.”  

Though at times we may not see the results, we can be sure there will be a harvest because the seed has God’s power within it.

One other thing must be noted.  When the NIV translates “all by itself” (verse 28) and the KJV “the earth … of herself,” it might seem as though the earth (the human heart) receives some credit.  Not at all, for the Greek really means “spontaneously,” “automatically,” or “as a matter of course.”  

The person’s heart is only the locale where the seed sprouts and grows.   God’s power inherent in the Word is the cause.  If it were not so, you and I would be without hope; for by nature we are corrupt and sinful, and we reject the grace of God.  It is God alone who overcomes our opposition and brings us to faith.  We preach and teach the Word.  We sow the seed.  God’s Word does the rest.
Notice that in this parable, Jesus doesn’t explain the mystery of His kingdom.  It’s not the kind of mystery that can be explained.  It can only be believed.  It can only be accepted by faith.  But Jesus does offer comfort and hope by telling us how this mystery ends.  The seed that’s been sown will produce a crop.  And when the grain is ripe, the harvest will come.  It might not come according to our timing, but the harvest will come.  The grain will be gathered into the Lord’s barn, and there will be a harvest festival like no other!

Meanwhile, Jesus tells us, we don’t need to rush out every day and anxiously examine the grain to see if it’s harvest time.  When a field has been planted, the farmer doesn’t need to worry and fret about when the harvest will come.  The harvest will come in its own time.  The same is true in the kingdom of God.

In this parable, Jesus gives us the comforting assurance that responsibility for the kingdom’s growth does not rest on our shoulders.  The seed has been sown and growth will come by itself—not as the product of our efforts or ingenuity.  The Lord of the harvest is in control.  There’s no need to worry.

Take heart!  Not only has Jesus given us a parable about the final harvest, He has also shown us a picture, in advance, of the harvest to come.  What He told us in the parable of the seed growing secretly, He has shown us in His own death and resurrection.  Jesus said, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit” (John 12:24).  Then Jesus did what He said.

Jesus is the grain of wheat that died, and that now bears much fruit.  In His resurrection from the dead, Christ became the firstfruits of the harvest to come.  He is “the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep” (1 Corinthians 15:20).  That’s why we can be truly confident of the harvest to come.  The life that is in the seed is from Christ, the Seed of the woman, and it will not fail because He does not fail.

So, it is firmly established.  God’s kingdom will come.  But does that mean the promise of God’s kingdom only a future hope, with no present comfort or shelter for us?  By no means!  Let’s hear another parable from our Lord:

“What shall we say the kingdom of God is like, or what parable shall we use to describe it?  It is like a mustard seed, which is the smallest seed you plant in the ground.  Yet when planted, it grows and becomes the largest of all garden plants, with such big branches that the birds of the air can perch in its shade.”

Again, the activity spoken of here is the preaching of the Gospel.  Jesus acknowledges that looked at from the worldly point of view this is no big deal.  It is a kingdom without a realm, without armies, certainly without an imposing king.  When Christ proclaimed the Word, the leading men of His nation—the priests, the Pharisees, the teachers of the law, the rich Sadducees—did not follow Him.  They ridiculed Him, and undoubtedly that often troubled His listeners.  Even the apostles had many misconceptions about His kingdom (see Acts 1:6).  They needed to take another look at this and similar parables.

The kingdom of God is not one of outward form and shape.  Its New Testament beginnings were so small as to be almost invisible.  But Christ kept telling His disciples, “Don’t be disturbed; the eternal fruits will be large indeed,”

That’s the parallel parable of the mustard seed, the smallest of all seeds usually planted, which becomes the largest of all garden plants, large enough for birds to perch in its shade.  We cannot judge the final size of the kingdom by the initial size of the seed.  The Gospel has extraordinary power and vitality.  

Even now, birds are resting in the branches and shade of the mustard tree.  Even now, we find comfort and shelter in God’s kingdom of grace.  The kingdom of God is not only a promise for the future—it is a present reality!

In the Good News that our sins are forgiven on account of Christ, we have real rest and a peace that passes all understanding.  We have been brought into the kingdom of God through the water and Word of Holy Baptism.  His Word spoken through our pastor absolves us of our sin.  In our Lord’s Holy Supper, we have sure protection from the enemies that attack us.  Fellow members of the kingdom serve one another in their daily vocations and help to build one another up in the faith through prayer, praise, and Bible study.  Through Christ’s holy Word and Sacraments, we find peace and shelter in God’s kingdom of grace.

Yet this is a kingdom that is visible only to the eyes of faith.  Though it’s understandable that we might wish God’s kingdom would look more glorious, more radiant, and more majestic, that is not, what we should expect in this life.  That isn’t what the kingdom of God is like.

Many at the time of Jesus had false expectations that the kingdom of God would be one of visible glory.  In today’s Old Testament Reading, we heard Ezekiel say the kingdom of the coming Messiah would be like a great cedar.  The Israelites of Jesus’ times had heard that same passage, and many of them misunderstood what God was telling them.  They hoped for and expected a kingdom that to all the world would look as mighty and majestic as a cedar.

But any such illusions should have been shaken by Jesus’ words in today’s text.  He describes the kingdom of God not as a great and mighty cedar, but as a mustard plant.  Yes, its size is remarkable in comparison to the smallness of its seed, and it certainly does provide shelter and shade to birds that perch in its branches.  But it’s not exactly a cedar.  

The mustard plant is a shrub.  Though it sometimes reaches heights of 10-15 feet, it typically grows no more than 3 or 4 feet high.  And although some cultivated it for oil, it was widely considered an undesirable plant.  In fact, because its rapid spread made it hard to get rid of, the mustard plant could be quite a nuisance.

To human eyes, the kingdom of God is not so much like the mighty cedars of Lebanon.  It’s more like a shrub or weed that many people wish would just go away.  Only the eyes of faith can see that this mustard plant is, in fact, the promised cedar tree!  That’s what the kingdom of God is like.  

As we heard from Ezekiel, this is a kingdom where low trees are brought high and high trees are made low.  It’s the kind of kingdom where the first shall be last and the last shall be first: a kingdom where poor, miserable sinners are welcomed with open arms and are served by the King at His table.

The kingdom of God is much great than meets the eye!  It’s certainly not the kind of kingdom we ever would have imagined.  But it’s exactly the kind of kingdom we need.  It’s the eternal kingdom to come, which Christ has prepared for us by His life, death, and resurrection.  And by the grace of God, it is the kingdom in which we now live.  Here our King continues to tell each of us: You are forgiven of all of your sins in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Now may the peace of God that passes all understanding guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus unto life everlasting.  Amen.

