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“Pay attention to what you hear.” Jesus says this as he teaches the crowds in parables. “Pay attention to what you hear.” 

Jesus did not hand out sermon notes. Jesus did not use Powerpoint, overhead slides, or even flannel boards when he taught. He spoke. He told stories. He responded to questions. Yet in everything he did, he stayed on message, “The time is fulfilled. The Kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news.” 

This morning, Mark continues giving us the parables of Jesus regarding the Kingdom of God. It is clear that Mark has selected these particular parables to make a particular point about the Kingdom of God. Twice – once before the Parable of the Sower and then at the end of this section – Mark specifically tells us that he is NOT sharing all the parables Jesus told. So, then, why does he include these? What is he trying to say?

“Pay attention to what you hear.”

Hear now, our Scripture lesson for this morning, Mark 4:21-35.

The kingdom of God is like, what? 

There are a couple of parables and a couple of wisdom sayings. I can see the people listening to Jesus, nodding their heads, and going home and asking one another, “What did he say?” 

It is not that what Jesus says does not make sense here. The words make sense. Do you put a light under a bushel? Of course not. Does a seed grow? Absolutely. Is the mustard seed amazing? Sure. This demonstrates the Kingdom of God, how? And why does Mark give us these parables as the examples of Jesus’ teaching about the Kingdom of God? What is Mark telling his readers?

This actually takes us back to a theme we talked about last week. These parables are NOT “here’s how to be a disciple” teachings. They are not a call to action. While there is application in it, it is pretty simple and not particularly satisfying in our, “what am I supposed to do” culture. 

Stop. Listen. Pay attention to what you hear.
The parables are about Jesus and about the Kingdom of God. They require us to slow down. They require us to work to draw something out. They require time. They require meditation and thoughtfulness. For as simple as they are, they are remarkably complex. 

Yesterday, Jen and I put together a shower door for the girls’ bathtub. A frame, a couple of pieces of glass, and – viola – a shower door, right? As you might suspect, it was not quite so simple. The directions did not use big words. It had pictures. It even had things broken out into steps 1-10. We followed them as best we could. Yet each time we finished a step and moved onto the next, we would find a problem and realize that we had missed a part of the previous step. We would go back and correct it, move on, only to stumble again. We were even reading the directions out loud – word for word – and still found that we were missing things they were telling us to do. Even with our best concentration trying to follow the directions as carefully as we could, we did not pay close enough attention to what we were reading.

(As an aside, the door is up. When we invite you all over, we will have you take a tour and admire the installation – oooohs and aaaahhhs are appropriate.)

Jesus’ parables about the Kingdom of God that Mark provides for his readers are like the directions. There is a lot in each one. What we can tell generally is that Mark is building from the introduction and reception of the Kingdom of God in Parable of the Sower (which we talked about last week) to give a more complex and fulfilled understanding of how the kingdom will be fully realized. You go from:

· the parable of the sower (how there is mixed reaction to the coming of Jesus and the Kingdom of God);

· to a discussion of how a light is not to be hidden (Jesus will not remain an unrealized mystery for long);

· to the growth of the seed to the point of harvest (how evangelism will grow the church until the time for Christ’s return); 

· to the wonder and strength of a small mustard seed fully realizing its growth (the power of the Kingdom of God).

For now; just try to note the big picture. The little picture will not make sense and disappear unless we keep the big picture in mind. It is like the painting Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte, by French artist Georges Seurat. I saw this at the Art Institute of Chicago. From across the room, it looks like a nice pastoral scene. As you get closer, however, you see that the images and are made up of thousands and thousands of points (not strokes) of paint. It gets more and more difficult to see the image clearly. 

Thus, the big picture? “The kingdom of God is like…” Again, hear that, “The kingdom of God is like…” Jesus is using imagery – painting with dots – rather than taking a snapshot.

1. The Lamp


This is a follow-up to the explanation of the Parable of the Sower. Obviously the lamp is not going to be put under a basket (where it would be extinguished) or under the bed/couch (where it would set it on fire). Though the NRSV translates it, “Is a lamp brought in”; it is better translated, “Does a lamp come…” Jesus is talking here about how the coming of the Kingdom of God will shed light on all and that it will continue to grow in revelation; that is, it will become clearer how the power of God will be manifest.

The proverb following the command to “pay attention to what you hear” roughly equates to “the rich get richer and the poor get poorer.” In the ancient world, it was a familiar sight to see people give gifts to garner favor from the wealthy while those with very little would see even their last penny wrested from them. Here, the wealth is the “right hearing” of the parables regarding the Kingdom of God. Jesus has already explained to the disciples and those on the “inside” how the parables are the fulfillment of the message given through Isaiah: “they may indeed look, but not perceive, and may indeed listen, but not understand; so that they may not turn again and be forgiven.” Jesus is describing judgment here.

2. The Seed and Harvest

Jesus moves more towards the future in this next parable. The farmers can be roughly equated to the Twelve, to the church, to you and me. We know what the seed is; it has not changed from the Parable of the Sower. Thus, the seed is the Word. It is our job to share the word as if scattering seed on the ground. We can see it grow and we do not know how. Yet, there is a time coming – a time promised and a time that we can foresee – in which the church will be ready for harvest. Jesus is promising that God’s kingdom will prevail even when, in the present, it is vulnerable, hidden, and small. Yet it has a power of its own; a power that is evident to those who are paying attention.

3. The Mustard Seed

In Jewish tradition the mustard seed was known as the smallest of seeds. The point here is the smallness, not that it must be scientifically verified that it is the very smallest of seeds. Jesus is using imagery familiar to his audience. It is like beginning a story with “It was a dark and stormy night…” You would have some idea of what was going to follow.

This one is actually the easiest to follow because we get the point that the kingdom will reach its fulfillment. Yet the choice of the mustard seed is interesting: why that versus an oak or some other majestic tree? Again, Jesus is pointing out the smallness and qualitative difference of the kingdom of God – contrary to the militaristic worldly power that accompanied messianic expectations.

And if this is the kingdom of God, what does that mean? Why does Jesus say, “Pay attention to what you hear? Why does Mark think these are so important that he includes these but not others?

Well, there are a couple of things that we can glean from these parables, proverbs, and proclamations. 

First, we must note that God does things his own way. Just like the disciples, we are wondering why Jesus did not simply say, “OK, here’s what the Kingdom of God is.” He could have just told us without making a big secret out of it. Yet for reasons not always clear to us but clear to God, Jesus spoke in parables. Yes, Jesus was concerned with the political fallout and the likelihood that the religious authorities were plotting against him. Yes, he knew that the time for the confrontation in Jerusalem had not yet come. Yes, he knew that the disciples were not particularly trustworthy even though he had chosen them. Even so, it is fair to say that we do not know why God will give some ears to hear and not others. 

Not that we have a choice, but can you be OK with a God who knows more than you do? Can you be ok with a God that does things differently than we can understand? That’s what the Zechariah passage is all about. Zechariah is a word of comfort for the people who have experienced God’s judgment for breaking the covenant; Zechariah relates God’s promises and then relates this, “This is the word of the LORD to Zerubbabel (the king): Not by might, nor by power, but by my spirit, says the LORD of hosts.”

For Mark’s readers, this would be important. The teaching about the Kingdom of God coming small and being revealed into its fullness would be encouraging in the midst of their existence under Roman empirical oppression. They had big hopes for the Kingdom of God.

Do we? You see, our impression of how God works may be too small. We have fallen into a trap inadvertently set by science. Science is based upon the assumption that things are predictable and repeatable. If you mix two ingredients in the same amounts, you should get the same result. The trap is that we have applied this to history and to our understanding of the present. We tend to believe that things are now the way they have always been. We study history and pay attention to wars and empires and power.

Then, we see things that have happened in our own lifetimes. For many of us, watching the Berlin Wall come down was astonishing. The collapse of the Soviet Union was not something that anyone foresaw – at least, no one was taken seriously if they were predicting it. (For those of you who do not remember 1989, it was a big deal). “Not by might, nor by power, but by my spirit, says the Lord.” 

The kingdom of God is like a light that is set on a lampstand. Nothing is hidden, except to be disclosed; nor is anything secret, except to come to light. Pay attention to what you hear because God works differently and bigger than we expect or predict.

Second, we need to look to see what God is doing. We need to look with the expectation that it may take some time to see clearly. When Jesus told these parables and proverbs, it was before the crucifixion and the resurrection. It was even before Peter’s confession of Jesus being the Christ. Those things would come. Jesus was telling them ahead of time, “Pay attention and this will become clear.” 

In short, Jesus is not just for Sundays. The Holy Spirit works all week. 24/7, 365 and 366 in leap years. Being in this job, I have this part easy. Rarely does a day go by without someone coming in to see me, stop me, or call me to tell me how God has done something in their lives. They do not always phrase it that way, but it does not change the fact that something has happened that has caught their attention. 

Paying attention requires some discipline; we have to be intentional about looking. 

We tend to take good news for granted. Bad news lasts, good news is cheered and then forgotten. The leads on the news are fire, murder, mayhem, and political trouble. The last story is generally the feel-good or humorous story. Yet it is difficult to think of a sustained series focused upon what God is doing in our midst. It may not sell and it may not capture the public’s attention, but Christians are called to look and see.

God is not waiting for us to pay attention in order to grow the Kingdom towards fulfillment. It is happening and the time to see is now. Not later, not someday, not then – the time is now. The harvest is coming but the growing is happening now. Do you have eyes to see? Do we have ears to hear? Are we paying attention to what we hear?

Third, we need to understand that we are blessed by seeing what God is doing. The fullness of God is a blessing to those with eyes to see. The movement of God may start small – even unnoticed – but it does not remain that way long.

I see what God is doing in our life together. I count it as a blessing and I hope you do, too. 

You know, many of you have been very kind and said nice things to me about what has been happening here at Chula Vista Presbyterian Church. There are new worship services, new opportunities to get involved in mission, new faces and renewed enthusiasm. Yet the reality is that God is answering prayers of a generation of members. I’ll ask Personnel to not hear this for a moment, but the excitement around here is not because of me. What you are seeing – because you are looking – is what blessing from God looks like. It looks a lot like the in-breaking of the Kingdom of God in our midst. 

Things are different now. We are not in a “wait and see” pattern any longer. We are in a “the time is fulfilled, the kingdom of God is near” time. 

· Many of our folks who have been deeply involved in prayer are experiencing an electric kind of growth, a deepening sense of commitment and calling to that ministry. They are experiencing it as God’s blessing. 

· Consider the choir and the enthusiasm with which they are leading worship. There is a growing sense of excitement about what is happening musically, and they are experiencing it as God’s blessing. 

· Consider what is happening with the youth – those who are receiving Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior; consider what is happening with the Breakpoint worship and outreach to the Southwestern College Community. 

· Consider our Children’s Ministry and the Pre-School. Consider the Seafarers and Presbyterian Women. 

I have not attempted to be exhaustive of the blessings. My point here is this: praise God. That’s where the credit goes. I am blessed to be here to point it out to you, to help you, to equip you, to pray with you, to rejoice with you, and to minister with you. But praise God. It is God from whom all these blessings flow.

Not by might, nor by power, but by my spirit says the Lord.

Individually, each piece is a dot. When you stand back and see the big picture, it is amazing. 

You see, the seed that was scattered is like a light. You don’t put a light under a bushel, you set it on the stand so that things become clear. Then, as the seed takes root, you watch it grow and prepare for the time of the harvest. Ultimately, you watch it come to fulfillment; when what was small and almost unnoticeable has become large and wonderful. This, friends, is what the kingdom of God is like. 

Pay attention to what you hear.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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