Mark 4:1~34, Parable on the Kingdom of God, 					10/23/15   

· Opening
· How’s your week?  Busy?  Joyous?  Tired now?  We are in the information explosion age.  How many “messages” (including email, spam messages, Internet, letters, TV ads, TV news, and newspaper ads and newspaper news, conversation with friends, ..) did you receive this week?  How many did you really pay attention to?  Why or why not?  - It is an important ice-breaking question, a reflection in what messages we think are really important to our life. Also what is the best way of getting message out?
· Do you like gardening: flowers, vegetables, bushes, or trees?  Share your experience.  What happened to your flowers, vegetables, ..?  What are the essential conditions for productive gardening?  Do they grow day and night?  Do you know how they grow and produce seed or fruit?  
· Wolf’s coming!  Wolf’s coming!  Wolf’s coming!  Have you heard about such fables?  Give two more.  How about parables?  What are them?  Examples?  Similarities and differences between fables and parables?  Why do people use them?  
· A parable is a brief, succinct story, in prose or verse, that illustrates a moral or religious lesson.  It differs from a fable in that fables use animals, plants, inanimate objects, and forces of nature as characters, while parables generally feature human characters.  It is a type of analogy.  Wikipedia.    
· Do you believe the existence of the “Kingdom of God”?  What is it?  What does it look like?  Can we experience it now or do we have to wait after we die?  Share your viewpoint.  – important ice breaking questions!

· The Parable of the Sower (4:1-20)  
· Picture what happened.  Jesus taught by the lake; the parable of the sower with seed falling along the path, on rocky places, among the thorns, and on good soil.  
· What does this parable of the sower mean?  Verses 14-20.  
· What do these different kinds of soil refer to?  They are distinguished from each other by their reactions to the seed, and the outcomes are distinctly different.  Do you observe cases of these different types around you?  
· Why did Jesus teach by parables?    
· Easy to understand by the ordinary but deep enough to have multiple levels of meanings for those who seek to understand.  
· Not to offend the authorities unnecessarily.  
· The message about heaven is for those who are interested in and seeking for God’s kingdom. Those who do not care will listen but do not understand. It is not because God want to exclude them but because they are blinded by the evil against God (Matt 13:10-17) – just like the first parable.
· Did Jesus explain the parables?  Yes.  To whom?  The twelve and “the others around him.”
· What is the Kingdom of God?  
· In the Bible Kingdom means rule or reign, not a territory.  So the Kingdom of God is the rule or reign of God.  (an important concept)
· We speak of three kingdoms or ways of ruling: His kingdom or reign of power (this is operative now), of grace (or the Holy Spirit, this is his acting on our hearts through the Word, and of glory (when he comes again).  Pastor Secker.  
· Why V. 11?  
· “Secret” here “refers to something God has revealed to his people.  The secret is proclaimed to all, but only those who have faith understand.  
· In this context the secret seems to be that the kingdom of God had drawn near in the coming of Jesus Christ.”  NIV Study Bible.  
· The secret has indeed been revealed to the twelve, the others around him, many Christians, all of us here tonight, and all who have access to a Bible.  The truth was “hidden” behind the parable, probably to avoid unnecessary clashes with those who had determined to deny Jesus (such as the Pharisees) while at the same time leaving a door open for those keen to learn from him.  
· Verse 12.  Since Isa. 6:9–10 describes the hard-heartedness of Israel, its citation here emphasizes the fact that Jesus speaks the parables to outsiders as a form of prophetic warning.  Jesus warns of the serious consequences for all, both Gentiles and Jews, who do not open their hearts to him.  And yet, there is still room for repentance.  ESV Study Bible.  
· Why can some people hear the secret but some cannot, some can take a hint and act accordingly but some cannot?  
· Pastor Secker’s note: In V. 11, Jesus is clearly saying that his parables were for those to whom the secret of the kingdom had been given.  Notice the passive (one of my professors called it the “numinous passive,” meaning “given by God”).  So at least here Jesus’ parable was for believers, not for “those on the outside.”  They were in a kind of code language.  He even had to explain them to his disciples.  For others they must have been unintelligible.  To have the secret of the kingdom is faith in Jesus.  It is a gift, worked in our hearts by the Holy Spirit.  We can’t turn our hearts into good soil so that we can accept Jesus.  God has to put us to death by convicting us of sin and bring us to life by giving us the Holy Spirit and faith.  So in the parable of the soils we must be careful not to give people the idea that they can turn themselves into good soil.  Jesus is simply describing the kingdom and how it works.  If the Holy Spirit has turned your heart into good soil, the seed will grow and produce an abundant harvest.  That does not mean we can and should do nothing.  Once we have the Holy Spirit we can and must cooperate with God: we must hear his word, receive what the church calls the sacraments (however you define them), pray, repent, shun temptations, try to do better.  If we don't do this, we can be like the ones who receive the word with joy, but then fall away, or like the ones who are compared to thorny soil.  
· Discussion
· How about ourselves tonight?  Do we have perceiving eyes, understanding ears, and an open heart?  Do we have faith in Jesus?  
· For a Christian, how does it apply to you?  What type is your soil?  Jesus said that faith would grow 30, 60, or 100 times in good soil.  Have you had this kind of growth since your Baptism?  If not, we need to examine the current state of our “soil.”  
· Are you too busy to read the Bible or to pray?  

· A Lamp on a Stand (4:21-25)
· In a society, is it good that “whoever has will be given more; whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him?”  Would Kingdom of God be like that?  Why or why not?  
· Picture what the paragraph says.  Lamp under a bowl or a bed or on its stand?  What does this mean?  
· The proclamation of the kingdom of God (his rule and presence) is like bringing an oil lamp into a room; the coming messianic rule of God makes hidden things (e.g., a hard heart, hidden sin) apparent.  ESV Study Bible.  Generally, we would think it refers to the good deeds of Christians but the main message here is about God’s kingdom. (Of course, the general explanation can be applied as well).
· Continuing from the previous paragraphs, God intends to let us understand His word and not withholding it.  Though it was initially presented by using parables, Jesus pointed out that God’s word was meant to be eventually explained explicitly (v.22) – as he later did, and the Bible is still doing today.  Unfortunately, still not everyone could see it or hear it, because of lack of faith, worries of this life, the deceitfulness of wealth, and the desires for other things choking the word, making it unfruitful.  Therefore Jesus repeatedly said “He who has ears to hear, let him hear.”  
· For those who hear and act accordingly, the outcome will be quite different from those who could not hear or who chose not to act – The former will produce crop thirty, sixty, or even a hundred times what was sown.  With the word of God or without it makes a lot of differences.  
· What does V. 24 mean?  
· Measure refers to the attitude with which the word of Jesus is being received. If the hearer embraces Jesus’ message of the kingdom in a rich and profound way, then still more will be added to you – that is, God will take up residence in that heart and give increased understanding and blessing, both in this age and in the age to come.  ESV Study Bible.  
· This resonates with another promise that “Ask, and it shall be given you; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you.”  
· V.24 brings out the consequences from the positive aspect, and v.25 now reminds us from both the positive and the negative aspects: “Whoever has will be given more; whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him.”  
· This may not seem good from our human’s view point, but does make sense for the Kingdom of God.  How so?  Because if we cease to grow, our soil will become the 2nd or 3rd type in the parable, and will soon have the crop destroyed.  This similar to an old Chinese saying: “A boat in a river cannot stand still; if it doesn’t move forward, it will be pushed back by the current.”  It works the same way here.  
· Discussion
· Can you hear the word of God?  Would you choose to act accordingly?  Do you want to be in a positive cycle of “whoever has will be given more” or would you prefer to be in the negative cycle of “whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him?”  Have faith in Jesus.  

· The Parables of the Kingdom of God (4:26-34)
· Picture what the two parables say.  Seed grows night and day by itself and produces grain but the sower doesn’t know how; and a small mustard seed grows into a large garden plant.  What do they mean?  Implications?  
· Verses 26-29.  As the farmer sleeps and rises, the fruit grows by itself.  Fruit for God’s kingdom grows from soil that is hospitable to his Word.  First the blade, then the ear goes against the popular expectation at the time of Jesus that God’s kingdom would come suddenly and all at once.  Jesus teaches that the messianic rule of God commences inconspicuously, grows slowly but steadily in the midst of much adversity, and reaches its glorious culmination point at the second coming of Jesus.  There is great hope here.  ESV Study Bible.  
· Verses 30-32.  A third and final parable of the kingdom points out that the messianic rule of God begins in a small and unnoticed way, which is different from what was popularly expected.  The metaphor emphasizes small beginnings and gradual but remarkable growth.  ESV Study Bible.  
· It’s important that we have faith in God and react to His words as discussed above.  But how could our faith grow that big (30x, 60x, 100x)?  What should we do to achieve that?  
· This parable assures us that we don’t need to worry about that.  It’s God’s work that makes us grow.  Come to God and to Jesus, and be in them.  The Holy Spirit will then be among us and lead us to all the truth (John 16:13-15).  This starts small, but with proper care, it will grow big.  
· Can you feel something unique here as compared to some worldly religions such as Buddhism?  We wouldn’t know how our faith grows, just as Jesus pointed out in John 3 with the metaphor that “the holy spirit is like wind.”  Another good point that all the messages in bible are consistent!!
· This parable also remind us that if we want any growth in our spiritual life, it can only be achieved by submitting ourselves more thoroughly to God to let His work come through, not by our own intelligence or determination.  
· Harvest?  Fruit of the Holy Spirit: Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control (Gal 5:22).  Also, bring others to Christ.  
· Discussion
· Does the Kingdom of God starts after one dies?  No.  The rule or reign of God starts as soon as we submit ourselves to God.  It will then last forever, to the end of the world.  It will be fully fulfilled with the second coming of Christ.  
· Do you have the Kingdom of God in your?  Do you want to let it grow?  How?  


· Wrapping Up 
· Hope that we now have a better understanding about the Kingdom of God.  It will be a growing experience to walk with Jesus, and will be a rewarding life to have the Holy Spirit guide us all the way.  Let us submit ourselves to God, have faith in Jesus, and see the fruit of the Holy Spirit grow night and day in us.  
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