Parables of the Kingdom – Kingdom Growth
Reading: Mark 4:21-34

Introduction

How do we make sense of what God is doing in the world today?

How are we to understand the mission and ministry of Jesus 2000 years ago?

How can we get a handle on the purpose and meaning of life?

To answer these questions we need to understand the Bible’s teaching on the Kingdom of God or Kingdom of Heaven. For many years, this concept had been lost to the church. During the Dark Ages it was believed that Christianized Western civilization from Constantine onward was, in fact, God’s Kingdom on earth - a theme reflected in Ridley Scott’s film Kingdom of Heaven which depicts the futility of seeking to establish the kingdom of heaven in the city of Jerusalem by force during the a time of the Crusades.  Nothing could be further from the truth.
So, what is the Kingdom of God? The reign, or Kingdom, of God was the central theme of Jesus’ preaching but this theme has, generally speaking, been absent from the message of the church for a very long time.
The Kingdom of God

The apostle Paul in Romans 14:17 says,

17 For the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit, 18 because anyone who serves Christ in this way is pleasing to God and approved by men.
The Kingdom of God is not to be seen in terms of political or geographical boundaries. Rather, it is a manifestation of the reign of God in the lives of men and women. Only in the future will it be fully consummated.

From the earliest days of Israel’s history, God was worshipped as king. As Creator of the universe, His kingly rule is universal,

The LORD has established his throne in heaven, and his kingdom rules over all.
Psalm 103:19
There was one community on earth that was particularly subject to His rule, viz. Israel. The king was no absolute monarch – he was “God’s anointed”, deriving his authority from the heavenly King. The Kingdom was to be marked by righteousness, However, because of unrighteousness, the kingdom was overthrown and the sovereignty over Israel passed to Gentile rulers. The throne of David was vacant; the crown of Judah was to remain vacant until he comes to whom it rightfully belongs (Ezek 21:27).
When Jesus, appeared on the scene His message was a Kingdom message.
"The time has come," he said. "The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!"   (Mark 1:15).
Jesus taught about the Kingdom or righteous rule of God. Much of his teaching was in parables, a parable being a brief, succinct story, in prose or verse, that illustrates a moral or religious lesson. Simply put, it is an earthly story with a heavenly meaning. 
Last time we looked at Mark’s Gospel, we studied the parable of the sower which highlighted the different types of soils (representing people) on which seed (representing the word of God) fell.
Seed on the Path - Cannot understand the message
Seed on the Rocky Places - No staying power
Seed among Thorns - Reacting to circumstances
Seed on Good Soil - Bearers of fruit
Different people respond differently to the same kingdom message
Today, we are going to look at further kingdom sayings of Jesus.
A Lamp on a Stand

Verses 21- 23
21 He said to them, "Do you bring in a lamp to put it under a bowl or a bed? Instead, don't you put it on its stand? 22 For whatever is hidden is meant to be disclosed, and whatever is concealed is meant to be brought out into the open. If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear."

The Kingdom message will not always be a secret, hidden from the many and revealed only to a few. One day, God’s kingdom will be proclaimed clearly. For now, Jesus’ disciples must absorb the truth that Jesus taught through parables. But, following the day of Pentecost, the Gospel must be preached to all nations.
We are in the age of proclamation. It is part of our task to demonstrate the message of the kingdom in word and deed. This is part of our vision for church.

Verses 24, 25
24 "Consider carefully what you hear," he continued. "With the measure you use, it will be measured to you—and even more. 25 Whoever has will be given more; whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him."
Teaching on spiritual perception. If we cease to grow in the Christian life, then we will lose what we have. This text has a sombre warning to live up to whatever revelation we have.
There is no such thing as standing still in the Christian life. 
Oswald Chambers kept a journal and one entry reads,
A great fear has been at work in my mind and God has used it to arouse me to prayer. I came across a man whom I knew years ago, a mighty man of God, and now ten years have gone and I meet him again – garrulous and unenlivened. How many men seem to become like that after forty years of age! The fear of sloth and indulgence has come home with a huge fear and fairly driven me to God to keep me from ever forgetting what I owe him.

We must pay attention to our spiritual life. We can stagnate at any level. We need to check that we are in the faith.

Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves. Do you not realize that Christ Jesus is in you—unless, of course, you fail the test? 2 Cor 13:5

The Parable of the Growing Seed

Verses 26-29
26 He also said, "This is what the kingdom of God is like. A man scatters seed on the ground. 27 Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not know how. 28 All by itself the soil produces grain—first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head. 29 As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come."
This parable speaks of the quiet and continuous, secret but sure, growth of God’s kingdom. It can apply to any manifestation of God’s kingdom – in our hearts, in the church, in the world.
Key Point - The inevitability of kingdom growth if the conditions are right
As plants need good soil, rain, sun etc., so there are conditions for kingdom growth.

Our concern should be with making sure the conditions are right.

Conditions for personal spiritual growth

Firstly, we need to be sure we are Christians, ie we have been born again. This is fundamental. Then there are principles and practices.
Four Practices
A well-adjusted Christian life will include a balance of a number of practices or disciplines that are essential for Christian growth – Bible reading, prayer, fellowship and witness.  
Bible Reading

The Bible is God’s Word and is essential reading for disciples of Jesus. In 2 Timothy 3:16-17, the apostle Paul writes,

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.

The Scriptures search our hearts, instruct us in God’s ways, and tell us about Jesus and the Christian life. We should expect to be challenged as we read them. 
Prayer

Prayer is the means by which we communicate with God. It is much more than bringing a series of requests to him. It involves worship, confessing our sins, asking for God’s help for ourselves and others, and spiritual warfare.

Some of Jesus’ teaching on prayer is found in Matthew 6:5-15. This includes the Lord’s prayer also tells us to engage in private, intelligent and forgiving prayer. We are praying to a heavenly Father to whom we have access because of what Jesus accomplished on the cross.

Fellowship

Christian growth was never meant to be something that happens apart from the community of Christ’s followers, that is the church. The Bible says “as iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another” (Prov 27:17).

We learn from one other, discover our spiritual gifts, and are challenged in the context of fellowship. True fellowship is something rarely experienced in fleeting conversations on after a Sunday meeting. That is why small groups are so important. The early Christians met frequently in their homes often over meals and grew in Christ together.

Witness or Personal Evangelism

Telling people about Jesus was a mark of the early Christians even when they were persecuted (Acts 8:4). The challenges of telling others about Jesus involve fear, embarrassment and uncertainty about what to say.

We need to ask God to fill us with the Holy Spirit so we can be witnesses for Jesus (see Acts 1:8). We need to pray for God-given opportunities to share the good news of Jesus with others. Further, sharing our faith is key to a “full understanding of every good thing we have in Christ” (Philemon 6).

Four Principles

The Christian life is life lived through the power of the Holy Spirit. In this, we are following in the footsteps of Jesus.

Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, … was led by the Spirit  (Luke 4:1)
We consider our response to the Holy Spirit’s activity in our lives under four headings.

Don’t Grieve the Holy Spirit

The Bible says, in Ephesians 4:30, … do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with whom you were sealed for the day of redemption.
All sin is a cause of personal sorrow to God, for we are called to fellowship with him. The verses that follow catalogue the sort of behaviour Christians should avoid. 

Don’t Quench the Holy Spirit

Paul, in 1 Thessalonians 5:19, writes, Do not put out the Spirit’s fire; …
The picture is of throwing cold water on a fire. Whereas sin such as apathy, immorality, unkind behaviour, bitterness and anger, can quench the Holy Spirit, the passage probably also refers to refusing to respond to the Spirit’s prompting especially in the use of spiritual gifts.

Be Filled with the Spirit

Ephesians 5:18 instructs us to “be filled with the Spirit.” We need to pray daily for the filling of the Holy Spirit. Someone once asked the great evangelist DL Moody if he was filled with the Holy Spirit. He replied, “Yes, but I leak!”

Live by the Spirit

In Galatians 5:16, the apostle Paul encourages us to live a life controlled by the Holy Spirit. We are to be guided by the Spirit (Gal 5:18) and keep in step with Him (Gal 5:25). This is the only way to gain victory over our sinful nature.

To grow as Christians we must commit ourselves to God’s program of spiritual growth based on the principles and practices I’ve outlined.

Conditions for church growth – The Marks of a Spirit-Filled Church
As there are conditions for healthy spiritual growth personally, so there are conditions for healthy church growth.

When Paul Goodliff visited us at the start of the American mission, he delivered what I believe was a prophetic message for the church on The marks of a Spirit-filled church  which are also conditions for church growth. These will help us define priorities for the next 10 years.  
Based his sermon on the church at Antioch with readings from Acts 11:19-26 & Acts 13:1-3. His points were,
1. Costly Discipleship

those who had been scattered by the persecution in connection with Stephen. (11:19)
The Antioch church was born out of persecution. They knew about costly discipleship. Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “When Christ calls a man he bids him come and die.”
Christ calls us to costly discipleship involving time, money, effort, rejection and possibly danger. Are we ready?

2. Diversity in Membership

men from Cyprus and Cyrene, went to Antioch and began to speak to Greeks also. (11:20)

In the church at Antioch there were prophets and teachers: Barnabas, Simeon called Niger, Lucius of Cyrene, Manaen (who had been brought up with Herod the tetrarch) and Saul. (13:1)

This is seen ethnically, socially, educationally, gifts.  A mark of the Spirit’s movement amongst us is the presence of diversity. We’re not a social group of like attracting like.

3. Mission at the Centre

Both in its founding, growth and sending out of missionaries, mission is at the centre of the church’s life. Without a missionary flame at the heart of church life, we die.

4. Biblical Teaching and Preaching

for a whole year Barnabas and Saul met with the church and taught great numbers of people. (v26)

Biblical preaching and teaching at the heart of church’s life. I will endeavour to faithfully teach God’s Word among you.

5. Quality Leadership

The church leadership were prophets & teachers (13:1). Some became apostles (missionaries). Leadership development is key to healthy church life and growth.

Let’s seek to be a Spirit-filled church fulfilling our mission in the world. If these marks of Spirit-filled church are in place, we need to prepare for harvest, prepare for growth.
Faith starts putting into place what is necessary when the harvest comes.

The Parable of the Mustard Seed

Verses 30-32
30 Again he said, "What shall we say the kingdom of God is like, or what parable shall we use to describe it? 31 It is like a mustard seed, which is the smallest seed you plant in the ground. 32 Yet when planted, it grows and becomes the largest of all garden plants, with such big branches that the birds of the air can perch in its shade."
Reflects a Jewish saying.

Key Point - Kingdom beginnings are small but end up large

A warning against despising the day of small beginnings (Zech 4:10). The context being the laying of the foundations of the second temple (Ezra 3:11b-13). Some were saddened because they remembered the glories of the old temple.
As we are engaged in kingdom work, we should be looking for growth. Let’s not be put off by the smallness of present beginnings.
The church of Jesus Christ started inauspiciously nearly 2000 years ago. It has grown continuously and steadily and there are millions of believers worldwide. But throughout church history there have been insignificant starts and glorious results. But a need for perseverance.
The Haystack Revival

Last year was the 200th anniversary of what is known as the “Haystack Revival”. Five students of Williams College in Massachusetts met off campus to pray for the college. Ordinarily the five college students would have met under the protective branches of a large maple tree and under the cover of night to read the Word of God, confess their sins, sing a song of forgiveness and pray for revival on their campus where they were experiencing persecution for their beliefs. That night, however, it was different. A storm drove them to hide under a haystack. As the lightning flashed and the thunder rolled, they pledged they would carry their Christian faith into all the world.
Their prayers were answered; revival came to Williams College not long afterward, and with it a powerful world missions movement. The young leader of that prayer group, Samuel Mills, would later become one of the founders of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions and the American Bible Society. Today there is a plaque on the site with the inscription: The Birthplace of Foreign Missions.
We can see similarly inauspicious beginnings to the Methodist revival, the birth of the Salvation Army and so forth. But where God is at work, small beginnings can grow into mighty movements inspired by the Holy Spirit.

Key Point - Growth may be slow but if it is steady and continuous it can be truly effective
We are in it for the long haul. Time gives relationships a chance to develop.
Key Point – Inclusion – Church should be Welcoming and Protecting

Inclusive Church is one of the five BUGB values. Cf. Cities of Refuge in the OT.
Conclusion

Gospel Proclamation – am I involved?

Spiritual Perception – Am I paying attention?
Conditions for Christian Growth – Am I growing?

Conditions for Church Growth – Are we exhibiting the marks of a Spirit-filled church?

God can take the small things

Are we welcoming? Inclusion
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