
Year B Proper 6
                 1 Samuel 15:34-16:13 

Psalm 92:1-4, 11-14
        2 Corinthians 5:6-10, (11-13), 14-17 

Mark 4:26-34 

Parables! Gotta love ‘em. Jesus sure did! He loved them so much, that someone once 

said that Jesus’ own life, ministry, death and resurrection, became one. In the passage 

today, Mark even tells us that Jesus said he would only teach in parables. 

So here’s a little New Testament trivia for you this morning. In the synoptic gospels, 

Matthew, Mark and Luke, there are 42 parables total. There are 9 parables in Mark, 7 of 

which are found also in Matthew and Luke. Six parables are in Matthew and Luke and 

not in Mark. Then there are 10 parables unique to Matthew, and 17 unique to Luke. 

Don’t worry, there’s no test on this afterward.

So what about these parables this morning? Both parables are an attempt to define the 

kingdom of God, and both use seeds and plants. The parable of the mustard seed is not 

only found in all 3 of the synoptic gospels, but even in the Gospel of Thomas. So clearly, 

all of the gospel writers, felt this was an important parable. In the very first parable of 

Mark chapter 4, we’re given Jesus’ explanation for that one. In subsequent parables we 

generally are not given the explanation, but left on our own to figure out and pull mean-

ing out of the story. In today’s reading, we’re told Jesus only explained these things to 

the disciples, who apparently didn’t write up the discussion afterward!

First of all, what is this kingdom of God? What’s it mean? Scholars have found that the 

term, kingdom of God, in English, really does not express the Greek term well enough, 

that in English, kingdom refers to a location or place; whereas, in the Greek, it refers to 
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an action, such as God ruling, or the reign of God. So given that, the kingdom of God is 

not necessarily a physical place. Or is it?

Have you ever seen pictures from the latest and greatest telescopes that can now pho-

tograph so far out, that earth becomes smaller and smaller, to the point of being micro-

scopic and there are even more and more galaxies and universes beyond even those 

visual reaches? Or pictures of some of the planets discovered that are so large, earth 

looks like a dot in comparison? When I see those photos, I realize not only how small 

our planet is in infinite space, but how very small I am on this planet. 

So what if all of God’s creation, including the vastness of space, right down to the 

smallest atom of every living being, is part of this kingdom that Jesus speaks of, not just 

in today’s reading, but many times during his teaching? Since all of these things existed 

before humanity, then the kingdom or reign of God existed first. 

Then also in today’s lesson Jesus uses the mustard seed, stating that the kingdom of 

God is like a mustard seed. I don’t have a picture of the kingdom of God, but I do have a 

mustard seed with me this morning. When I was a very young child, my mom was my 

bible teacher, and she gave me a necklace with a mustard seed, to teach me about the 

other parable that Jesus taught using the same seed, but referring to faith. So this is a 

replica of my original necklace, just so you can see how small the seed really is. It 

seems that Jesus liked to reference this seed because of it’s tiny size relative to what it 

grows into. 
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Researching this week about mustard plants, so that I could impress you all with my 

great botanical knowledge, I found out there are several varieties of mustard, besides 

Heinz and Grey Poupon.  Most varieties grow into larger plants but not into bushes or 

trees. In the Middle East though, that’s a different story. The black mustard and white 

mustard seeds are very small, but in time they grow into very large shrubs, some as tall 

as 9-10 feet, and some actually look rather tree like because the stems get stiff like 

wood. A very interesting fact I discovered about this particular seed is that, once it is 

planted, it can germinate the very next day! So it has the capacity to grow very quickly. 

Imagine that tiny seed that you’ve just seen, turning into a bush that could fill this sanc-

tuary. 

Mustard is very proliferative as well. It produces multitudes of pods that contain seeds, 

so those that are not harvested for use, fall to the ground and reproduce the plants. 

Luke describes it being planted in a garden, whereas, the other gospelers knew that it 

grew best in a field, either wild or planted. Typically, it doesn’t need to be attended to 

and just mysteriously grows.

In my hypothesis of the kingdom of God being vast and infinite and created in the past, 

if the kingdom of God is like a mustard seed, then the kingdom must also be part of the 

present because we can’t plant in the past. So seeds are planted in the now, with antici-

pated growth in the future, which in theory, could grow vast and infinitely as well, simply 

by planting new seeds. The large living plant then becomes a safe haven for birds who 

rest in it’s branches, finding shade, and a place to build their nests.
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This parable could be pointing back at Jesus himself, and he may very well have used 

this to define his ministry. Christianity didn’t exist before him but God did. He started as 

a tiny human, but divine in nature, God’s seed within him. He grew up, and in this anal-

ogy, became a very large and strong plant, reproducing by teaching his disciples, his 

followers. He taught us about the shade and safety of his plant, the love and grace of 

God, that is experienced along with growth into God. 

So what does all this mean for us? I read that some scholars don’t think this parable has 

anything to do with individuals, but I would argue that Jesus’ teaching was primarily to 

us, as individuals, so certainly relating this parable to humanity and right down to our-

selves individually, seems appropriate.

There seems to be multiple layers here. Jesus identifies the kingdom, or reign of God, 

and he is the mustard seed. He gathers disciples, who through time gather more and 

more and the Church is established. What is the purpose or goal of all this planting and 

spreading? To spread the Good News, the Good News that God loves us, and because 

God loves us, we are to love God and our neighbor. 

It’s love that calls us to God, and love that calls us to action under God’s reign. Through 

God’s nurturing grace, we as a Church, can continue to grow as healthy, reproducing 

plants. It’s God’s love that calls us to serve the poor, to discern how to best serve the 

community with the parking lot development, to advocate for social justice and to reach 

out to the lonely, imprisoned, the sick, the dying, the troubled and the grieving.
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When I first started attending St Andrew’s 19 years ago, we averaged about 20-25 peo-

ple attending a Sunday morning service. There were only a handful of those folks, who 

were active in the life of the church. It started very small, like the mustard seed. I have 

witnessed the love of Christ and experienced the grace of God in this church, and I rec-

ognize that from a small seed planted many years ago, we have grown, and developed 

some branches strong enough to offer safe haven to others. New people attend weekly 

now. The parish is nearly 10 times the size it was then. I would say that not only the tree 

of life is growing here, but the kingdom of God is growing here as well. It is alive and 

well. Just as in the first parable of today, we do not really know how this happens. In our 

own lives, we often do not sometimes know how we got to where we are today. Just as 

the parables of today, it’s a bit of a mystery.

Today is my first, and last time to stand in this pulpit as a member of St Andrew’s. As I 

bid you adieu, I pray God continue to pour out God’s Spirit upon you and to continue to 

respond to and grow God’s kingdom. The kingdom of God has always been, is here in 

the now, and always will be.

Amen
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