             Mark ch4 verses 26-34        Morning Celebration              14/6/2009



It’s that time of year. Seeds were sown a couple of months ago, perhaps lettuce, tomato, potato, beans. They were watered, given some warmth and now they are sprouting and growing. The potatoes will soon be ready, the tomatoes will be a ready in a month or so, as will the other vegetables. We are all switched on to the advantages of growing your own, in terms of freshness and taste, not to mention the satisfaction of producing something, of sharing in the good provision of God in creation. You don’t have to be a plant Biologist, to understand the intricacies of genetics or how a cell works to share in this bounty, just to have a little patience, to provide water and warmth and a little protection against pests and diseases. Seeds are tiny things compared with the end result, a plant that is many hundreds of times bigger, yielding many more seeds, fruit in abundance, out of all proportion to the original investment, buried in the ground.



Jesus was well aware of all this, he lived in a society that depended to a much greater extent than ours on the ability of people to grow their own food, rather than relying on the large scale factory methods that produces most of what we eat. This is reflected in the examples he used when he spoke in parables. The two we have heard read today are typical. The first compares the kingdom of God to a farmer scattering seed on the ground, the second to a tiny mustard seed scattered on the ground, the smallest of all the seeds on earth, it says. 



Parables are meant to be intriguing, enigmatic. They possess different layers of meaning, and can be taken at face value, or prised open to get at the deeper meaning that they contain. Jesus clearly saw them this way. To the crowds who followed him, he spoke in parables, so that the meaning perhaps remained veiled, there in the parable but not spelled out in detail. To his disciples, he opened up the meaning and explained in greater detail, although even then they were not always clear about what he was trying to teach them. The parables are about the kingdom of God. This kingdom, where God rules and where his will and purpose hold sway, is not an earthly kingdom, with physical boundaries, but exists in the hearts and lives of those who acknowledge his sovereignty and look forward to the life of heaven. Indeed, in Mark’s gospel the parables are referred to as about the kingdom of God, and in Matthew’s gospel as about the kingdom of heaven.



So, may we look in some more detail at these two parables and attempt to peel back a few of the layers to get at their deeper meaning so that we may apply what they say to our daily lives.



Seeds are usually very tiny and any seed is smaller than the eventual plant that is produced. It was Charles Spurgeon, the famous Baptist preacher during the reign of Queen Victoria who said that if God is not interested in little things, then he is not interested in anything at all. He based this statement on the understanding that God is the creator of all that exists, not just the world that we inhabit, but the whole of the Universe. This means that as far as God is concerned, everything is small. He holds the world, as it were, in the palm of his hand. The prophet Isaiah understood this very well, even though he did not have the benefit of our modern understanding of the vastness of the Universe. In chapter 40 of his book, he describes how the nations are like a drop of water in a bucket to God, the coastlands are like fine dust and the inhabitants of the earth like grasshoppers. The parables today are a clear message to us that God is concerned about the small things. Even to us, seeds are tiny. How much more to the God who holds the world in his hand, yet to God they are of prime importance. “Who has despised the day of small things?” asked the prophet Zechariah, when a start was made by the returning exiles on rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem. Certainly not God. No action or word is ever too small to have significance in the kingdom of God.



The first parable has the theme of the present hiddenness of God’s kingdom, but the certainty of its future glory. The man scatters the seed, hides it in the ground, where time and the elements of warmth and water do their transforming work. The farmer does not understand all the forces at work, but the end result is assured. He just goes about his normal routine, sleeping and rising, until the seed sprouts and eventually grows to yield the harvest. It is too easy to grow despondent and wonder what is happening in the world and the Church. Do we see few or no results from what we do, from the seeds we sow? The parable teaches us that it is God who is at work, we are simply partners with him, if we have committed our way to him and put our trust in his provision for our lives. A small group of us touched on this in the discussion after Café Church last Sunday, and it is a common feeling among faithful Christians.

We condemn ourselves unnecessarily, thinking that the results depend on us. They don’t, they depend on God, and he works to his own timetable, but the end result is sure and certain. Our responsibility is to sow the seeds of the kingdom. How do we do this? By the kind things we say, by our loving, selfless actions, by the quality of the marriages that those of us who are married exhibit, by the way we stand against the materialistic mentality of our culture, by sharing in word and deed that we love the Lord and that he has the first place in our lives.

There is an Old Testament dimension to the second parable, with its mention of the tree which grows up and becomes larger than all the garden plants and in which the birds find shade and within which they are able to build their nests. The references are found in Ezekiel ch 17 and Daniel ch 4. In the Ezekiel reference, the prophet describes how God will take a cutting from the very top of a cedar tree and transplant it on the top of a mountain in Israel. The cutting grows and flourishes and becomes a large tree, giving shade and nest sites for the birds. The prophet makes it clear that this is the sovereign work of the Lord God, who plants nations, makes them prosper and brings them low when they are disobedient. The nation of Israel has let God down, but eventually there will come from Israel one who will fulfil all that God intends for the nations and their peoples. The Daniel reference to the tree comes in a dream of Nebuchadnezzar, where he sees his empire flourish and grow to be a large tree, protecting the nations within its rule, only for Nebuchadnezzar to be brought low because of his pride. He thought that his power derived from what he had done, and had to be shown that power comes only because God allows it, and will take it away when he chooses if it is abused. These Old Testament references are relevant to our uncertain economic and political times. Good government is God’s purpose for the nations. When there is stability and peace, people are able to enjoy the security that is necessary for families and societies to flourish. Where leaders abuse their power, where people neglect their responsibilities to their own families and society at large, then they reap what is sown. It is clear where our own society is at the present. God is sovereign in all these things. Earthly kingdoms rise and fall at his command, but the coming kingdom that our parables talk about is already at hand, the seed has started to sprout and grow. The Church, God’s committed people already enjoy the security and provision that come from a relationship with their heavenly Father. This is not something that we are meant to keep to ourselves, it is to be shared and celebrated. Just one tiny twig, as it were, is the presence of the praying Church on  Market Street the first Saturday of each month, offering prayer ministry for those who have recognised their need and wish to bring that need to God.



Verse 33 tells us “That with many such parables he spoke the word to them, as they were able to hear it.” “The word” meaning the gospel, the good news about Jesus and the kingdom of God. I mentioned at the start that parables are enigmatic, intriguing, telling the truth, but not necessarily spelling it out in detail. I wonder sometimes if we are too intent on  thinking that we need to spell out the detail of gospel to those we meet and pray for to come to a saving knowledge of the Saviour. Jesus didn’t take that approach. He dropped hints, he gave his listeners veiled truth, so that they had to think things through for themselves. Books on evangelism sometimes suggest that we need to bring the gospel into every conversation, that we are to steer things around so that we are then able to hit people with their sinful state and their need for repentance and faith. As soon as we do that, then it is no longer a conversation, but a manipulation. We are not sharing the gospel, but marketing it. We are treating people made in God’s image with a lack of dignity and respect. The good news is that God wants to restore his image in people’s lives and we cannot compromise that by the way we share the message. What am I saying, that we don’t engage in witness or evangelism? Certainly not. How else is God’s kingdom to spread and grow? It should arise naturally in conversation, out of the kind of people that we are and the kind of things that we do. It comes from the stories that we are able to share of the way that God as dealt with us, as Bishop Graham encouraged us to do. Friendship evangelism was the watchword of the Scripture Union missions that Rita and I were privileged to share in over a number of years. Our lives should present a question mark to the world, challenging its attitudes and assumptions, intriguing, enigmatic.



Two things I wish to share with you arising out of what I have said to demonstrate the way in which small seeds of the kingdom have grown and to encourage you to prayer and action.  I have just mentioned Scripture Union. This started in 1868 when a man called Josiah Spiers gathered a small group of children together on the beach in Llandudno, North Wales, drew a Bible text in the sand and started to teach them about the love of God. CSSM, Children’s Special Service Mission was born. This eventually became known as Scripture Union, an organisation which is now world wide, working in schools, publishing books and Bible reading notes, organising camps and missions and producing materials for teaching children the truth of the gospel. A small seed which has now become a large spreading tree indeed. Have you the time and energy to join a mission team for a week or two in the summer? It is an experience that you would never regret. Closer to home, the children’s holiday club takes place here at the start of the summer holidays, using Scripture Union materials. Have you enrolled your children, are you praying that God will equip those who are helping and for God’s Spirit to work in the lives of the children who come along?



Tim and Kate Lee, together with Rebekah, James and Grace, are our CMS link mission partners. They visited us about a year ago. They are now back in this country after a difficult few final weeks in Manila. The project that they set up, the Jigsaw project, supporting children and families on the margins of society in the slums of Manila, is now at a point where its leadership and running can be taken over by local people. The Lee family plan to base themselves in this country for the next couple of years at least, and Tim is arranging to visit from time to time and act as an advisor/consultant. Their latest prayer letter quotes the verses from Mark chapter 4 that we had read earlier, verses 30-32. I will quote from the prayer letter. “These verses, about the seed growing into a large tree, where the birds find shade and are able to build their nests, is a perfect picture to describe Jigsaw. God sent Tim and myself as the sowers. We took with us a seed, which in our case was a belief that children are important and need places they can go to, which share God’s love and salvation. Places where there is security, self-esteem, community, creativity, boundaries and grace. Places where they are the focus. Places where love can grow."  From a few Filipino helpers and 100 children, the work has grown, so that today there are 20 Filipino helpers and an average of 950 children each week. A perfect picture to illustrate the truth of the parable indeed. I have several copies of their prayer letter. We are committed as a Church to support the family and the project financially. They need our informed prayer just as much.



So, to sum up. We have been looking at two parables of the kingdom of God, the kingdom that is here among us but waits for its completion and fulfilment when Jesus comes again. It is presently hidden, but its future glory is assured. That kingdom is likened to a seed, small, insignificant even, but not to be ignored or despised. We sow the seeds of the kingdom in the things we do and say. It is God who works in the power of his Spirit, quietly, often in ways that are not seen, until it becomes obvious to all what has been happening. God is at work in the kingdoms of this world, building up and bringing down in judgement, but as God’s people we are able to enjoy the security and provision that comes from being part of his kingdom now. The parables that Jesus told are enigmatic, intriguing, telling the truth as the hearers are able to understand. That is the kind of lives that we are to lead, to challenge and leave a question mark in the minds and lives of those we meet and spend time with. We are to tell our stories when the opportunity arises, to be good friends, not manipulators. Where we see the truth of these parables being worked out, as in the examples of Scripture Union and the Jigsaw project, we can rejoice in and support this work of the kingdom in prayer, with the money entrusted to us, and it may be in a hands on involvement.

