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“Waiting on God”  Mark 4:26-34

This section comes at the end of a section early in Jesus ministry where he uses parables to explain what is going on in his ministry. At beginning Mark says he began to teach them many things in parables and at the end with many such parables he spoke the word to them
Question often asked why did Jesus use parables, what he trying to achieve through them.  In explaining why in v 11 Jesus refers to the mystery of the kingdom, and both these parables we looking at today start with a reference to the kingdom of God – in the parables Jesus is telling us something about the kingdom.  Know from Mark that Jesus began his ministry by proclaiming the kingdom of God has come near.  This was the content of Jesus ministry. 

But why the parables?

Basically because Jesus’ talk about the kingdom of God coming was not new – a concept with a long history in Israel, and plenty of would be prophets at this time wandering around talking about – but his vision of the kingdom was radically different from what it usually was. When Jesus begins the kingdom of God is like he assumes divine authority to explain what God’s rule is. He seeks to dispel the myths about how God’s reigns manifests itself and works in the world, which the majority accept with little question. Tom Wright observes that Jesus’ announcement of the kingdom of God was doubly revolutionary. To say that God was becoming king was to hoist the flag of revolt against the Roman rulers. At the same time to undermine cherished national institutions, hopes and agendas was to court harassment from those in Israel who held them dear. He writes that Jesus:

managed both to claim that he was fulfilling the old prophecies, the old hopes, of Israel and to do so in such a way which radically subverted them. The kingdom of God is here, he seemed to be saying, but it’s not like you thought it was going to be.
One of keys to understanding NT, is to pick up the references to and echoes of the OT, which for both Jesus and the early church were their scriptures. And a reference in each of these parables provides a key to understanding.  

First parable of the seed growing all by itself ends “at once he goes in with the sickle because the harvest has come.”  Quotation from the prophet Joel, near the end of book which all about coming Day of the Lord when after terrible devastation coming on God’s people God will act to restore their fortunes, pour out the spirit on them and bring a harvest of judgement on the nations who have afflicted them.  Vision of coming day many of Jesus contemporaries had, and Jesus telling them God’s promised time is indeed coming but won’t look like what they were expecting.  In contrast to this highly visible ending Jesus talks about the beginning of the kingdom being almost unnoticeable, in fact so undistinguished don’t even think anything is happening.  

The first parable then is about the fact that although Jesus’ ministry in Galilee doesn’t look like the sort of kingdom of God movement people were expecting, it was in fact the seedtime for God’s long promised and long awaited harvest. People wouldn’t be able to see how God’s appointed plant would grow from this seed but grow it would and harvest would come. The story in its context is a warning about looking down on the small beginnings of Jesus’ Galilean ministry, as part of the great work that God was going to do.  It can function as a warning too for us today against looking down on the small beginnings that often herald the start of some great new initiative that God has in mind.  In a world in which bigger is nearly always seen as better it is so common place to be dismissive of the small which is often in the long term the really significant in God’s economy.

Second the parable of the mustard seed. Clue comes in Jesus’ question: what shall we say God’s kingdom is like?  What picture shall we give of it.  In one of best known passages in Jewish scriptures, Isa 40, prophet asks a very similar question about God: to what will you liken God, or what likeness compares with God (40:18). It is not just an accidental echo.  The passage is all about a fresh vision of God, the creator, coming to rescue the people of God, coming to restore Israel after her time of devastation, Israel mustn’t think her God is powerless, on a level with the pagan idols that promise much and do nothing.

So here nobody should look at Jesus in Galilee, surrounded by a local crowd, and say “How can this possibly be the beginning of the kingdom of God?”  The mustard seed is the smallest at the start, but in the end it grows into a very large shrub.  That’s Jesus’ picture of what God’s way of working, God’s way of growing the kingdom is like.  Don’t worry about small insignificant beginnings Jesus is saying.  Remember whose kingdom it is, who your God is and what your God has promised.  Can see the parallels with this and God’s choice of David, smallest and most insignificant of Jesse’s sons.

Three themes for us to consider in our ministry today:

(1) The confidence we can have because of the ultimate inevitability of growth and harvest:

The seed planted in the ground carries its own future in itself. Its growth to maturity and harvest, to become a large shrub is inevitable because of the nature of the seed not the ability of the farmer.  In the context of the first parable of the chapter reasonable to assume the seed is the word of the good news of the kingdom, the gospel of Jesus Christ.  So image in this chapter not of what you are as the church when you are gathered here on Sunday morning, but what you are as a church when you are scattered through out the city during the rest of the week. Sowing the seed of the gospel by what you say and do.  Inevitably when it is sown, it will produce a harvest; maybe not immediately, maybe not every single seed (some will wither, some be choked, some snatched away) but enough to ensure a great harvest.  And so this certainty should encourage downcast followers, both then and now, who could be discouraged by apparent rejection and failures, or lack of results.  Find many in church today do feel discouraged, almost a defeatist atmosphere.  We need to remember our confidence is not in ourselves but in the God whose word it is.

(2) We need to remember how the seed grows and whose harvest it is. It is God’s not ours:

The seed grows all by itself not by the farmer making it grow.  Having sown the seed the farmer simply waits and gets on with other activity.  Need to remember this all the time in the chruch.  In the end it is God’s work not ours, the mission of the church is God’s not ours, we are invited to participate in the the mission of God, to join in what God is already doing.  The Apostle Paul recognised this when he reminded the Corinthians, the harvest of his and Apollos’ ministry, that I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the growth. Need to remind ourselves of this again and again and again as we go about the tasks God has called us to as the church – stops on the one hand getting too big headed when good things happen, and on the other hand getting too discouraged when nothing seems to he happening – take the advice of the farmer, go to bed and rest, have a sleep. Results do not depend on you putting in a few extra hours.  God hasn’t stopped working just because you have, and in the end the growth will come and the harvest result.

(3) The hiddeness of the kingdom. It is a mystery. Despite appearances that nothing is happening underground much is going on and one day that will be apparent:

God’s purposes will be fulfilled in God’s way, and God entrusts the secrets of those purposes to those who are willing to trust, and keep on trusting, despite unpromising appearances and ignominious beginnings.  Here is the real test of how much we have grasped of what God is on about in Jesus – can we really believe that the kingdom advances through ignominy, through defeat, that God’s greatest act to bring in the kingdom was the death on a cross of God’s own son, Israel’s promised messiah, Jesus of Nazareth. 

So need to guard against interpreting these parables from a triumphalist perspective. 

Church looking back may be tempted to think we are now that grand stage Jesus had in mind. Well maybe not church in NZ, and certainly not Presbyterian Church in NZ at the moment, but church world wide. “If those first disciples only knew what we now know.” From just a ragtag crew wandering around rural Palestine to a grand organisation with multi million dollar budgets, grand edifices, great denominations and state of the art technology, all around the globe. We tend too easily to identify the kingdom of God with our own human aspirations and achievements. We tend to be impressed with mass movements and high powered organisations, and these parables that stress the ambiguity of the presence of the kingdom of God in the midst of this present age should caution us against this. In the 19cth the parable of the seed growing secretly was interpreted in terms of the steady of evolution of the kingdom which would transform society to conform with God’s will. The two great wars of last century wrecked that myth but we so easily again pick up triumphalist interpretations, such as those found in the charismatic movement of the 70s and 80s or in much of Pentecostalism. The kingdom does not fit our expectations or specifications anymore than it did then. Those who want something more show stopping and messianic will again be disappointed. It comes incognito and up to the very end one can only trust that Jesus’ movement is God’s work and all will one day be revealed and we will be aware that God has been at work in ways we could not see. 

Gilbert Belizikian who is an elder at Willow Creek, and is also an excellent NT scholar, notes about the imagery Jesus uses.

Not that of marching armies, heroic deeds, and valorous exploits, but the humble, homely imagery of sowing, tilling and harvest. The seed is scattered, falls and lies on the ground, and meets a variety of fates. Instead of striking out, defiant and aggressive, the Kingdom of God appears lowly and vulnerable. The seed is subject to adversity, rejection, delays and loss. The parables contain no promise of instant and universal triumph.

The spectacular exercise of power is not always a sign of real strength nor of God’s presence and activity. God’s reign as Jesus pictures it is not some juggernaut that mows down everything in its path. The signs pointing to the presence of God’s reign appear to be incredibly humble, and hardly ever make the headlines, which is why so many will overlook its presence, underestimate its power and so shrug off its claims.

Given this it is so easy for us as the church today to become discouraged, to feel that nothing is happening, to look for something more tangible, to be tempted to look elsewhere, to make political alliances and grand coalitions. These parables remind us that at the heart of following Jesus, at the heart of being involved in the task of sowing the seed of the kingdom, is a patient trust in God. Believing that because it is ultimately God’s work, even when we can see no results from what we are doing, he is at work and one day the growth will be evident and the harvest will come. Patience is one of the greatest qualities the farmer needs. Patience is always needed by those dependent on nature to run its course. Something we urban dwellers so divorced from the land and used to the power of technology overcoming it so we can control it, have almost lost. Rare to find it in a world where our children ask “Why does the microwave take so long?” and we get frustrated with how long it takes to get information from the other side of the world through a dial up modem. But God is not controlled by our high speed technology and we need patience to hang in long enough and see God’s activity through to fruition.

Scots Robert and Mary Moffat laboured for many years as missionaries in Kuruman, South Africa, among Bechuans without any signs of growth, let alone harvest. Robert compared it to a “husbandman labouring to transform the surface of granite rock into arable land.” Mary lamented “could we see the smallest fruit, we could rejoice midst the privations and toil which we bear; but as it is, our hands do often hang down.” There were no baptisms till well after a decade of toiling but eventually a religious awakening began, and in the end Moffats influence spread to other tribes beyond the Bechuans who came and visited to hear the good news.

For me one of the great lessons I have learned on reflecting back on my many years in ministry (thirty years now) is that very often when I thought nothing was happening was when in very significant ways God was at work

After I resigned from church ministry in Pakuranga burnt out it was a very discouraging time for me . What had I achieved? I went back school teaching. Struggled with my faith, the church, what being Christian was all about. Over 10 years later I was speaking at a church leadership conference, and a group was attending form a church nearby to Pakuranga, which included some people who had been in the church I had been minister of at Pakuranga who had left when I did. A couple introduced themselves, they had been our next door neighbours while I was back school teaching. Had no church involvement at all, so asked how come you have ended up Christians and in church leadership. Well it all began when we were living next door to you, and observing you as a family and what your children were like, and the conversations we had. When we had our own child coming thought we’d like to be a family like that. I thought we hadn’t had a great deal to do with them, Kirsten fed their cat when they were away and a few other things. But you see you never know what is happening under ground, when you think nothing much is happening God is still at work, and the seed is germinating and one day the growth will come. 
Here is the crucial point. The seeds success fortunately does not depend on our efforts. We can not make the seed germinate and grow. Sure we need to sow the seed in the first place, and the image is of the church scattered rather than gathered, but then how the seed grows is a mystery, it is the work of God.  Having done our part, having sown the seed we need to have patient trust in God who we are assured will one day reap a harvest, will one day grow a whole tree from the smallest of seeds.  A confident trust that God is at work when everything seems so insignificant, so bereft of results. It is only when we have this kind of confidence that we will continue faithfully doing what God has called us to do when the work seems so difficult, the ground so barren, when there are not signs of growth and the harvest still seems so far off as to be most unlikely.

