Text: Mark 4:26-34 (extended text includes parable of the sower)

Introduction
After some good natured ribbing by a couple of congregants and neighbors and a thorough shaming by my good daughter, this past week I decided it was finally time to put the sickle to my crop of Canadian Thistle in front of our lodging.  Working with stuff that I have no idea how it grew as big as it had, night and day while I slept and played with the baby, the earth in front of our house brought forth the full ear of thistles.  The harvesting of that unwanted crop was a good activity to ponder today’s parables.
Three Points
Both parables are vaguely about the same thing.  Something gets planted and grows large.  These two parables have been place together by the Holy Spirit and the Evangelist within an entire chapter of parables.  Mark chapter 4 begins with the well know parable of the sower…some seed fall on the road…other falls on good soil.  And Jesus says or at least implies that the Sower parable is the basis of understanding all the others when he seemingly caustically and rhetorically asks them – Don’t you understand this parable?  How then will you understand any parable?  Then Jesus goes on to explain it to them.  The seed, what is sown, is the Word – the Word of God.  What is grown by that word is the Kingdom – the reign.  The surface interpretation of the sower makes sense, but then you start to think about it more.  And you start asking other questions like why is some soil rocky?  Can the quality of the soil be changed?  Should we be hoarding our seed for good soil?  Can we get better seed?  Can we do anything to help the seed grow?  What am I going to say is that these two seed and growth parables fill in our understanding.  As those questions come up the next parables add a page to our understanding of the Reign of God.  For our text they add three pieces of understanding: 1) the reign of God comes to us unexpectedly small and yet grows to immense sizes, 2) the reign of God, while inviting our participation will come where and when it wills regardless of our participation and 3) the reign of God will end in a harvest which includes a division which is already made in the present.
Point 1 - exposition
“The reign of God is like a man who scatters seed on the ground…the soil produces grain –first the stalk, then the head and then the full kernel in the head.  The reign of God is like a mustard seed which is the smallest seed…yet it grows and becomes the largest of the garden plants.”

We’ve taped a mustard seed into your bulletin.  I don’t think that is the black mustard that the text here assumes, but you can see how small it is.  The point is not scientific accuracy here, I’m sure that there are smaller seeds, but the mustard seed in Jesus’ language and culture was proverbially small.  Like talking about eyes of needles or we might say the width of a hair as when micro-circuits are compared to 1/1000ths of a hair width.  That seed, if allowed to grow will grow up to a shrub variously said to be 10 – 15 feet long.  The reign of God comes to us really small, but it will grow to immense sizes.
In textual terms, the reign of God came to us as a baby in Bethlehem born to peasant parents.  In the eyes of the world an absolute nothing.  That absolute nothing would end his day on a cross – a shameful death – deserted by all his disciples.  The reign of God starts small.  Even if there were no more witness left – as Jesus once questioned at the end of another parable – “When the Son of Man returns will he find faith on earth?” – even if there were no more witness, a belief that started around a crucified peasant and 11 galilean fisherman would have grown to an enormous influence.  The reign of God came to us unexpectedly small and has grown through trial and tempest to a surprising size.
In each of our own personal lives that reign of God starts surprisingly small.  Like for little Vincent Laveck today the reign of God has come in the sacrament of baptism.  A little water and a few words said over a child who doesn’t understand what is going on.  God has promised to be there in that baptism.  In that baptism God has made us a new creation.  He has given us his spirit.  And through that Spirit we are enabled to grow and follow Jesus.  For others that start might have been an oddball question by a co-worker, or an invitation to a softball team, or an offer of an afternoon off to you mother through a VBS program.  The reign of God comes to us small in ways that probably surprised almost every Christian.  And when that small seed falls on good soil – it grows, some 30, some 60 and others even 100 times.  From very small beginnings the reign of God grows.

Point 2 - exposition
The reign of God, while inviting our participation, will come where and when it wills regardless of our participation.  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.  
God does invite our participation.  The followers of Jesus can and do preach the word, whether in a dress from a pulpit or to relatives or friends, Jesus’ disciples are called to make disciples.  But the results of that scattering of the seed are not from the efforts of the sower.  In the parables before us our poor farmer sometimes sleeps and sometimes gets up.  He’s clueless as to how the seed grows.  That sounds like a recipe for a very poor crop one hardly worth harvesting, yet that harvest is assured.  The Word of God does not return empty.  

We ask in the Lord’s prayer that, God’s Kingdom, his reign, come.  Luther explained that petition with this.  “God’s Reign certain comes by itself without our prayer, but we ask in this petition that it come to us also.”  There are times in our life when we can clearly see that reign and feel right at home in it.  And there are other times when we nod off, when we just don’t have a clue what is going on.  That doesn’t mean the reign is not continuing to work in us.  That doesn’t mean that our baptisms are null and void.  As much as that might ruffle type-A personality ministers who like numbers and timetables, God’s Reign comes small and when He wants it.  What we can do is scatter the seed, the Word.  We can remind people of God’s grace and of that salvation He won for us on that cross.  We can invite them to participate in the scattering of the seed.  Their own full crop – that is the Spirit’s work.
Point 3 - exposition
The last point is probably the toughest.  The reign of God will end in a harvest which includes a division which is already made in the now.
Jesus at times seems to have has a mischievous sense of humor.  We read the Ezekiel passage.  That is what the messiah – the coming of the Reign of God – was supposed to be like – a majestic cedar of Lebanon.  That is a tree worthy of all the birds coming and nesting in.  In that OT passage those birds are the nations – the gentiles.  But Jesus says the reign is like a mustard plant.  This is what Pliny the Elder, an ancient Roman of the time, had to say about the mustard.  “Mustard…with its pungent taste and fiery effect…grows entirely wild, though it is impoved by being transplanted: but on the other hand when it has once been sown it is scarcely possible to get the place free of it, as the seed when it falls germinates at once.”  The mustard plant was basically a weed – it grew wild.  You could bring it in to a garden, but your usually didn’t.  Jesus intentionally describes the Reign of God as bringing this weed into the garden.  Maybe not a weed as bad as my Canadian thistle, but a weed.  And once in the garden it grows to immense size – big enough for the birds – those gentile nations – those currently outside the garden – to come and nest – to make a home.
The people of Israel had been told they were the garden.  They were God’s vineyard.  The messiah would not bring others into the garden, but the messiah would extend the rule of the garden.  Jesus was proclaiming a reign that would completely change the existing garden.  That noxious weed of mustard would be brought in.  Those unwanted birds would come.  The sinners, the tax collectors, the gentiles.  

The Reign of God comes as an offense to the ways of the world.  It comes small, when the world likes its rulers to come in pomp and circumstance.  The reign of God grows silently and where God wants it, when the world likes things known and planned and controlled.  The reign of God grows like a shrub, the mustard, something organic, where the world prefers things mechanical and controlled.  That plant grows untended, where the world wants its order.  And most offensively, the reign of God invites all the birds into the garden, where the world wants to keep the garden for a special and chosen few.  The world cannot stop the reign of God.  It has and will continue to grow large.  The reign of God will mature and reach a harvest, a judgement.  As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come.  But in that harvest, some will have chosen to weed their garden.  The offense of how the reign of God presents itself – in a crucified savior, in a factious and often hypocritical church, in the foolishness of preaching and the mysticism of sacraments – those offenses to the world will cause some to dig out that mustard seed.  They will reject the reign of God for that of the world – a world that is even now passing away.
Concluding - exhortaion

Don’t prefer the thistles of this world that crowd out the seed of the reign of God.  Don’t let the smallness or the offenses of how the God’s reign presents itself turn you away from the grace of God’s kingdom in Jesus.  We pray that God’s kingdom would come to us also.  And may it grow and increase in our lives – some 30, some 60 and some 100 times that small seed that was sown.  Amen.
