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Mark 4:21-34 Building God’s kingdom

Last week as we began to look at Mark 4, we looked at the first of 4 parables in this
chapter. Today we want to look at the last three parables in this chapter that span from
verse 21 to verse 34. They are connected with the first parable through the idea of
God’s kingdom. Now last week, | pointed us to see the truth that we should take away
from that parable is that the followers of Jesus listen to Jesus. The seed in that first
parable that is sown is the gospel, but not everyone really hears and listens to the
message of the Gospel that Jesus and his apostles are proclaiming. Today | want to
connect that idea with these last three parables and see that we like the first apostles
are called to sow that seed and as we will see today build the kingdom of God. This idea
of God’s kingdom and our role in it, is what connects all these parables together in a
way that matters to our call as followers of Christ today. When we first hear the content
of Jesus’s message in Mark 1:15, we read that Jesus was, ---saying, “The time is
fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel.” In the first
parable here in chapter 4, Jesus says to his disciples in verse 11 of chapter 4, “To you
has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside everything is in
parables:-- This message that the kingdom of God is in some way being built by the
gospel going out is integral to Jesus’s message. Since that is true, then we as followers
of Jesus Christ have a role to play in the building of God’s kingdom. This is where | want
to focus as we take a look at these last 3 parables today, because they build on the first
parable to explain the kingdom of God more fully to us and our role in building it.

Let’s start by reading Jesus’s second parable from verse 21-25. *' And he said to

them, “Is a lamp brought in to be put under a basket, or under a bed, and not on a
stand? ? For nothing is hidden except to be made manifest; nor is anything secret
except to come to light. ®If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear.” > And he said to
them, “Pay attention to what you hear: with the measure you use, it will be measured to
you, and still more will be added to you. * For to the one who has, more will be given,
and from the one who has not, even what he has will be taken away.” Studying this
parable in preparation for this sermon caused me to see something that | had not
realized before::- that the lamp here is Jesus. | think that | have always looked at the
lamp as the gospel message that we are not to hide, but it is speaking of Jesus himself.
He was “brought in” to this world. That wording in verse 21 is very specific, and
although in the English text it says “a lamp,” in the original it actually says “the” lamp, so
there can only be one. This is clearly Jesus. More importantly, this simple parable of the
lamp, Jesus, coming into the world shows us the beginning of the Kingdom of God.
Now, God’s kingdom in one sense is eternal, there was no beginning. He is the ultimate
sovereign power in the universe. As the creator, everything is subject to him. However,
he planned for an earthly kingdom that would be populated with subjects whom he
created to worship him in eternal glory. The culmination and end state of that kingdom is
seen in Revelation 11:15 Then the seventh angel blew his trumpet, and there were loud
voices in heaven, saying, “The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our
Lord and of his Christ, and he shall reign forever and ever.” Everything in history is
building to a new heaven and new earth, where Jesus Christ reigns supreme over a
redeemed and glorified people of God for eternity. God intended and still intends for his
kingdom to spread through the covenant relationship he has with humans as his image
bearers. But, through Adam’s sin, we failed in that role. But God had already formed a
plan to redeem humanity from sin, to continue building his kingdom. The Old Testament
began unfolding the covenant of grace that God made with man to provide salvation.



There was the election of a people, Israel, who demonstrated in many ways God’s plan
for redemption, and provided the human line that would lead to Jesus Christ. There were
earthly kings of Israel who showed us by their imperfection, the need for a righteous
king. There were sacrifices and priests that left us wanting a complete and eternal
sacrifice for sin and a priest who was truly holy in the eyes of God. In the end, none of
those things could truly bring in God’s kingdom into this world, but they pointed to the
one who could. It took the coming of Jesus Christ, the lamp, described in John 1:9 as
The true light, which gives light to everyone:-- to truly bring this long awaited kingdom
into the world. He did this by fulfilling all the types and promises of the Old Testament
and firmly establishing this covenant of grace by his death on the cross and resurrection
from the dead.

But what this second parable makes clear is that this kingdom that he established must
be proclaimed. The light he brought into the world must be shared with others.
Remember Jesus is speaking this most likely to a mixed audience, but the intended
recipients, the ones who would truly listen and act on what he is saying as we learned
last week, were his true followers, his disciples. To them he said in verses 24-25, “Pay
attention to what you hear: with the measure you use, it will be measured to you, and
still more will be added to you. * For to the one who has, more will be given, and from
the one who has not, even what he has will be taken away.” Jesus is saying that those
who hear and accept the message of these parables by committing themselves to the
building of this kingdom will be given even more understanding of God’s kingdom and a
greater role in it. But if a person fails to see the kingdom of God in what Jesus is
teaching, in other words they refuse to accept Jesus, then “even what he has will be
taken away.” This is because true riches, true kingdom building is not about what we
have here on earth, but what we do to build God’s spiritual kingdom that will come to
fruition in his physical rule and reign over everything. One day, the lamp of Jesus Christ,
and the true glory of his light will extend over this whole world, but it is hidden to most
people because they have not accepted Jesus. Worse yet, to many it is hidden because
they have not heard, and that is where the next parable comes into focus as Jesus talks
about the spread of the kingdom of God. Let’s read this next parable that we see in
verses 26-29. ® And he said, “The kingdom of God is as if a man should scatter seed on
the ground. ? He sleeps and rises night and day, and the seed sprouts and grows; he
knows not how. * The earth produces by itself, first the blade, then the ear, then the full
grain in the ear.? But when the grain is ripe, at once he puts in the sickle, because the
harvest has come.” Jesus returns in this parable to his sower of the first parable who is
sowing seed. But the emphasis is very different here. Again, we should see ourselves as
the sower. We are sent out as the disciples are with the message or seed of the gospel.
Here is our role in the growth that will occur on earth for God’s kingdom - sow the seed!
That’s it, nothing else. We scatter seed by sharing the gospel, by being a witness for
Jesus Christ. In Acts 1:8, Luke shares his version of the Great Commission that calls us
to be witnesses. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you,
and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end
of the earth. It's actually pretty simple when we look at it that way. We are called to go
with our feet and open our mouth to tell people about Jesus. And to that we like to raise
lots of questions, starting with, but what if nobody responds? What if they reject me?
What if---what if---what if.



Notice everything after that the sower, this farmer, has no control over or power to
influence. The farmer just gets up every day, looks at the seeds he planted and see if
any grows. He does not do anything and those seeds grow. He does not know all the
science behind why they grow; they just do. The first time he just sees a little blade of
grass looking plant sticking up, then that becomes a full grown plant, and then the grain
appears on the end of the plant. Then the sower gets to do one more thing, harvest the
grain. What is this telling us about Jesus and about our witness we are to have for him
as we proclaim the gospel? It shows us that salvation is not our job. Ephesians 1 is clear
that God has already chosen and predestined those who will be saved. Ephesians 1:4-5
says, even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be
holy and blameless before him. In love he predestined us for adoption to himself as sons
through Jesus Christ, according to the purpose of his will--- The work of salvation is
accomplished in Christ according to the foreordained will of God. But God chooses to
use us to bring that message of the gospel to those he has already chosen to be the
fertile soil where the gospel is planted and it will take root and blossom into salvation.
Just like the sower cannot see what is taking place in that seed as it takes in water and
nutrition and begins to grow, we cannot see what the Holy Spirit is doing in the hearts
and lives of those we share Christ with. But we can and should be obedient and remain
faithful in sowing that seed and sharing Christ with others.

And as God is faithful to use those seeds of the gospel that we are obedient to sow,
God causes growth in his kingdom. So, let’s look at verses 30-34 where the final parable
shows us the growth of the kingdom. 30 And he said, “With what can we compare the
kingdom of God, or what parable shall we use for it? *' It is like a grain of mustard seed,
which, when sown on the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on earth, *yet when it
is sown it grows up and becomes larger than all the garden plants and puts out large
branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade.” * With many such
parables he spoke the word to them, as they were able to hear it. *He did not speak to
them without a parable, but privately to his own disciples he explained everything. This
parable is connected to the last parable by the idea of the seed growing. Remember in
the last parable the focus was on the farmer sowing seed, but then having no idea how
the actual growth took place. That is where this parable is focused, except the
illustration is different here because it is not focused on sowing and harvest, but on
contrast of the tiny seed and the fully grown mustard plant. That mustard seed is almost
microscopic, but the plant it produces can be more than 10 feet or 3 meters tall when it
is fully grown. It is technically considered a shrub plant, but one that towers over other
types of shrubbery. And like any other tree or large bush, this becomes a place where
animals such as birds can take refuge. It becomes a source of shade where plants that
can’t take direct sunlight can thrive.

And what does this have to do with the kingdom of God? The kingdom of God at the
time of Jesus was just in the seed stage. The 12 disciples that Jesus commissioned as
Apostles to preach the gospel throughout the world would take the message of Jesus
and spread it everywhere. The message they carried was that our Creator God sent his
son, Jesus Christ to die for our sins and provide redemption for his human creatures
who have failed to glorify him. That message changed the world, and as history unfolded
churches continued to plant new churches and see new believers saved and baptized.
Ultimately the trajectory of God’s kingdom is continual growth until the kingdom of God
is fully realized and fills every aspect of this world system. There are several views on



how this will happen. | won’t go into all the details of these systems, but postmillenialism
believes that history will have a trajectory leading towards God’s reign and that
ultimately the church will prevail and God reign will be fully realized as God uses his
church on earth. There are many churches, especially in the United States that may not
hold to postmillenialism, but are moving towards a view called theonomy that is a form of
Christian nationalism that seems to view God’s kingdom being extended through political
action. It is getting fewer and fewer theologians who would believe this way, but there
are some who say that the kingdom of God is fully heavenly and is spiritual in nature
only and does not exist here on earth in any form until either the millenial kingdom or the
eternal state. But here is the truth, as with most aspects of the Christian life and Biblical
history, we live in a state of already, but not yet. The kingdom of God started advancing
with Jesus, and has been growing as the church of Christ advances in every part of the
world. But it will only be fully realized when Jesus returns and Philippians 2:10-11 is
fulfilled that says, ‘- at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on
earth and under the earth, 11 and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to
the glory of God the Father. Ultimately, like that Mustard plant that covers every area of
the garden, God’s kingdom will break through in all the fullness of His glory, and fill the
earth with his presence and his kingdom will be physically established. That is the day
that we work towards and look forward to. But we don’t work towards that kingdom
with political action or even social work to better society. We work towards it by doing
what the sower did in the second parable:--we sow the seeds of the gospel wherever
God opens the door and watch Him at work increasing his kingdom. We are sent out as
followers of Jesus as ambassadors or emissaries of a king and a kingdom to proclaim
that there is a greater king and an ultimate salvation that is offered to everyone who will
repent of their sin and follow Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior. But the mission is
urgent, because as 2Corinthians 4:4 says, In their case the god of this world has blinded
the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the
glory of Christ, who is the image of God. As disciples of Jesus, we understand the
mystery of the gospel that those around us are blind to. Notice that this passage ends
with this statement in verse 34, He did not speak to them without a parable,

but privately to his own disciples he explained everything. The disciples didn’t keep that
truth and that understanding of the gospel and the kingdom of God to themselves. They
spent the rest of their lives sharing the good news that Jesus Christ died on a cross for
our sin and rose again so we could be saved from our sin and given a new life, an eternal
life in the kingdom of God. Are we sowing those seeds of the gospel to see the kingdom
of God spread in our area of Yokohama and Kanagawa, in our nation of Japan, and
around the world? Let’s pray.



