
The Kingdom of God 

In the early chapters of Mark we have seen on a number of occasions that people would 
gather to hear Jesus teach - in the synagogue, in someone’s house, or outdoors by the 
Sea.  But until now we haven’t been exposed to the content of Jesus’ teaching.  Finally 
now, in Mark 4, we encounter Jesus’ teaching ministry:
! Once again Jesus began teaching by the lakeshore.  There was such a large 
! crowd along the shore that He got into a boat and sat down and spoke from 
! there.  He began to teach the people by telling many stories such as this one:
! “Listen!  A farmer went out to plant some seed.  As he scattered it across his 
! field, some seed fell on a footpath and the birds came and ate it.  Other seed fell 
! on shallow soil with underlying rock.  The plant sprang up quickly, but it soon 
! wilted because the roots had no nourishment in the shallow soil.  Other seed fell 
! among thorns that shot up and choked out the tender blades so that it produced 
! no grain.  Still other seed fell on fertile soil and produced a crop that was thirty,
! sixty, and even a hundred times as much as had been planted.”  Then He said, 
! “Anyone who is willing to hear should listen and understand.”       (Mark 4:1-9)

We won’t jump in to explain the parable, because Jesus is just about to do that, but I 
want to take a minute to look at Jesus’ style of teaching.  He tells stories, stories that 
have a simple, usually obvious, point.  He tells stories that are more memorable than a 
series of points someone might make in a lecture.  The stories are based in the life that 
people knew and experienced on a daily basis.  For example, just in this chapter, Jesus 
tells three separate stories that use a seed as the basis for what they are illustrating.  
How appropriate when many of the people He is talking to are farmers, or at least 
dependent to some degree on harvesting crops.

While the stories are simple and use familiar themes, their deeper meaning seems to be 
hidden from at least one group of people - a group that Jesus refers to in the next few 
verses as “outsiders”.  Let’s look:
! Later, when Jesus was alone with the twelve disciples and with the others who 
! were gathered around, they asked Him, “What do your stories mean?” 
! He replied, “You are permitted to understand the secret about the Kingdom of 
! God.  But I am using these stories to conceal everything about it from outsiders, 
! so that the Scriptures might be fulfilled:
! ‘They see what I do but they don’t perceive its meaning
! They hear My words, but they don’t understand
! So they will not turn from their sins and be forgiven’.  (4:10-12)

It will be important for us to determine what makes one person an “outsider” and what 
qualifies these ones whom Jesus is talking to as “insiders”.  We will look for clues as we 
work our way through these parables, but the first big clue comes in Jesus’ quotation 
from the prophecy of Isaiah.  When Isaiah was commissioned to prophesy the word of 
the LORD in chapter 6, the first thing he is told to say is:
! You will hear my words, but you will not understand.
! You will see what I do, but you will not perceive its meaning  (Isaiah 6:9)



The context is a people who have rebelled against their God.  Isaiah is called to 
announce God’s judgment against them, part of which is that they have become 
spiritually dull, unable to hear or understand the word of the Lord, because of their 
continual pattern of rebellion.  Now, Jesus comes and exposes these uncommitted 
onlookers, the people who stay on the outside because they aren’t sure they want to pay 
the cost of discipleship.  He tells the committed ones that they will be given insight into 
things that are concealed from the outsiders and one can only conclude that they have 
a different character, a different heart towards God, than those that both Jesus and 
Isaiah describe as not understanding the meaning of God’s messages to His people.  
This is a difficult concept for us to grasp - does it mean that God plays favorites? that 
He makes it easier for some to come to faith than others?  That doesn’t seem to be the 
case, either in the Isaiah passage, nor in this one in the Gospel of Mark.  Instead, the 
context appears to be that Jesus is favoring people who are earnest seekers, who want 
to both know and obey the truth, and that means making the message veiled enough 
that it’s not immediately obvious to everyone listening.  The reward of understanding 
comes to those who ask, seek and knock on heaven’s door, to paraphrase Jesus in the 
Sermon on the Mount in Matthew.  

Now we turn to the interpretation of this first parable:
! But if you can’t understand this story, how will you understand all the others I am 
! going to tell?  The farmer I talked about is the one who brings God’s message to 
! others.  The seed that fell on the hard path represents those who hear the 
! message, but Satan comes at once and takes it away from them.  The rocky soil 
! represents those who hear the message and receive it with joy.  But like young 
! plants in such soil, their roots don’t go very deep.  At first they get along fine, but 
! they wilt as soon as they have problems or are persecuted because they believe 
! the word.  The thorny ground represents those who hear and accept the Good 
! News, but all too quickly the message is crowded out by the cares of this life, the 
! lure of wealth, and the desire for nice things, so no crop is produced.  But the 
! good soil represents those who hear and accept God’s message and produce a 
! huge harvest -- thirty, sixty, or even a hundred times as much as had been 
! planted.  (4:13-20)

The various kinds of soil each represent a description of people and the situation in life 
in which they try to come to grips with the message of the Kingdom.  The first group that 
Jesus describes is of the people who don’t follow through, don’t dig deeper, are content 
to hear the message and then let it sit there.  There’s a person in my life that I think 
about when I reflect on this example.  We’ve had some great conversations through the 
years and I sometimes think that he’s really ready to go deep with God, but then it all 
goes on the back burner until he faces another crisis or we have another random 
encounter and conversation.  Is Satan snatching away the seed that God has planted?  
I think so, but I also believe that God’s not finished planting in this field yet, so I pray for 
better soil conditions in the future.

The second group can be described as the emotional bandwagon jumpers.  They jump 
on because they feel it so powerfully, but jump off again when they face the cost of 



following Jesus.  There is soil there, there is receptivity to the Gospel, but it’s not deep 
enough to sustain the journey of faith that Christ calls us to.

The third group is a picture of what we often think of as the person who is deeply 
immersed in the culture of the West.  They are keen to add something good to their 
lives, a new spirituality, an understanding of historical Christianity, a resource for helping 
to deal with life’s complexities and challenges, but they can’t or won’t make it the huge 
priority it needs to be if faith is to be made real, deep and fruitful in our lives.  Soon, 
there are worries that need to be dealt with, passions that call out to be pursued, and 
opportunities to become wealthy that drown out the original desire to be fruitful in God’s 
Kingdom.  

But then there is another group, a group of people who stay planted, who grow deep 
roots, and who refuse to be distracted from the mission they have embarked on - and 
these are the ones who bear fruit, who expand the influence of God’s Kingdom because 
they carry with them the light and the grace of knowing Him.  This kind of soil isn’t 
necessarily evident to the farmer who is out scattering the seed.  If it was, he might just 
concentrate all his seed distribution on this one patch of ground.  It’s only the harvest 
that tells us what kind of soil it was - and the harvest from the true believer is 
spectacular, and more than compensates for the seed scattered over less productive 
areas.

The second story starts at verse 21 and seems, at first glance, to be unrelated to the 
ones before and after:
! Then Jesus asked them, “Would anyone light a lamp and then put it under a 
! basket or under a bed to shut out the light?  Of course not!  A lamp is placed on a 
! stand, where its light will shine.  Everything that is now hidden or secret will 
! eventually be brought to light.  Anyone who is willing to hear should listen and 
! understand!  And be sure to pay attention to what you hear.  The more you do 
! this, the more you will understand - and even more besides.  To those who are 
! open to My teaching, more understanding will be given, but to those who are not 
! listening, even what they have will be taken away from them.”         (4:21-25)

What hides the meaning of this parable, possibly at least, is the way it is usually 
translated.  If you were to translate it literally you would get, not “Does anyone light a 
lamp?”, but “Does the lamp come for the purpose of being put under a basket or under 
the bed?”  Not “a” lamp, but “the” lamp.  And the action, the verb, is not done by 
“anyone” but by the lamp.  Does the lamp come?  Clearly the lamp is referring to 
someone and, from there, it’s an easy step to see that Jesus is talking about Himself.  
He has not come to be kept hidden, even though there is a hiddenness about His 
teaching and He desires His miracles to be kept secret.  It seems most likely that He is 
telling His disciples that the mysteries of the Kingdom, the things they have lots of 
questions but not many answers about yet, will not remain mysteries.  He is the Lamp, 
and a time is coming when His full nature will be revealed to them, when they will see 
Him in His glory, the lamp on the lamp stand.  



Jesus refers to this “time to come” in verse 22 where He says, “everything that is now 
hidden will eventually be brought to light.”  He does this with a strong warning: “Anyone 
who is willing to hear should listen and understand!”  There is a revealing that is going 
to come in the future, but you need to start getting ready for it right now!  One of the 
traditional ways of Jewish expression is seen in the phrase, “more will be given”.  To the 
one who believes and follows, so much more will be given that he or she will hardly be 
able to believe their blessing.  They may get a little taste of that blessing in this life, but 
in the future life, they will receive a salvation far richer than they could have ever 
imagined.  

The opposite response is the one that gets the warning.  To those who don’t listen, who 
don’t take Jesus seriously, who don’t commit themselves to the Kingdom, even the little 
bit they have will be lost, taken away.  That’s the danger of a nonchalant or hostile 
response to Jesus.  If you’re serious, Jesus is saying, if you want to understand and 
apply yourself to understanding, you will get it and you will be rewarded beyond your 
dreams, but ignoring Jesus means being ignored when the rewards of the Kingdom are 
given out. 

The next parable carries the ‘secrecy’ theme further:
! Jesus also said, “Here is another illustration of what the Kingdom of God is like:  
! A farmer planted seeds in a field, and then he went on with his other activities.  
! As the days went by, the seeds sprouted and grew without the farmer’s help, 
! because the earth produces crops on its own.  First, a leaf blade pushes through, 
! then the heads of wheat are formed, and finally the grain ripens.  And as soon as 
! the grain is ready, the farmer comes and harvests it with his sickle.  (4:26-29)

Our first inclination would probably be to ask, “Who is the farmer?  What are the 
seeds?” and other questions like that.  But the parable is about the nature of the 
kingdom, and the most obvious point that Jesus is making is that it happens without our 
observing it, without our knowing what’s going on all the time, without us making it 
happen.  The farmer plants the seeds - that part is the only activity that anyone seems 
to be in control of until the harvest.  Once the seeds are in the ground, the farmer turns 
his attention to other tasks at hand.  But the seed that he planted grows and matures 
and is, ultimately, ready to be harvested.  The harvesting image used by Jesus is often 
compared to the image in Joel 3:13 - “Now let the sickle do its work for the harvest is 
ripe.”  The context there is judgment, but I’m not sure that’s the implication here.  It’s 
certainly not the emphasis of the verses that come before it.  The emphasis is on the 
hidden, unobserved nature of the growth of the Kingdom.  You may see the massive 
attacks against Christian faith in the media, in the universities, in the skepticism of 
friends, family and neighbors that you speak with.  But all the time, the kingdom is 
growing.  Murray Moerman shared with me a few weeks back about a simple way of 
studying the Bible that has seen many thousands of Muslims come to faith in Jesus.  
And I read earlier this month about a work among refugees fleeing to the City of Refuge 
outside Fallujah, one of the cities retaken from ISIS last summer.  In the past 18 
months, 140 people from this City of Refuge have accepted Jesus Christ as their Savior 
and many are planning to return to Fallujah with the Good News of Jesus in their hearts 



and on their lips.  As they study the Scriptures together in very small groups, the verse 
that has struck a chord with many of these refugees is Jesus’ invitation: “Come to Me, 
all who are weary and heavy laden.   Learn of Me,  I will give you rest for your souls, for 
I am meek and humble.”  

The advance of the Kingdom of God around the world is, for the most part, hidden, 
behind the scenes, subject to persecution and seemingly not very glorious -- but it is 
continuing, the leaf blades keep pushing through, then the heads of wheat are formed 
and finally the grain ripens -- and then more planting and more growth and more 
reaping takes place.

Finally, the parable of the Mustard Seed:
! Jesus asked, “How can I describe the Kingdom of God?  What story should I use 
! to illustrate it? It is like a tiny mustard seed.  Though this is one of the smallest 
! seeds, it grows to become one of the largest of plants, with long branches where 
! birds can come and find shelter.  (4:30-32)

Mark introduces the mustard seed to his Gentile readers as “the smallest of seeds”, 
which was a Jewish proverb - “the mustard seed is the smallest of all seeds”.  This 
parable doesn’t focus on the process of slow growth, just on the great contrast between 
a very small beginning and a large and impressive conclusion.    The contrast is striking 
- from smallest of seeds to the tallest of all shrubs; from the birds who eat seeds, to the 
birds who find shelter in the branches of the mustard plant.  This is the destiny of the 
Kingdom of God; from small and seemingly insignificant, to something large enough that 
it can shelter nations and peoples.  

The section of parables ends with Mark’s comment that Jesus used stories like these 
ones in all His public teaching and the people listening gleaned from it what they could 
understand.  In private, with His committed followers, He would then explain the 
meaning of each story.  

Now, what difference do four short stories make to the way we live our lives from one 
day to the next?  What can help us deal with life just from reflecting on Jesus’ parables?  
I want to suggest three things to close off:
1. I think one of the core lessons of the parable of the soils is that God is generous.  He 

scatters His seed over all kinds of soil, not judging some to be too dry or too rocky or 
too weedy - He gives each kind of soil - and following the analogy - each person, a 
chance to become fruitful in His Kingdom.  We don’t need to judge ahead of time 
whether this person or that person is likely to receive the good news with joy, but 
simply share it - plant the seed, as it were - and then allow the person to respond as 
they will.  So, scatter good news far and wide, offer hope to those in distress, and 
wait to see what takes root and grows.!

2. The second application for today is patience.  I don’t know how many of you have 
ever prayed for patience but I do think it’s a prayer God likes to answer.  We so want 
people to make good decisions, to become followers of Jesus, to change the things in 
their lives that keep them away from God, but the seed grows in secret.  We don’t 



know people’s thoughts.  We don’t have a window into their secret struggles unless 
they choose to open that window to us.  The farmer of Jesus’ parables is content to 
scatter the seeds and to then let nature take its course.  Our desire for things to 
happen quickly can’t make a plant grow faster, nor can it make someone come to 
Jesus faster.  We do more good by waiting patiently and by praying more.

3. The third application comes as a result of a lamp that has arrived on this earth to light 
the whole world.  That lamp has to be placed on a stand, not hidden under the bed.  
That means that Jesus needs to be proclaimed by us, much more than our prejudices 
or opinions or preferences need to be proclaimed.  We need to be thinking and acting 
in ways that help us to present the Jesus who really lived, really taught, really gave 
His life for the sins of the world.  That will mean reading the Gospels, prayerfully, 
thoughtfully, and applying to our lives, our relationships and our goals, the example 
that Jesus has set for us.  If we are to represent Him in the world - and that’s our 
calling - then we must know Him, must know His heart for broken people, and must 
learn to reveal His heart to the people who, to whatever degree, are “in our lives”.  


