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Last week we looked at the popular Parable of the Soils.  In that parable, we noted that the soils represented the different types of hearts where the seed of the gospel is sown.  There are three types of hearts that do not truly receive the good news of the gospel and are, at least for that moment, not part of the kingdom of God.  They have never come to saving faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.  Some totally reject the message, some respond impetuously, and some respond spuriously.  But none of these respond with true biblical repentant faith.  


However, there is one soil, one heart, that does respond by faith, and that is the heart that is prepared to receive the gospel.  That heart is evidenced by the fruit that it bears in joyfully serving Christ and living according to His commandments.  


This morning we look at three lesser-known parables as recorded by Mark, the parable of the lamp, the parable of the growing seed, and the parable of the mustard seed.  Each of these is given directly to Jesus’ disciples and serves as a gospel mandate for His followers.  What we see in our text is that fruit bearing begins with our passion to carry the message of the gospel to the lost expecting that God will bless it according to His will.
I.  Your Spiritual Service as a Lamp (4:21-25)


Read verses 21-25.


1.  The qualities of a lamp (vv. 21-22)


In Jesus’ day, a lamp was not like a lamp that we have today, one that sits on an end table or on the floor and that we turn on and off with a switch.  This lamp would be more like a lantern, with a wick that had to be fed with oil and then lit from without.  As such, for a lamp to be effective or efficient, it would have to be acted upon by an outside source.  Once acted upon, when working properly, it would produce a flame that would produce both heat and light.


There are a few things we note regarding the lamp.  In the immediate context, the lamp is Jesus Himself, the Light that came into this world, put on flesh, and dwelt among us.  He is the Light that shined in the world and the world did not comprehend (Jn. 1:5).  The world rejected the Light, loving darkness rather than the Light (Jn. 3:19).  Given this truth, Jesus’ questions in v. 21 are in one sense rhetorical, “A lamp is not brought to be put under a basket, is it, or under a bed?”  In other words, Jesus is saying that the kingdom that He came to reveal was not to be shoved under the rug or put in the closet as some were trying to do.  Further, it could not be put hidden because He, as the perfect Light, would shine regardless of the schemes of men to hide the Light and darken men’s understanding concerning the kingdom of God.  The kingdom of God in the person of Jesus Christ would be revealed to those whom He came to save.  The Light would illumine their hearts and minds.  Nothing could stop it – no demons, no religious leaders, no family member, and no one in the crowds.  The Light could not be hidden!

Secondly, aside from the fact that the Light, Jesus Christ, cannot be hidden, we note that it would be utterly foolish do so.  Again, notice Jesus questions, “A lamp is not brought to be put under a basket, is it, or under a bed?”  Remember, a lamp was really a lantern with a flame, a fire, giving off both light and heat.  Let me ask the children a question.  If you light a lantern and have a hot burning flame and then take the lantern and put it under a basket or under a bed, what might happen?  The basket or the bed might catch on fire.  We know that it is unwise to put a lantern under a basket or under a bed.  So Jesus is saying that it is not only impossible, but also unwise to try and hide a lamp.  The wise thing to do is to put it on the lampstand so that it might be have the greatest effect.

There is a third thing we note by way of application in this parable.  All who have trusted Christ as Lord and Savior, every person who has received the Light, are lamps as well.  Remember that the lamp must be acted upon from without.  It must be filled with oil and lit by someone else.  Jonathan Edwards, in a sermon concerning the minister of the gospel, expressed who it is that fills and ignites believers as lamps, “These lamps have all their oil from Christ, and are enkindled by his flame” (True Excellency of the Gospel Minister).  All who have received Christ are indwelt by the Spirit of Christ and have the gospel illumined in their hearts and minds are ministers of the gospel.  The Christian is to be a shining light, proclaiming the truth of the gospel to the lost in word and in deed.  The believer should have a burning passion, enflamed by the love of Christ, to see lost men come to faith in Christ and to live in obedience to the commandments of God.  We were not given the Light to keep it hidden in our own hearts or in the inner circle of the church.  Just as it is the function of the light to shine, so it is the duty of all of His true disciples to let their light shine that others too might come to know the truth.
  What did Jesus say in the Sermon on the Mount? “Let your light shine before men in such a way that they may see your good works, and glorify your Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 5:16).


Are you “letting your light shine before men?”  Is there something in your life, some burden or sin that is keeping you from being an effective lamp?  Then won’t you cast your burdens upon Him or confess your sin this morning?  Perhaps you feel as if you are simply out of oil.  You know that Christ lives within you but you are spiritually dry.  We note a second thing in this parable.

2.  How to prepare the lamp (vv. 23-25)


Jesus reveals some principles that are crucial to experiencing the joy of Christ in it fullest measure and in letting your light burn passionately and shine brightly.  He concludes the parable with His normal exhortation, “If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear.”  But in this case He quickly adds, evidently to those who were spiritually able to hear, “Take care what you listen to.”  Jesus imperative can be interpreted in two ways.  Negatively, Jesus is saying that we must guard our hearts and minds from the message of the world, whatever the source might be.  His exhortation is, “Be careful, little ears, what you hear.”  But more importantly in this context, Jesus reinforces the positive.  It is not enough to simply refrain from the things of the world, to put them off, but we must fill our hearts and minds with the Word.  In this instance, the preaching of the Word, the proclamation of truth, is to be listened to with great care.  Geoff Thomas’s comments are instructive.

Listening to preaching is important because God speaks by his word. To fail to listen and heed what God says is an insult. In the Garden of Eden God spoke, and Satan spoke. Adam listened to them both and he decided to ignore God and to listen to Satan. The issue from the fall of our father Adam right down to today is always the same, are you going to listen to God or someone else? Everybody is listening to something. Everybody is following someone… The pulpit is a solemn place, where the word of God is proclaimed. Yes. But the pew is also a solemn place, where the word of God is heard. What does the word of God find? Ears that hear? A heart that loves? A will that bows? Or does it find a heart of stone and all kinds of sins? What we are the word of God is going to find. Whatever is hidden will be disclosed. Whatever is concealed will be brought out into the open… What does the word you hear find in your life? Sin? Yes. Abounding sin? Yes, but more than that, abounding grace. Grace that is greater than all my sins.


We must take care that we listen carefully to the proclamation of the Word.  And I might add, listen to what it says about us, not what it says about everyone else.  Preaching should speak to our souls and hearts and minds first, exhorting, correcting, teaching and rebuking.  


When one heeds this imperative, Jesus offers some encouraging words.  He says, “By your standard of measure it will be measured to you.”  In Matthew 7:2, Jesus used this maxim to underline the result of censorious judgment.  Here it is applied to the reward for diligent effort.
  The more diligent one is to listen to the preaching of the Word the more profit they will derive from it, spiritually, morally, and intellectually.  This diligence is demonstrated not only in the preaching of the Word on a particular occasion, but it is also marked by one’s conscientious effort to attend all opportunities to hear the preaching of the Word and in one’s listening to the Word on other occasions, whether it be on tape or CD or in bible conferences or meetings.  We can also listen with our eyes as we read sermons. 


Jesus then notes that the blessing will be even greater than the effort required, “and more will be given you besides.”  The blessing in taking care to what we hear is disproportionately larger than one would expect.  Jesus continues, “To whoever has, to him more shall be given.”  The more we give ourselves to receiving the truth, our minds and hearts are given the capacity to receive more truth.  In simple terms, taking care in what you listen to requires discipline.  And might I be blunt here – we don’t like discipline, do we?  I remember when I was a scrappy youngster in high school just a few short years ago.  I loved baseball.  Too much, I might add.  It was my all-consuming passion.  However, I hated working out.  Now I know when you look at how fit and trim I am today, you would think that was not the case.  I hated running.  I hated lifting weights.  I disliked the thousands of pick-up drills we did each week.  In other words, I loved to play the game, but I did not like the effort involved in making me a better player.  I did not care for the discipline.


Listening to preaching takes discipline.  Some today are passionate about church, but they are undisciplined.  I would suggest that if that describes you, then you might be more interested in playing church than doing what is required to “let your light shine before men.”  If you are spiritually dried up this morning, could it be that you have not taken care what you listen to?

II.  Your Spiritual Service as a Sower (4:26-34)


In the final two parables Jesus illustrates what happens when the gospel seed is sown and serves as an encouragement to the sower.  Where the parable of the lamp reminds us that the Jesus is to be made known to the world, here we are reminded Jesus is to be made known by the word that is sown.


1.  Sow the seed faithfully (vv. 26-29)


Read verses 26-29.


In the first parable of the growing seed, we see that we are to sow the seed faithfully.  It is a tremendous privilege that the child of God has in serving as the instruments that God uses to sow the gospel seed in the hearts of individuals.  While it is true that God’s will concerning the eternity of the elect will most certainly come to pass, there is no biblical warrant for those who believe that we are not to sow the seed faithfully and indiscriminately among all types of soil.  While God has ordained the ends, He has also ordained the means by which a person comes to faith in Christ.  Paul’s message to the Romans is plain in this matter, “So faith comes from hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ” (Rom. 10:17).  Jesus told His disciples, “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded you” (Matt. 28:19-20).  This is the command of Christ to all of His true followers.  We are to “cast seed upon the soil.”


There are three things we see as it relates to our sowing in this parable.  First, how God works on the seed is beyond our understanding.  “A man who casts seed upon the soil; and he goes to bed at night and gets up by day, and the seed sprouts and grows – how, he himself does not know.”  We live in a scientific age where we can explain all of the ins and outs of how a plant comes to maturity from a seed.  We are able to suggest the proper conditions needed for a seed to burst forth into fruitfulness.  But even with this understanding, a farmer cannot make a plant grow and produce a crop.  According to wisdom, he does everything he can in hopes of producing a harvestable situation.  But once the seed is sown, the situation is really out of his hands.  


That is what Jesus is describing here.  We are to cast the seed.  But having cast the seed, we must remember that the results are up to God.  It is up the Holy Spirit to bring forth life in a dead, unresponsive heart.  The sower has fulfilled his duty and is not responsible for what happens after he has sown the seed.  He is responsible to water it and fertilize it.  We do this with our prayers.  But how the seed brings forth life remains unexplainable, a mystery.  It is the mysterious work of the Holy Spirit alone in regeneration, in quickening that produces a life of faith in Christ.  That is the only way, and I repeat, the only way, “that the soil (or the heart) produces crops by itself” (v. 28).  Without this quickening the seed will not produce, the heart will remain dead.  Paul understood the humility the farmer must have in understanding this truth.  He reminded the church at Corinth, “So then neither the one who plants nor the one who waters is anything, but God who causes the growth” (1 Cor. 3:7).  Some at Corinth, who were wise in their own estimation, thought that they had somehow figured out this mystery.  They cleverly planted a seed that produced results.  However, the results were not necessarily God’s results.  The obedient child of God simply sows the gospel, prays for a harvest, and leaves the result to God.


A second thing we see in this parable is that the plant grows gradually.  Verse 28, “The soil produces crops by itself; first the blade, then the head, then the mature grain in the head.”  The farmer must understand these successive stages in the development of a plant.  If he tries to somehow speed up the process, he could possibly severely damage the plant.  The same holds true with these spiritual seedlings.  Any attempt to somehow speed up their spiritual development can cause great harm to them.  Sanctification is a process, a lifelong process of growing and maturing in Christ.  And again, it is God’s process.  It is God’s work and a work of the Spirit.  We preach and we teach and counsel and exhort and discipline all in hopes that a believer will grow.  But the growth is God’s work.


The third thing we see in this parable is the promise of the harvest of mature plants.  Verse 29, “But when the crop permits, he immediately puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come.”  This is of course a reference to the harvest at the end of the age when the Lord will return and take His true Church out of this world.  It is that day when He will receive His bride to use another of the biblical metaphors for the Church.  


So what we really have before us in this parable is the entire life of a truly repentant heart, his justification, his sanctification, and his promised glorification.  And how did it all start?  By the sowing of the seed by a farmer who, though he does not fully understand the mystery, faithfully sows the seed and leaves the results to God.

2.  Sow the seed expectantly (vv. 30-34)


Read verses 30-34.


I believe that the greatest hindrance to the work of the gospel today is on those who profess Christ and do not sow the seed faithfully.  But a further hindrance to the gospel is that those who do sow the seed of the gospel do not do so expectantly.  What Jesus teaches in this parable of the mustard seed is that the result of our sowing is a kingdom that is far bigger than we can ever imagine.  


Jesus asks a question, “How shall we picture the kingdom of God?”  His answer, “It is like a mustard seed.”  The mustard seed was one of the smallest seeds in Jesus’ day, “smaller than all of the seeds that are upon the soil.”  Yet, when it bore its fruit, it could exceed ten feet in height, growing up and becoming “larger than all the garden plants and forms large branches.”  


The first thing we notice is the extraordinary growth of the mustard seed that in this parable represents the kingdom of God.  Imagine with me for a moment.  Here we are, with Jesus sitting in a boat proclaiming this to a relatively small number of followers, predicting, as Geoff Thomas puts it, “the vital expansion of his kingdom.”  Now fast forward 2000 thousand years.  I am not sure what statistics Geoff Thomas used, but he notes that there are some 2,000 million people alive today who would call themselves Christians, 900 million Protestants and 500 million evangelical, Bible-centered Christians.
  


And then notice what happens, “The birds of the air can nest under its shade.”  The mustard plant is extremely durable, able to withstand even great numbers of birds.  It might actually be called a tree, spreading out its branches and receiving the birds and giving them support and security and comfort.  And where did we last see these birds?  Snatching the seed from the roadside!  These birds, that formerly snatched up the gospel and kept it from taking root in the life of another, now find their peace in the kingdom.  Isn’t that wondrous!  These birds, who served their father who was the devil, coming from every tribe and tongue and people and nation, now know Christ and are part of His glorious Church.  Their nest, their home, is the kingdom of God!


That’s what I mean when I say that we are to sow the seed expectantly.  It is not our calling to size a person up first and satisfy ourselves that perhaps they are ready to receive the gospel.  No amount of sizing up does any good anyway.  We are just to sow, expecting that God will give results.  Results from among the most reprobate person we can imagine and results for the more “refined” sinners.  We should have the heart of William Carey, who is known as “The Father of Modern Missions” who once said, “Attempt great things; expect great things.”
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