THE SECRET OF THE KINGDOM OF GOD

Mark 4:1-34

Key Verse 4:11

“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…’”


In today’s passage, Jesus teaches the secret of the kingdom of God. Who doesn’t want to know such a secret? At the same time, we don’t see the evidence of the kingdom of God in this world or in us. In order to help us, Jesus teaches us the parables of the kingdom of God. In order to help us, Jesus sows the word of God in us, with the hope that the fruit of the kingdom of God will produce a bountiful harvest. May God bless us to consider and measure the word of Jesus to learn the secret, and have the harvest.
I.  The Parable of the Farmer (1-20)
Verse 1 says, “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.” Here Jesus began to teach by the lake. Jesus had often worked by the Sea of Galilee. That is where he called Peter and Andrew, James and John, and also Levi. (1:17-20; 2:13-14) At other times Jesus taught the word in the synagogue, where there was more likely to be religious people, even religious leaders, and where Jesus would read from the Scriptures. Later Jesus would teach on the other side of the lake in the Gentile regions. Jesus taught people from many backgrounds in many places in many ways. Jesus came to teach the word of God. He taught it without discrimination, freely, to all people. What was the result? On the one hand, large crowds gathered when he taught by the lake, so he was extremely popular. Because of his teaching, there were many who followed him. At the same time, when he taught in the synagogues, there were those who opposed him to the point of plotting to kill him. But Jesus did not come by the lake to escape persecution, or to start a large counter-movement to those who opposed him. Later he would return to the synagogue and teach there as well. And he would teach when there were crowds or when there were no crowds. Jesus came to teach the word of God.
What was the response on this day? The crowd that gathered was huge. In an attempt to better teach them, Jesus got into a boat and sat in it, while the people were along the shore at the water’s edge. Perhaps Jesus was in a small cove, with the shoreline around him. The gently sloping land made for a small amphitheater style setting so that Jesus could address as many people as possible. Why had so many people most likely come? Based on the previous chapters, they were looking for healing for their sicknesses and demon possession. They came to Jesus so that he might drive out the evil spirits that had been tormenting them. The crowds that came to Jesus were desperate and needy, and up until now Mark has emphasized the powerful healing ministry of Jesus. In this chapter, Mark emphasizes another aspect of Jesus’ ministry: his teaching. Jesus taught the crowds. He taught the ones who had come for healing. Mark 2:2 says, “He preached the word to them.” This is a beautiful picture. As desperate as the crowds were for healing, Jesus was as desperate that they hear the word. When Jesus saw the large crowd, he saw those whom God called and was drawing to himself. Every one that came to him, for whatever reason, Jesus treated as God’s own, and so he taught them.
Then was Jesus just unrealistic? Was he in denial about the reality of the crowds, who would shout, “Hosanna!” one time and, “Crucify him!” the next? Look at verse 2. “He taught them many things by parables, and in his teaching said…” Jesus taught the crowd in parables. He didn’t treat them as theologians. When Jesus taught in the synagogue, he would read from the Scriptures. But to the crowds he spoke in parables. Jesus gave them the word like this, in great humility. That is, they could receive the word he spoke however they chose. They could receive it and be entertained by it. They could retain it, ask him about the meaning of it, or even reject it or ridicule it. They were free to do as they pleased. Then did Jesus treat the word as an unholy thing? If he knew the people were susceptible to reject the word and even despise it, how could he take the precious word of God and just give it to them? Here Jesus reminds us of God himself, who faithfully gave the people of Israel the word of God, whether or not they received it well. In fact, as the Lord was delivering the ten commandments, inscribed with the very finger of God, his people were making plans to go back to Egypt following idols their own hands had made. But God did not reject them as his people. Rather he bore their ill treatment of his word. In the same way, Jesus taught many things in parables. He made the word of God abundant in this way to the crowds, in the same way that God had made his word abundant for his people, irrespective of how they received it.
What was the parable Jesus taught here? This is the parable that Mark remembered so well, the one among the many things Jesus taught by parables that for him defined Jesus’ entire ministry of teaching in parables. What was the parable that Mark saw as so indicative of Jesus’ teachings? Verses 3-8 say, “’Listen! A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up. Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow. But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root. Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants, so that they did not bear grain. Still other seed fell on good soil. It came up, grew and produced a crop, multiplying thirty, sixty, or even a hundred times.’ 
It is surprising that Mark, out of all Jesus’ teachings, remembered this parable so well. It is a simple story about a farmer who planted his seed. We may question the wisdom of the farmer, for he seems to be careless with the precious seed that he has. Too much seed falls in places that a good farmer would realize has no chance to grow. Why does so much seed fall on the path to become bird food? Why does so much fall on places with rocks instead of good soil? Why does so much fall among thorns, and why doesn’t the farmer get rid of the thorns? But the truth of this farmer is that he was very liberal with the seed he had. He seems not to care where it falls, as if there is such an abundance of seed that it doesn’t matter. Finally, what was the result of the farmer’s work? According to verse 8, even though the farmer seems careless to me, the result was an abundant crop, with a yield that was thirty, sixty, even a hundred times what was sown.
After telling this simple sounding story of the farmer, what did Jesus say? Then Jesus said, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.” (9) This is also surprising, in light of the story. But Jesus made his listeners, who came for healing, to consider carefully what they heard, though it was a story about a farmer. Jesus never taught an empty word. He taught the word of God in the story of a farmer who went out to sow his seed, just as much as if he were reading the Scriptures themselves. For the crowds, he taught in parables with the message, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”
How did the followers of Jesus receive his word? Verse 10 says, “When he was alone, the Twelve and the others around him asked him about the parables.” This was the truth of Jesus’ disciples, and the difference between those around Jesus and others. They did not have some superior understanding of the teaching of Jesus. They were not part of some secret society in terms of their understanding. They had no supernatural abilities that God gave them while excluding others. They merely asked him about the parables. When Jesus challenged his listeners to really hear what he said, they chose not to just be entertained by a story and leave. They came to Jesus and they asked him about the parables. That was the difference. They could have received it like the crowd. After all, it was a story about a farmer. Based on the simplicity of the story, they should have said, “I’ve got it,” and walked away; that’s what the crowd did. But based on what Jesus who said, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear,” they didn’t leave. Based on Jesus, they came and asked. They came not because of the content of the story, but because of the content of the man, Jesus.
What did Jesus tell the ones who stayed and who came and asked about the parable? 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…” First, Jesus said that the secret of the kingdom of God had been given to the disciples. What does it mean? For one thing, Jesus’ teaching, in this case the story of a farmer, is the opening of the kingdom of God to this world. His teaching is out there, and it certainly can be received by anyone in any way. But as much as Jesus’ people come to him, seek him and the understanding of his word, as much as we hope to see the beauty of heavenly things through the word, the secret of the kingdom of God is given. Second, Jesus was acknowledging an obvious truth. These were the ones, out of all who heard, who came and asked about the parable. All the people along the water’s edge heard the same story. Every one of them heard Jesus’ admonition to listen. The ones who came to Jesus now were given something different. They were different from the others, in this case those referred to as being on the outside. They were insiders. They were given the secret of the kingdom of heaven. How do we know? Because they came now, with a question about the meaning of the parable. That is what it means that the secret of the kingdom of God had been given to them. They came to Jesus. We think that the secret is the deep meaning or understanding encoded in the message, but in this example, the secret is coming to Jesus.
Then what about those on the outside? Why is everything said to them in parables? Verse 12 says, “…so that, ‘they may be ever seeing but never perceiving, and ever hearing but never understanding; otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!’” Who are those on the outside? They are the ones who never come to Jesus, who come for healing only to leave, who want to be entertained by him, but are completely differentiated from those on the inside. They are the ones who would use the word of God for their benefit, but otherwise would never come to Jesus. They are in this way at enmity with God. They belong to a different kingdom. That is what is meant that they are on the outside. Yet these are the ones described as ever seeing and ever hearing. How abundant are the mercies of God. How humble he is, that they may ever see or hear, much less be ever seeing and ever hearing. What is God’s hope in this? What was the hope of Jesus in teaching the parables to those who would never respond? Strangely, it is that they might turn and be forgiven. It doesn’t seem logical that the forgiveness of sins can proceed out of the rejection of the word of God again and again and again. But that is the hope given in the word of God. In this way also it is the fearful truth of those who ever see or ever hear the word of God, for it is the call to either be inside or outside the very kingdom of God. The word itself is the judgment on those who reject it, at the same time the embrace of forgiveness for those who receive it. This is the secret of the kingdom of God. Jesus spoke a story about a farmer sowing his seed. In it is testified the judgment and salvation of God, who works through his word to harvest forgiven sinners.
What did Jesus say to those who asked him about the parable? “Then Jesus said to them, ‘Don’t you understand this parable? How then will you understand any parable?’” Jesus rebuked their lack of understanding. In fact, they were not different than those on the outside by this measure—neither of them understood. But Jesus came and bore the ignorance of those who would come to him. Understanding the word of Jesus was never a prerequisite for coming to Jesus. The disciples didn’t come to Jesus by their superior understanding; they came in spite of their ignorance. But Jesus came and spoke the word; they came to Jesus and were received by him. 
What can we learn through the explanation of the parable? First, the farmer sows the word. (14) Verse 14 says, “The farmer sows the word.” Here we learn that the seed in the parable refers to the word, and the farmer to anyone who sows the word. What was Jesus doing as he sat in a boat with all the people at the water’s edge, and spoke to them in parables? He was sowing the word. This is one way that the farmer sows the word. Here we can understand the times from Jesus’ point of view. It was the time to sow the word. We can also understand what Jesus saw when the crowds came to him. He saw that the time for sowing had come, and the time for harvest would surely come. They looked full of every kind of sickness and evil spirit. But to Jesus, it meant the coming harvest.
Then was Jesus deluded about who these people were? Or does he teach us that accepting the truth of God means denying the truth of the reality we see? No, Jesus knew the truth of people when it came to the word. Look at verses 15-19. “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. Others, like seed sown on rocky places, hear the word and at once receive it with joy. 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. Still others, like seed sown among thorns, hear the word; 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.” There is a danger that these verses can make us end up in being self-conscious. When we read these verses, we are quick to analyze our own hearts, and we quickly find that we have hard and rocky and thorny soil, all at the same time. But this is Jesus teaching us the parable. The parable is of the farmer who sows the word. What does the farmer do when he encounters the path? Amazingly, there is seed on the path, which the farmer doesn’t retrieve, although the birds of the air are ready to steal it. In the same way, when seed falls in places that it can’t grow in, the farmer is not stingy with the seed. Jesus taught the word of God to all people. Along the shore, at the water’s edge, there were many who would no sooner hear the word than it would be taken away from them. There were many who would receive it with joy and great enthusiasm, only to quickly go into hiding when trouble or persecution came. But Jesus sowed the word there. Finally, many who heard the word might receive it only to ease the worries of their life, or to enhance and even justify their pursuit of wealth in this world. The sum total of all the seed sown here would be unfruitful. These represent all those who in one way or another reject and don’t hear the word and accept it. But does the farmer ever withhold the seed, did Jesus ever withhold the word, in any case? Verses 15-19 teach us the truth of the farmer at the time of sowing seed, and the truth of Jesus when he came to this world. He would sow to all people. He would sow the word in Judas Iscariot, though Satan would come in and take it, though Judas as a result would betray him to death. He reminds us of the farmers in the Old Testament, the prophets, who sowed the word of God to a people who would never accept it, who would go into exile, and who ultimately would not even be a people. This is the secret of the kingdom of God: the farmer sows the word.
Then why does the farmer do this? Verse 20 says, “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.” The farmer scatters seed to get a harvest. Jesus sowed the word of God with the same hope, the harvest of the kingdom of God. When he sowed the word with no discrimination, in path soil, rocky soil and thorny soil, when he taught those who would be ever seeing but never understanding, when he called one who would betray him, what would happen? This is the secret of the kingdom of God. Jesus sowed the word like this. Ultimately the harvest would be overflowing, the harvest of the kingdom of God. Jesus sowed the word of God where it would never take root, where people were free to use it, lose it, even reject it, even reject and crucify the farmer himself. In this way, the harvest of the kingdom of God would be overflowing in abundance. It is not a matter of understanding, but is beyond understanding. The farmer sows the word in us that we may hear it and accept it. The farmer sows the word in us that we may be harvested for the kingdom of God. I pray that I may practice stepping out of the pattern of receiving the word of God sincerely or introspectively, a hope of one time what was sown, and get into God’s beautiful harvest vision—the hope of God, the hope of thirty, sixty or even a hundred times what was sown.
II.  What is the Kingdom of God Like? (21-34)

In these verses, Jesus taught what the kingdom of God is like, beginning with the parable about the lamp. He also teaches us how to hear and consider his word. 

First, the lamp (21-23) What did Jesus teach about the lamp? Verses 21-23 say, “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? For whatever is hidden is meant to be disclosed, and whatever is concealed is meant to be brought out into the open. If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear.’” The word of Jesus is like a lamp, like a light shining in a dark place. Jesus shines the light of God in this dark world so that the glory and beauty of the kingdom of God may illuminate the world, that the truth of God may be revealed. Receiving the word to enhance my life is like putting a lamp under a bowl; there is a light, but everything remains dark anyway. The light is meant to go out, to fill the room. When it does, there is no darkness.

Second, consider carefully what you hear (24-25) “Consider carefully what you hear,” he continued. “With the measure you use, it will be measured to you—and even more. Whoever has will be given more; whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him.” How we consider the word of God is important. If we value the word as the help for me, that is what it will be. If we value it as the enhancement of my life in this world, it can be that as well. But the word of God opens to us the measureless kingdom of the eternal God. The measure we use can be ever increasing—even more—and the measure we receive, the blessing of the eternal word of God, blessing upon blessing. When Jesus taught us to consider carefully what we hear, he opens our eyes to eternal blessings, the kingdom of God

Third, the parables of the seeds. (26-34) Look at verses 26-34. “He also said, ‘This is what the kingdom of God is like. A man scatters seed on the ground. Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not know how. All by itself the soil produces grain—first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head. As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come.’ Again he said, ‘What shall we say the kingdom of God is like, or what parable shall we use to describe it? It is like a mustard seed, which 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.’ With many similar parables Jesus spoke the word to them, as much as they could understand. He did not say anything to them without using a parable. But when he was alone with his own disciples, he explained everything.” The parable of the first seed teaches us that God is working toward the harvest in all things. For us, the change is imperceptible, but to God it is certain. We don’t know how, but the harvest of the kingdom is sure.

The second parable teaches us that the kingdom of God grows in a person to make him a harvest worker. If the harvest of the kingdom of God is certain, the one who receives the word of God as the secret of the kingdom of God grows to be a source of life and blessing for others, the revelation of the kingdom of God, and through whom life is granted. In all these things we see the kingdom of God today, in our midst. May God bless us, though we never understand, to come to Jesus. May the word of Jesus create harvest workers—even 120—among us.
