News of The Kingdom (Mark 4:1– 34)

Preached by Pastor Andrew Ong to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 17-18 March 2001.

1 Again Jesus began to teach by the lake. The crowd that gathered around him was so large that he got into a boat and sat in it out on the lake, while all the people were along the shore at the water's edge. 

2 He taught them many things by parables, and in his teaching said: 

3 Listen! A farmer went out to sow his seed. 

4 As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up. 

5 Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow. 

6 But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root. 

7 Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants, so that they did not bear grain. 

8 Still other seed fell on good soil. It came up, grew and produced a crop, multiplying thirty, sixty, or even a hundred times." 

9 Then Jesus said, "He who has ears to hear, let him hear." 

10 When he was alone, the Twelve and the others around him asked him about the parables. 

11 He told them, "The secret of the kingdom of God has been given to you. But to those on the outside everything is said in parables 

12 so that, "`they may be ever seeing but never perceiving, and ever hearing but never understanding; otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!' " 

13 Then Jesus said to them, "Don't you understand this parable? How then will you understand any parable? 

14 The farmer sows the word. 

15 Some people are like seed along the path, where the word is sown. As soon as they hear it, Satan comes and takes away the word that was sown in them. 

16 Others, like seed sown on rocky places, hear the word and at once receive it with joy.

17 But since they have no root, they last only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, they quickly fall away. 

18 Still others, like seed sown among thorns, hear the word; 

19 but the worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth and the desires for other things come in and choke the word, making it unfruitful. 

20 Others, like seed sown on good soil, hear the word, accept it, and produce a crop--thirty, sixty or even a hundred times what was sown." 

21 He said to them, "Do you bring in a lamp to put it under a bowl or a bed? Instead, don't you put it on its stand? 

22 For whatever is hidden is meant to be disclosed, and whatever is concealed is meant to be brought out into the open. 

23 If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear." 

24 "Consider carefully what you hear," he continued. "With the measure you use, it will be measured to you--and even more. 

25 Whoever has will be given more; whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him." 

26 He also said, "This is what the kingdom of God is like. A man scatters seed on the ground. 

27 Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not know how. 

28 All by itself the soil produces grain--first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head. 

29 As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come." 

30 Again he said, "What shall we say the kingdom of God is like, or what parable shall we use to describe it? 

31 It is like a mustard seed, which is the smallest seed you plant in the ground. 

32 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." 

33 With many similar parables Jesus spoke the word to them, as much as they could understand. 

34 He did not say anything to them without using a parable. But when he was alone with his own disciples, he explained everything.
Introduction: Great expectations, Great disappointments

Great Expectations

My friend had a lovely wife and a grown daughter who attended one of the best universities in America. Also he had three cars, lived in a 5 luxurious bedroom house with a swimming pool and a tennis court, and a majestic view of the ocean. He looked forward to retiring to an easy life.

My friend also had an investment project in China. It was a mega-project involving millions of dollars. It involved the ambitious plan of building a network of super highways. And along with my friend, other investors included the premier of states of Australia. And their discussions only involved the highest levels of the Chinese government.

My friend had great expectations for this project. It was going to make him rich beyond his wildest dreams.

Great Disappointments

The project encountered problem after problem after problem and after several tens of millions of dollars had been spent, the project was abandoned.

Today my friend is a sad and broken man. He has sold his cars, he has sold his house. Today he rents a 2-bedroom flat. He has no money and no job. His wife now works the nightshift at hospital as a nurse to support both of them.

Great Expectations

The Jews were an oppressed people, downtrodden people, broken people. For 580 years, invaders had kicked them around.

- Forced to leave their country and live in a foreign land.

- Their people killed, tortured and killed in their holiest temple.

- Their country sucked dry by having to pay extreme taxes.

The Jews had great expectations: (Daniel). God had promised that he would deliver from their invaders. God had promised that he would deliver from their invaders forever. This one would be called the Son of Man. He would be given authority, glory and sovereign power. All peoples, nations and men of every language would worship him. His dominion will be everlasting. His kingdom will not pass away.

They had great expectations and they had been waiting and waiting and waiting for 580 long years.

Illustration

My grandfather lived under the Japanese occupation. He lived in Ipoh. He sold bicycles and repaired them for a living. One day a group of Japanese soldiers came by, one of their tyres was flat. My grandfather repaired the tyre and off they went. Not long after, they returned. My grandfather went out to meet them. The tyre was flat again. They accused my grandfather of sabotaging them. And they bludgeoned my grandfather to death with their rifle butts.

My grandmother, my father and all those who lived under the Japanese had great expectations. They had great expectations that the British would return and defeat the Japanese. Their expectations were met within 4 years.

The Jews had waited and waited for 580 years. Then Jesus came to Galilee. He proclaimed: “The time has come,” he said. “The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!” 

Jesus called people to “follow him” – and they followed him. Jesus taught with authority. Jesus cast out demons. Jesus healed –  

·  he healed Simon’s mother-in-law of fever, 

·  he healed man with leprosy, 

·  he healed a man who had been paralysed.

Jesus forgave people’s sins. Jesus declared “I am Lord of the Sabbath”. Whole towns gathered to see him, to touch him. People came great distances to see him some from as far as Judea, Jerusalem, Idumea, and the regions across the Jordan and around Tyre and Sidon.

The time had come, the kingdom of God was near.  People repented. People believed the good news!” 

Great Disappointments

If people were to reject you, whose rejection would hurt you the most? If people were to reject you, whose rejection would destroy your life the most? If people were to reject you, whose rejection would bring you to your knees?

At a macro level, the rejection of the most powerful people in society could destroy you. Rejection by the authorities in society could devastate you. If the police thinks that you are guilty of a crime and rejects you as a crook – that could destroy your life. If the tax office thinks that you are cheating on your tax and rejects you as a tax cheat – that could ruin your life. If the ISA thinks you are a spy and rejects you as a traitor – that could bring you to your knees.

At a micro level, the rejection of the people closest to you would hurt you the most. When a father humiliates his son saying, “you are useless, you are never good at anything” – that hurts. When a mother despises her daughter saying “you are stupid, you can’t even do a simple thing like that” – that pains.

At a macro level, the most powerful people of Jesus’ time were the authorities, Pharisees and the teachers of the Law. They represented the religious and political establishment. And their rejection could destroy someone.

1.  When Jesus was in Capernaum, A paralytic came to him. He healed a paralytic, he forgave his sins. The teachers of the Law questioned: “Why does this fellow talk like that? They rejected him as a blasphemer.

2.  When Jesus saw Levi the tax collector, He called him to follow him. He sat down and ate with him and his friends. The Pharisees questioned: Why does he eat with sinners? They rejected him as a compromiser.

3.  When the Pharisees were fasting, Jesus and his disciples were eating. The Pharisees questioned: Why do your disciples not fast? They rejected him as a sinful man.

4.  On the Sabbath, Jesus went into a Synagogue. And a man with a shrivelled hand was there. Jesus healed him. The Pharisees questioned: Why does he break the law? They rejected him as an enemy and a law-breaker. They plotted to kill him.

5.  Jesus cast out demons. The teachers of the law sneered: “He is possessed by Beelzebub.”

At a micro level, Jesus’ family could not accept that Jesus was the Christ. They despised him and said “he is out of his mind”, and they rejected him as mad.

Jesus was rejected at the macro level by the most powerful people. He was rejected by the religious authorities – the Pharisees and the teachers of the Law. Jesus was rejected at the micro level by the people closest to him. He was rejected by his very own family. 

God had promised the Jews that he would deliver them from their invaders. God had promised them that he would deliver them from their invaders forever. The Jews had waited 580 years for this expectation. And now God had finally sent his king. And he was Jesus the Christ, the Son of God. He had come to bring in the Kingdom of God. He would be given authority, glory and sovereign power. All peoples, nations and men of every language would worship him. His dominion will be everlasting. His kingdom will not pass away.

How then could the most powerful people in society have rejected him? Why then would the religious authorities, the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, reject Jesus? Why would Jesus' own family reject him?

Jesus then told this parable: Parable of the soils = Why people reject him
Illustrate with real rice and golf club.

Path 

Surface: Spreads seed everywhere. Then the farmer begins to plough his field or break up the soil so that the seed will go into the ground and grow. When he gets to the footpath, he tries to break up the ground. But it is too hard because so many people have walked on it. So the seed gets left on the path, and the birds come and ate it up.

Spiritual: Jesus said the Seed is the Word. Farmer sows the Word. Some people are like seed on path – their hearts are hard - Satan comes and takes away the Word sown in them.

Rocky Ground

Surface: The farmer ploughs this part of the field thinking that it is good soil, but if you dig deeper, you will find limestone or rocks underneath the top layer of soil. So the seed grows quickly because the soil is shallow, but because of the rocky ground there is not enough water and nutrients for it to grow well.  When the sun comes up, it dies.

Spiritual: Some people are like the seed sown on rocky places – hear the Word and receive with joy but because they have no root, when trouble or persecution come they fall away.

Thorns

Surface: The farmer ploughs this part of the field thinking that this is good soil but actually in the soil, if you look carefully, you can see the stubble or the roots and seeds of the weeds which cannot be seen because they are in the soil. By breaking the soil, the farmer promotes their growth. They weeds grow faster than the seed and choke their growth. Again the plants wither and die.

Spiritual: Jesus said: some people are like seed sown among the thorns – hear the Word but 

·  Worries of this life

·  Deceitfulness of wealth

·  Desire for other things

come in and choke the Word, becomes unfruitful.

Good soil

Surface: Finally, the farmer ploughs good soil. Soil is deep, full of nutrients. The seed grows and produces a crop, multiplying 30, 60, even 100 times.

Spiritual: Jesus said: Some people are like seed sown among good soil – they hear the Word, accept it and produce a crop – 30, 60, even 100 times what was sown.

Jesus says “Why do you find it strange that people reject me and my Word?” Would you expect any different? That is the way that people have always been responding to God’s Word.

1.  Isn’t that the way it has always been?

Path

“Why do you find it strange that people reject me and my Word?” Will there not always be hard people? Their busy comings and goings and the chaotic pace of life have hardened them so much that nothing of God’s Word can stir them. They have no interest in the Word of God whatsoever. Their lives are no more than work, sleep, movies and sports. Life is so crowded with other things there is no place for God. Why does that surprise you?

Rocky Ground

“Why do you find it strange that people reject me and my Word?” Will there not always be shallow, emotional people who are all talk and no real conviction? Difficulties come and they wither. Why does that surprise you?

Thorns

“Why do you find it strange that people reject me and my Word?” Are there not always divided people? Their hearts divided between the Word of God and the things of this world – the worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth, desire for other things. These people may even think that they are better off than the hard people or the shallow people, but I tell you, Jesus says, they are outside the Kingdom of God just like the rest.

2.  Isaiah 

Jesus says: “Why does it surprise you that I am being rejected?” My Father asked for a volunteer to preach to Israel, saying: “Whom shall I send? And who will go for us?” The prophet Isaiah said:  “Here am I. Send me!”  God then said, “Go and tell this people: “‘Be ever hearing, but never understanding; be ever seeing, but never perceiving.’ Make the heart of this people calloused; make their ears dull and close their eyes. Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts, and turn and be healed.” 

Isaiah thought that his serving would result in the nation’s salvation. Isaiah thought that his message would result in a spiritual response.  But the people had not listened before and they would not listen now. On hearing Isaiah’s message, the people would become even more hardened against the Lord. 

In the same way, I speak in parables. I speak in parables not to make things clear. I speak in parables not to illuminate the truth. I speak in parables not to bring to light a secret. I speak in parables. I speak in parables to make my teaching unclear. I speak in parables to hide the truth. I speak in parables to keep a secret. I speak in parables to divide my hearers and confirm them in their rejection. I speak in parables to harden people. I speak in parables to strengthen their rejection of Me and my Word.

Why accept Jesus and his Word?

Jesus says: The most powerful people in society will reject me. The religious authorities, the Pharisees and the teachers of the law will reject me. My very own family is rejecting me. But this is the tip of the iceberg. Many more will reject me.

But you, you are an insider into the Kingdom. The secrets of the Kingdom have been given to you. Do not be disappointed that others reject me. Do not reject Me or my Word. Be the good soil, hear the Word and accept it and produce a crop.

Accept me and my Word? Why?

1.The truth about Jesus will be revealed in the last day.

Jesus said: When you buy a lamp, “Do you bring in a lamp to put it under a bowl or a bed? Instead, don’t you put it on its stand? Do you light a candle and put it under a bowl?" No, because the very purpose of the lamp or candle is to provide light, you place it where its light is not obstructed, like a lamp stand or a table.

In the same way, Jesus says I am that lamp. God did not bring me into the world to keep me covered. God did not send me to bring near the kingdom so that I would be concealed. God did not send me as King only to be veiled. Like a lamp, the truth about me is meant to shine to everyone. Like a candle, my authority, glory and sovereign power will be seen by all. In that last day, there will be no more parables. In that last day, there will be no secrets. In that last day, there will be no mysteries. People will see my authority, glory and sovereign power. All peoples, nations and men of every language will worship me.

Accept me and my word? Why?

2.The Kingdom will grow whether we accept it or not and when the time is right, judgment will come.

Jesus said the kingdom of God is like a man scattering seed on the ground.

27 Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not know how.28 All by itself the soil produces grain—first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head.29 As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come.” 

The seed is very small and insignificant. Jesus and his Word seem small and insignificant. The seed continues to grow, whether the farmer sleeps or gets up – he does not know how. Jesus and his Word will grow whether we accept it or oppose it – we know not how. Just as the soil produces grain all by itself – first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head, then the harvest comes ( so Jesus and his Word will grow into a great Kingdom and judgment will come.

Accept Jesus and his word? Why?

3. The Kingdom will be gigantic and embrace all peoples. 

Jesus said: The kingdom of God is like a mustard seed, It 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.” 

Jesus and his Word seem very small, very weak. Yet it will be the biggest kingdom in world history and provide shelter for people of every nation.

Illustration

Last year, the Olympics were held in Sydney. It was impressive. It symbolized the best that we as humans could be. Some would say that it was almost heaven on earth. People from almost every country were there. Everyone, visitors and locals, were incredibly friendly and welcoming. The days were warm and balmy. Sydney Harbour was stunningly beautiful. All the splendour of the public parks and gardens was intoxicating. There were the finest foods from all over the world. You could walk on the main boulevards and thoroughfares in the city because they were closed to traffic for the Olympics. There were flowers on every street corner, specially put there just for the Olympics.  

The President of the International Olympic Committee called it “the best Olympics ever”. One commentator said “it was the greatest celebration of humanity”.

And after 4 weeks it was over.

Jesus’ Kingdom will not be like the Olympics. It will not be in one little tiny part of the world. It will be gigantic. Jesus’ Kingdom will not be like the Olympics. It will not just be for 4 weeks. It will be forever, it will be for eternity. It will embrace people from every culture, language and nation.

Conclusion

Jesus says: Accept me and my Word.

1.The truth about me will be revealed in the last day.

2.The Kingdom will grow whether we accept it or not and when the time is right, judgment will come.

3. The Kingdom will be gigantic and embrace all peoples.

Direct Application

Are you accepting Jesus and his Word? 

God’s people are always defined by how they hear God’s Word. Just because you sit in church doesn’t mean that you are listening and accepting Jesus and his Word.  

When congregations would rather have more music and less sermons, then are we listening to the Word of God? When people find they are too busy to attend Bible study or read the bible for themselves at home, have not the desires for other things and the worries of this life choked off the Word, then are they still insiders to the kingdom of God? When people would rather trust in the subjective experience of healing than Jesus’ Word, have they not rejected Jesus’ Word? When people would rather trust the subjective experience of holy laughter and slaying of the spirit than the preaching of humble and weak words, then are they outsiders to the Kingdom of God? When we visit churches which invite us to stand up and claim a car and a house in the name of the Holy Spirit, has not the thorn of the deceitfulness of wealth choked the Word?

Illustration on serious truth

When you go to the doctor and you have a serious illness, you expect the doctor to give you the truth about your condition and medication. When you go to a financial adviser, you expect to gain the truth about the state of finances.

When you come to church, I hope that you also expect to know the truth about God’s Kingdom. 

The Kingdom of God is coming. The judgment is coming. Jesus is coming as King and Judge: as certainly as a lamp is placed on a lamp stand. As surely as when a seed is planted and the soil produces grain—first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head and the harvest comes. As definitely as a mustard seed will grow into the largest tree in the garden.

So let me ask you a serious question – as adults talking frankly. How are you listening to the Word of God? How are you hearing the Word of God? How are you accepting the Word of God?

Illustration on Snowboarders

In the ski season of 2000, just last year in the ski slopes near Sydney, 6 young men got ready for a cross country skiing expedition. They were fit, they were in peak physical condition, they were experienced – they had done this many times before.

The weather reports said a severe snowstorm was approaching. The ski officials advised against skiing. Their friends warned them not to go out.

Spring came. Its warmth thawed the snow. And they found the bodies of the 6 young men. A mere 500 metres from the ski station where they had started out.

They had seen the weather reports but had not perceived it. They had heard the advice of the skiing officials but had not understood. They had listened to the warnings of their friends but they had not accepted it in their hearts.

How are you listening to the Word of God? How are you hearing the Word of God? How are you accepting the Word of God?
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