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INTRODUCTION 

Jesus uses parables to show what God’s plans for the 

world look like. You may agree that they are like a short 

story with a beginning, middle and end.  The story 

includes life situations that would have been familiar to 

people of the time – the stuff of everyday life, so to 

speak.   

Today we hear one of them, known as the Parable of the 

Mustard Seed.  It could be so familiar to us that we may 

miss things about it – surprising things in fact.   

You may recall that last week I mentioned what was 

going on in the world at the time Mark’s gospel was being 

written down and shared in the small Christian house 

churches.  For these early Christians there was 

persecution, high and oppressive taxation by the Roman 

Empire, a war that was killing many, and dependence on 

abundant harvests to avoid starvation. With this 

background in mind what might those church folks have 

been hoping for as they listened to this Parable of Jesus? 

What might you be hoping for in a similar situation? 

The thing about parables, as I may have said before, is 

that they are known for having endings with a twist.  So, 

it’s helpful when hearing a parable from Jesus to listen 

for that surprise, that twist ending. Yet, we may be so 

familiar with the parables that we no longer hear it  
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So, I want to challenge you today to do that that.  As you 

listen, what might be the twist ending that surprises that 

original audience and even you?   

SCRIPTURE 

26 Jesus also said, “The kingdom of God is as if someone 

would scatter seed on the ground, 27 and would sleep 

and rise night and day, and the seed would sprout and 

grow, he does not know how. 28 The earth produces of 

itself, first the stalk, then the head, then the full grain in 

the head. 29 But when the grain is ripe, at once he goes 

in with his sickle, because the harvest has come.” 

30 He also said, “With what can we compare the kingdom 

of God, or what parable will we use for it? 31 It is like a 

mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the 

smallest of all the seeds on earth; 32 yet when it is sown 

it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and 

puts forth large branches, so that the birds of the air can 

make nests in its shade.” 

33 With many such parables he spoke the word to them, 

as they were able to hear it; 34 he did not speak to them 

except in parables, but he explained everything in private 

to his disciples. 
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There is a twist or surprising ending here even for me, a 

21st Century woman listening in a time very different 

from that first audience, which was either in the first or 

second century of the Common Era or AD.  

My world teaches that the way to riches is to be powerful, 

so powerful that no one can defeat you, that everyone is 

both afraid and in awe of you, and that you can do 

anything you want.  This was the way of the world in the 

time this gospel was written down, too.   

So, the people listening in that small house church that 

day may have expected, like many others before them, 

to hear a teaching about power and glory – a triumphant 

God coming in with armies from heaven to overthrow 

their oppressors and make things right in their world.   

But this is not how the parable goes.  Instead, Jesus talks 

about power that grows from a tiny seed, a seed that the 

people plant and take care of, but in the end don’t 

control.  They can’t control this harvest no matter how 

hard they try.  They can plant and water, but the 

outcome is not in their hands.  They are not the all- 

powerful ones, nor for that matter, are the ones in 

power.  In the end, God is the one doing all the saving, 

and it seems, in ways that are unexpected.  

Having lived in an agricultural community, I know 

farmers who even have this outlook today.  They plant, 

water, fertilize, and do everything possible to have an 

abundant crop. But in the end, as one often said to me, 

“it was in God’s hands”.  He said he tried to be an 

optimist and depend on God for the things he couldn’t 
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control, like the weather. When he put his seed in the 

ground he hoped for the best, every year, he hoped for 

the best.   

When living in a situation like they were living in in the 

first or second century, I would think the people hearing 

this parable might just be a little bit miffed by the image 

of God the parable presents.  It is so different from what 

they might hope for – a triumphant Savior coming in with 

heavenly armies to destroy everything that is not of God, 

everything that is oppressive and wrong with the world.  

Everything they fear.  Of course, other scriptures present 

images of a mighty God and army, but not this one. 

So, what is Jesus up to by giving us this image to mull 

over? 

Well, when it comes to the ways of God, I find hope in 

this parable.  Here’s why: 

Even though the farmer knows some things about 

growing and tending the seed, the seed will grow and 

thrive because there’s more to it than the farmer.  

In the kind of kingdom imagined in this parable, it almost 

seems like the farmer is irrelevant.  God’s kingdom is 

different from earthly kingdoms because it will come 

about without any effort or even knowledge of the 

people.   

I actually like the idea of God starting with small things, 

like tiny mustard seeds, to get things going.  We can 

have a part through planting, tending and watering, but 

in the end it’s God’s work, and the end result will be in 
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God’s time and in God’s way. There will be a whole lot of 

mystery, awe and wonder along the way. 

So, there isn’t too much I can do to make God’s kingdom 

happen.  Much like the Holy Spirit, it will come when the 

time is ready and not through anything I do to make it 

happen.   

Do you find this idea freeing or limiting?   

When I first started out in ministry, I thought it was my 

job to fill the church pews, especially with families and 

young children.  It seems my churches thought this, too.  

So, we tried all kinds of things to attract families.  We 

invited everyone in, which is a good thing, and we did 

our best to nurture and grow their faith by offering Bible 

studies, Christian Education, chances to be a part of 

things through the choir, thrift shop, and children’s 

programming.  You name it, the churches I was involved 

in were very active doing all these things to grow.  It 

seemed, sadly, for them and for me, that if the church 

didn’t grow, if new families didn’t come in, if people 

didn’t seem to go deeper into their faith journey, that it 

was somehow our fault and we just needed to try harder.  

The denomination didn’t do much to help with the 

feelings of failure that came when we didn’t grow much.  

At the annual conference, the churches that were 

growing were always on display and praised.  We always 

heard, “and here’s what you can do to be like us!”  We 

heard that, and faithfully we went back and tried those 

things.  Most of the time, the things that were suggested 

didn’t particularly work in our ministry setting. It took 
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time for us to learn a valuable lesson.  “One size fits all” 

does not work in ministry settings, precisely because of 

the unknown element, which is the mysterious work of 

God in our midst.   

So back to the parable.  Jesus points out that the 

kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on 

the ground and go through the day and night and while 

this is happening the seed sprouts and grows. The farmer 

doesn’t know how.  In this case, it seems the things of 

God come on their own, in their own way, tended to by 

the one who Creates them.  And there’s no timetable for 

this – it’s all in God’s time and out of our hands. 

When it is God’s time, abundance comes.  So, we are 

freed from the need to beat ourselves up when we plant 

the seeds of the kingdom in our churches, but nothing 

seems to happen right away or at all for that matter. 

Is this freeing for you?  It is for me.  In fact, what I now 

believe is that we are God’s people living in a time where 

it seems a lot is out of our control.  We can’t make 

people come to church.  All we can do is warmly welcome 

them when they are here or when we meet them 

someplace else.  All we can do is practice what we preach 

and do what we can to show that we are God’s people.  

We don’t have to save anyone because we can’t.  

Salvation and growing the kingdom of God is God’s work. 

But according to Jesus, it all starts with a tiny seed that 

grows to become the greatest of all shrubs, so great that 

it puts out large branches so the birds of the air can find 

shelter in its shade.  Shelter from the worries and cares 
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of life – who doesn’t want to belong to a a place like 

that? 

And maybe that’s what we are meant to be as God’s 

people in this time and place – a shelter from the worries 

and cares of life through our dependence upon God and 

each other.   

I saw a mustard field in full bloom a long time ago. 

Actually, I was very stressed when I saw it. 

I spent my third College year in England.  A friend and I 

decided to hitchhike to the Lake District.  It all started 

out very well, but then came the time when we were 

dropped on the side of the highway in the hot sun.  No 

one picked us up.  We sat there for hours under the 

shade of a tree at least.  I became somewhat 

uncomfortable.  As the afternoon progressed, I became 

scared.  I thought hitchhiking was a stupid idea and 

started praying for God’s provision.   

Just as I said that prayer, I looked across the road to a 

field in the distance.  It was all yellow, splendidly 

magnificent in the late day golden sunshine.  My friend 

told me it was a mustard field.  It was gorgeous and 

nourished my fearful heart.  Such beauty on the side of a 

highway! If I hadn’t hitchhiked, if I hadn’t been stranded 

on the side of the road with my friend, I wouldn’t have 

noticed it.  I don’t know if you have ever seen a beautiful 

mustard field in the late sunshine, but it does say 

something about the beauty we often fail to see. And 

being with this friend helped me to see what I couldn’t 

see on my own. 
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Maybe being in the church is like this.  Sometimes we 

feel stranded and alone, so alone that we fail to see the 

beauty all around us.  It might take a friend to help us 

along.  That’s what we are in the church, God’s people 

befriending each other to live for something more than 

the world offers.   

Like the mustard field mentioned in the Parable on seen 

on the side of the road by a weary traveler, so is the 

church, which is an outpost for the Kingdom of God.  

Together, we as God’s people promote and talk about 

something that is different from what the world often 

expects.  If we are truly living as the people of God, the 

kingdom of God will thrive because God is with us.  We 

will bear fruit for that kingdom, even if we don’t see the 

results of our labor.  God’s work comes full circle in 

churches because God’s work causes God’s desires for 

the world to be known.   

The comfort is for those who hear and receive God’s 

teachings through parables like these, whether or not we 

understand everything is in this - God’s seed and soil do 

their work, growing and bringing forth good fruit, no 

matter how large the church is and no matter how many 

people come.   

The twist in this story is that we as God’s people can 

scatter God’s seed by supporting people’s faith journeys 

through offering prayer, worship, Bible Study, Spiritual 

discussion, opportunities for service, visiting the sick, 

caring for the poor, etc., but we don’t always see what 
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we hope for. There is a mystery to all of this that is in 

God’s hands. 

The twist ending is that it is not we who make the church 

grow.   

The twist ending here is that congregational growth is 

God’s work in our midst. 

As one writer says, “we are assured of God’s grace and 

comfort” in trusting that it is God’s work, and that we 

just need to be faithful.    

The kingdom of God is given to faithful people.  We 

cannot understand how this happens in human terms, 

because the kingdom of God comes when God wills it to 

come. 

And one final thing to think about.  When Jesus first 
teaches this parable, his disciples are feeling 
discouraged.  It is true that crowds were gathering to 

hear their teacher, but there was little evidence of 
progress and a lot of evidence of resistance. 

 

As one writer says, “The upper classes were rejecting 
Jesus and the capitol city acted as though he didn't exist. 
The Greek and Roman centers of culture paid no 

attention at all. If someone had asked the disciples what 
they thought about the future of the kingdom Jesus was 
speaking about, they may well have responded, "It's 
anybody's guess." 
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The truth of the matter is that in much of life what will 
happen in the end is “anybody’s guess”.  No where is this 
more true than in the kingdom of God. 

Because there is that additional element of mystery that 
has to do with what God will do to make the kingdom 
grow. 

So, what are we to do in the meantime?  Wait till the 

kingdom grows and do nothing, since it will grow without 

our efforts? 

Or are we to continue to scatter more seeds so that at 

the very least people will become familiar with who God 

is and what the kingdom of God is like. 

Then trusting the Spirit to bring folks to the faith we 

proclaim whether or not it turns out to be in our 

particular church? 

There is a mystery in being a disciple.  The certainty 

comes in knowing that God is God and that we are called 

to play our part and let God do the rest (Laura S. Sugg). 

 


