PAGE  
1

The Parable of the Mustard Seed

A Study of Mark 4:30-32
Big Idea: All great kingdoms will be humbled, but the humble kingdom of God will be made great. 
I. Introduction

a. Good morning! Today we’re concluding our series on the three issues most important to Jesus, which are also the three issues which should be most important to us. The issues which Jesus repeatedly teaches and emphasizes are: love, forgiveness, and the kingdom of God. One of His favorite ways to teach on these issues was through short, memorable stories, commonly referred to as parables. And the purpose of the parable is to teach a spiritual lesson by “casting it” along side an earthly story. 

b. The spiritual lessons taught through these parables were to be received and transmitted by His disciples. For example…

1. We are to receive the love of God and transmit His love to others. When we looked at the parable of the Good Samaritan, we saw that we’re to transmit love to others through compassion, contact and care, at any cost. 

2. Another important issue which Jesus repeatedly taught on was forgiveness. Last week we looked at the Parable of the Unmerciful Slave and saw that we’re to receive forgiveness from God and transmit it to others. 

c. Jesus’ call to receive the love and forgiveness of God and transmit it to others is clearly demanding. It’s quite simply to receive the love and forgiveness of God, yet it is extremely difficult to live this out and extend it to others. As I examine myself, I find that too often I am unloving and unforgiving. And this brings up numerous, depressing questions such as:

1. Why is following God so demanding? How come I can’t seem to get it right? How come I continue to fall into temptations which entice me to be unloving and unforgiving? 

2. Even in the moments when I do transmit love and forgiveness to others, I’m still faced with the questions: What difference does it make? Am I doing anything significant for God? Is anyone really being changed by my actions? Am I making the world any better? When the world seems overgrown with violence, illness, racism, and evil, how can I hope to make a difference?

d. This morning we are looking at a parable which will try to answer some of these questions. The Parable of the Mustard Seed is triumphant parable which reveals that God is the King and His plans will prevail. God will continue to work through the seemingly insignificant actions that we do, like transmitting love and forgiveness, and He will produce something significant. 

II. The Parable of the Mustard Seed

Mark 4:30 And He was saying, “To what can we compare the kingdom of God or by what parable can we explain it? 31 It is like a grain of mustard, which when sown upon the earth—being the smallest of all the seeds upon the earth— 32 when it is sown, it grows and becomes greater than all the garden herbs and makes large branches so that THE BIRDS OF THE HEAVENS are able TO NEST under its shadow.” 
III. The Kingdom of God

a. Before the parable, Jesus asks a rhetorical question which reveals that He is going to try and explain the Kingdom of God. According to the Gospels, the Kingdom of God was the central theme of the preaching and teaching of Jesus. Jesus speaks of the Kingdom of God 14 times in Mark, 32 times in Luke, and 4 times in Matthew. 

b. Unfortunately, Jesus never precisely stated what the Kingdom is. Rather, He spoke in similitude’s, such as “the kingdom of God is like…” and then He would go on to tell a parable which relates the spiritual reality of the Kingdom to an earthly story. Based on these comparative statements, we’re forced to piece together Jesus’ conception of the Kingdom. 

c. What is the Kingdom of God?

1. It’s useful to think of the Kingdom as having three aspects:

2. There is the ruler, the one who is authority, the one who has the right to rule. This ruler is the Trinity. God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. He is the King of the Kingdom.

3. There are the ruled, the ones who are under authority, the subjects. The subjects are the people who have believed in God and do His will. We are His subjects. 

4. And there is the rule, which characterizes the exercise of rule by the King and the consequent submission of His subjects. I believe that this authority, this ruling power of God is what the majority of Jesus’ teachings on the Kingdom refer to. He wants to teach His audience about God’s rule in their life and their world. 

d. What does the Kingdom of God look like?

1. Jesus taught that the Kingdom of God, the rule of God will one day be evident in a future physical kingdom.

i. Based on the writings of the Old Testament, this is how the Kingdom of God was typically perceived. The Jews believed it would be a physical, universal kingdom which was ruled by God Himself, and that this Kingdom would come by force. One day, God’s promised Messiah would lead a military campaign against the foreigners who were ruling over Israel, destroy them, create a Jewish empire, and He and God would rule from Jerusalem—the capital city of the Kingdom.
ii. This view is expressed by the people who applauded Jesus as He approached Jerusalem. John 12:13 "Hosanna! BLESSED IS HE WHO COMES IN THE NAME OF THE LORD, even the King of Israel." The crowds felt He was about to destroy the Romans and establish the Kingdom of God on earth.
iii. A physical Kingdom of God also seems to be the view which John the Baptist had. John believed that Jesus was the Messiah, and when His ministry didn’t involve a political overthrow of the Roman Empire, he began to doubt.  Matthew 11:2 Now when John, while imprisoned, heard of the works of Christ, he sent word by his disciples 3 and said to Him, "Are You the Expected One, or shall we look for someone else?" Jesus was not fulfilling John’s expectation of a military Messiah.
iv. While Jesus did teach that the Kingdom of God would be a physical kingdom, He explicitly states that it will be a future reality. 
a. As He shared His last meal with His disciples, He told them, Matthew 26:29 "I will not drink of this fruit of the vine from now on until that day when I drink it new with you in My Father's kingdom." The Father’s Kingdom will be a physical reality, yet it is to come in the future.
b. He further clarified that this physical kingdom would be established at His return. Matthew 25:31 "But when the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the angels with Him, then He will sit on His glorious throne.
2. While Jesus did teach about a future physical kingdom upon the earth, the majority of His teaching focused on the reality of the present spiritual Kingdom of God. This is the emergence of God’s reign in peoples lives which was inaugurated with His ministry. 
i. Jesus began His ministry by announcing that the kingdom of God has manifested itself with His incarnation. His first words in the Gospel of Mark are: Mark 1:15 "The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel." The inauguration of the Kingdom of God happened with Jesus’ ministry.
ii. And when Pilate asked Jesus at His trial if He was the King of Jews, He replied, John 18:36 "My kingdom is not of this world. If My kingdom were of this world, then My servants would be fighting so that I would not be handed over to the Jews; but as it is, My kingdom is not of this realm." The Kingdom of God of which Jesus inaugurated was not of this realm. It wasn’t a physical Kingdom but a spiritual kingdom.
e. The Kingdom of Satan
1. Throughout Jesus’ teaching, the Kingdom of God is contrasted with the Kingdom of Satan. The Kingdom of Satan is the world system behind the visible world that we see, and it’s the world that Satan rules.
i. For example, Satan also has a ruling influence over physical, earthly kingdoms. At Jesus temptation by Satan, Luke states: Luke 4:5 And he led Him up and showed Him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of time. 6 And the devil said to Him, "I will give You all this domain and its glory; for it has been handed over to me, and I give it to whomever I wish. In response, Jesus didn’t dispute Satan’s claim of ruling influence over the kingdoms of the world, but rather replied, ‘YOU SHALL WORSHIP THE LORD YOUR GOD AND SERVE HIM ONLY.’
ii. Satan also has a ruling influence over the spiritual life of unbelievers. The Apostle Paul states: 2 Corinthians 4:3 And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing, 4 in whose case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelieving so that they might not see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.

2. By inaugurating the Kingdom of God, Jesus sought to depose the Kingdom of Satan. In fact, I believe that Jesus’ entire ministry of healing the sick, casting out demons, and raising the dead was a full on attack against the Kingdom of Satan and the evil power which it yields. 
3. I feel this is important. Too often we think that evil in our world can be explained away by natural causes, and if we can identify the natural causes, then we think that evil has been explained. Yet there is something more sinister behind rape, murder, greed, exploitation, embezzlement, corruption, cancer, child abuse, disease and death which can’t simply be resolved with natural explanations. If we miss the point that Satan and His ruling influence is the ultimate evil power behind all the mental, spiritual, political, physical and social ugliness in our world, than we’ll miss the beauty of the Kingdom of God. Jesus came to inaugurate the Kingdom of God by deposing Satan’s ruling influence over the human condition. 
4. We get a clear picture of this in Luke 11:20. In response to some people who thought Jesus’ power came from the rule of Satan and not the rule of God, He says: Luke 11:20 "But if I cast out demons by the finger of God, then the kingdom of God has come upon you. 21 "When a strong man, fully armed, guards his own house, his possessions are undisturbed. 22 "But when someone stronger than he attacks him and overpowers him, he takes away from him all his armor on which he had relied and distributes his plunder. In effect, I think Jesus is saying that He has come to plunder Satan’s Kingdom and deliver people from its power. He is the someone stronger who has overpowered the strong man through His ministry which included demon exorcism. Because God’s kingly rule was manifested in Himself, Jesus ministry broke the back of the Kingdom of Satan. Yet His ultimate symbol for overthrowing this Kingdom would be His resurrection which showed His triumph over death. 
f. So, to summarize, the Kingdom of God refers to God’s ruling power which is in direct contrast with the ruling influence of Satan in the world. While it’ll be a physical reality in the future when Jesus returns to reign from Jerusalem, the kingdom of God is presently a spiritual reality in the hearts of His people, because of it’s inauguration with His ministry. This present and future reality of the Kingdom is what theologians term, “already but not yet”. The Kingdom has already come with the ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus; yet it will not be completed until His return, where He will rule upon the earth.
IV. The Mustard Seed
a. To try and explain God’s ruling influence by the Kingdom of God, Jesus tells the parable of the mustard seed.
31 It is like a grain of mustard, which when sown upon the earth—being the smallest of all the seeds upon the earth— 32 when it is sown, it grows and becomes greater than all the garden herbs and makes large branches
b. This week, I realized that I’ve visualized this parable all wrong for my entire life. Understand, I’m from the prairies of Canada, so I always pictured this mustard plant growing in a big open field, lined with huge Fir trees, and the height of the mustard seed is a bit higher than the crop, but it still pales in comparison to the Fir trees off in the distance. 

1. Yet Jesus told this parable in Galilee, and the plot of land the mustard seed grows in is not a wide open field. Most farmers in Galilee had two plots to grow produce in:

i. They had about an acre to grow grains such as wheat or barley, which was typically lined with tall fig trees to protect the crop from the wind. 

ii. But they also had a small garden plot adjacent to the house which was used to grow small herbs and vegetables. The Gospel of Luke tells us that this small garden plot is the context for the parable.

2. For a garden plant, the mustard plant was a notoriously sturdy. It didn’t need cultivation and it could survive an extended drought. Ancient botanist’s even wrote manuals on how to try and kill the mustard seed if it grew uncontrollably in your garden. It was dangerous to the garden, because it could overcome the other plants. 
3. Furthermore, the mustard plant was known to grow surprisingly quick. While it was one of the smallest seeds planted in the garden, it wouldn’t grow to the height of wheat, but it could grow as tall as 10 feet. When it was full grown, it had brown scaly bark and looked more like a tree than a garden plant. 

4. I think these details of the mustard plant are significant to our understanding of the Kingdom of God. While it starts with an insignificant, minute seed, it eventually grows to be a 10 foot tree. While a 10 foot tree wouldn’t really stand out in a wheat field lined with fig trees, it sure would in an herb garden. So Jesus wants us to picture a tree where you wouldn’t expect it to be. If the ruling power of God is the mustard tree, it is growing where you wouldn’t expect it to be, and its growth is far greater than you would expect it to be. It is an overwhelming force which starts off small, but eventually overwhelms all the other plants in the garden. To interpret Jesus, I think He is telling His disciples that the Kingdom of God is growing where you wouldn’t expect it, in the realm of Satan’s influence upon the earth and in people’s hearts. While it is starting out small with the little miracles He’s doing like demon exorcisms and with His few followers, the twelve, and its influence will explode and it will eventually overcome the other kingdoms of world.
c. Besides its rapid growth, I think Jesus chooses the mustard plant to explain the Kingdom of God for another reason. It may have been His favorite condiment (I know it’s mine), but I think He chose it as an example because of its use.
1. While the mustard plant may have been used for spicing up food, its main use in the first century was medicinal. It was considered a cure for headaches and bronchitis and other respiratory problems. Mustard was so potent, you could only put it on your chest for a few minutes before it would aggravate the skin. So they would have to make a mustard pack. They would grind up mustard with flour and water to make a paste, slather it between two cotton sheets and wrap that in flannel, and then put it on the chest until it warms the area, and then quickly remove it. 
2. Again, I think this detail is significant. Just as mustard had a healing purpose, so to the purpose of the kingdom of God was to bring healing to those who had been infected and poisoned by Satan’s influence in their lives and in their world. 

V. Birds of the Heavens
a. Jesus concludes the parable by stating that this mustard plant grows and makes large branches so that THE BIRDS OF THE HEAVENS are able TO NEST under its shadow.” 
b. The words, “THE BIRDS OF THE HEAVENS” and “TO NEST” are capitalized which means that this is an Old Testament quotation. While scholars disagree as to what passage Jesus is quoting, I think He is referring to these words found in the book of Daniel. 
c. As you know, over the past couple of months, Pastor Bob preached through the Book of Daniel. In this book, there are several descriptions of the Messiah, and Jesus uses these terms to describe Himself. For example, His favorite way to refer to Himself in the Gospels is as “the Son of Man.” “One like the son of man” is the way the Messiah is described in the book of Daniel. Furthermore, Jesus audience who was expecting the Messiah would have been familiar with the Book of Daniel and its Messianic figure.  

d. The words, THE BIRDS OF THE HEAVENS nesting is found in Daniel 4. In this chapter, Nebuchadnezzar is the undisputed King of the world. He is the ruler of Babylon, the largest and wealthiest nation of his time. Daniel 4:4 "I, Nebuchadnezzar, was at ease in my house and flourishing in my palace. Things were going well for him and his kingdom, but one night he had a dream, and it frightened him. This is an excerpt from the dream which he recounts to Daniel. Daniel 4:10 'Now these were the visions in my mind as I lay on my bed: I was looking, and behold, there was a tree in the midst of the earth and its height was great. 11 'The tree grew large and became strong And its height reached to the sky, And it was visible to the end of the whole earth. 12 'Its foliage was beautiful and its fruit abundant, And in it was food for all. The beasts of the field found shade under it, And the birds of the sky dwelt in its branches, And all living creatures fed themselves from it.
e. In his dream, the tree represented Nebuchadnezzar’s Kingdom, and the splendor of the tree is emphasized; its height reached to the sky and it was visible to the end of the whole earth. This tree, this kingdom also provided for the whole world, human and animals, so that even the birds of the sky dwelt in its branches. These are the words which Jesus quotes. 

1. Again, I think this detail is significant. I think Jesus is comparing the growth of the mustard seed to the growth of the tree in Nebuchadnezzar’s vision. Just as the tree in the vision symbolized the Kingdom of Babylon and how it grew to a great size and provided for the whole world, so too the Kingdom of God will grow to a great size and provide the world with what it needs.

2. Yet here is where the mustard plant differs from Nebuchadnezzar’s tree; here is where the kingdom of God differs from the Kingdoms of the world. What happens to the tree in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream? It’s chopped down and He goes crazy for 7 years! The angel states that this is done as a judgment against his prideful arrogance, Daniel 4:17 "… In order that the living may know That the Most High is ruler over the realm of mankind, And bestows it on whom He wishes And sets over it the lowliest of men." 
3. So in this parable of the mustard seed, I think Jesus is also subverting the tree in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. He is reversing the imagery. Babylon was a great Kingdom of the world, and the influence of Satan is evident. It compelled Nebuchadnezzar to become prideful of his position and power. Yet this kingdom was brought down. Try to find the kingdom of Babylon on a map. It didn’t last. A great kingdom was humbled. And Jesus reverses that imagery to show, that a humble kingdom, a kingdom the size of the mustard seed will become great. 
4. Big Idea: All great kingdoms will be humbled, but the humble kingdom of God will be made great.

VI. Conclusion

a. It’s remarkable to read this parable in 2006. 
b. Think about it, when Jesus spoke this parable, who was following him? Almost everyone had abandoned Him. His family has abandoned Him, His disciples were scratching their head, the religious authorities are trying to kill Him, and he’s out preaching in small towns in Galilee. But He has the audacity to say that what He is doing will overcome the world. His ministry of three years, healing a few people, feeding a few thousand, casting out a few demons, preaching to couple crowds, would overcome the Kingdoms of the world. Yet 2000 years later, here we are. There are more citizens in the Kingdom of God than there are in any single nation or continent or religion. His movement is very much alive to this day, and it’s picking up steam throughout the world. 
c. There was a contemporary of Jesus at this time who was named the Teacher of Righteousness. He was the leader of the Qumran community situated beside the Dead Sea. Their writings were found about 50 years ago. They are called the Dead Sea Scrolls. Did you know that he and his community made very similar claims? The Teacher of Righteousness believed that when the Messiah comes, He and the Qumran community would destroy Jerusalem and bring about God’s kingdom. Yet 2000 years later, the only way we know about them is because a goat herder found their writings hidden in a cave.
d. Even today, the’re crazies out there. There are crazies like Charles Manson and David Koresh and Jim Jones who have convinced small groups of people that they are the Messiah and that they are going to overcome the world. And what is the result? There movements are dead. 
e. Yet, here we are, following the one who died but rose again, following the one whose Kingdom was inaugurated with His ministry, death and resurrection, and whose Kingdom will be complete at His return. 
VII. Application

a. I’d like to close by having us ask ourselves a few questions? 
1. Am I seeking to further the Kingdom of God in the world by having the issues which were important to Jesus, be the issues which are important to me? Am I receiving the love of God and transmitting it to others, am I receiving the forgiveness of God and transmitting it to others, am I receiving the healing influence of God’s rule in my life so that I can transmit that healing to others? Am I letting God rule my life? Am I able to pray with integrity, “Your kingdom come, you will be done, in my heart and on earth as it is in heaven? 
2. Or am I resisting God’s right to rule in life so that I can build my own Kingdom? Am I going astray from His Kingdom? Doing my own thing? Defiantly resisting authority? Stubbornly disobedient? Willfully rebellious? Defensive and antagonistic? Self-centered? Obsessed with power? Compulsively competitive? Addicted to control? 
3. If we are, we need to realize that when we do this, we are aligning ourselves with the Kingdom of Satan and not the Kingdom of God. And this is not good, because we know that all great kingdoms will be humbled but the humble kingdom of God will become great. 
