
Jan. 17, 2016 -- (Epiphany 2, Mar) 

Sermon Text – Mark 4:1-34 

 
- And [Jesus] said to them, "To you has been given the secret of the kingdom of God, 

but for those outside, everything comes in parables; in order that "they may indeed 

look, but not perceive, and may indeed listen, but not understand; so that they may  

not turn again and be forgiven.' "  And he said to them, "Do you not understand this 

parable?  Then how will you understand all the parables?”... With many such parables 

he spoke the word to them, as they were able to hear it; he did not speak to them 

except in parables, but he explained everything in private to his disciples. - 

 

 

 If you think back to the beginning of Mark’s gospel, it says, in the theme verse 

for the entire book, that “after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee proclaiming 

the good news of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has 

come near; repent, and believe in the good news.’”  Three chapters later, he is all 

about teaching in parables.  These are parables of the kingdom, parables that 

proclaim the good news.  But, there’s a funny thing about parables.  They can do two 

things very well.  They can reveal the truth.  And they can hide the truth.  The weird 

thing is that those two things are quite opposite.  Revealing and hiding.  Hiding and 

revealing.  You don’t get that very often in one thing.  They are, of course, stories.  

They are teaching stories.  And as such, it would seem, their revealing character is 

most important; at least, for those who have “ears to hear.”  They are to listen.  They 

are to learn.  They are to understand.  Jesus says to his closest followers, “To you has 

been given the secret to the kingdom of God.”  They should be the ones who get it.  

They should be the ones who know about it.  They should be the ones who under-

stand it.  Unfortunately, that’s not how it seems to work.  As Mark makes clear, it’s the 

disciples who often appear to be the most clueless.  On the other hand, Jesus 

continues, “but for those outside, everything comes in parables; in order that ‘they 

may indeed look, but not perceive, and may indeed listen, but not understand.’”  So, 

what is going on?  Are these parables written in some kind of hidden code?  Do they 

require some sort of mysterious power or special insight in order to figure them out?  

Do they simply not conform to our ordinary rules for good communication?  To tell 

you the truth, I’m really not sure. 

 

 What I do know is that the parables are often quite surprising.  They represent a 

new way of thinking, a new kind of judgment, a new sort of evaluation of life in this 

world.  They are very seldom what we might expect.  Some of them even seem to be 

intentionally humorous in that way.  The key seems to be in Jesus’ command, “Let 

anyone with ears to hear listen!”  “Let anyone with ears to hear listen!”  What is that 

supposed to mean?  Isn’t that what ears are for?  They are for hearing.  They are for 
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listening.  They are for taking in the sounds that convey meaning to us through 

language.  I assume that you are using your ears for that purpose right now!  But, of 

course, they may not be working, or I may not be speaking very clearly.  It seems to 

me that Jesus’ statement is roughly equivalent to saying, “Let anyone who has eyes 

to see, look!”  That is what eyes are for.  They are for seeing.  They are for looking.  

They are for taking in reflected light in order for us to be able to perceive our 

surroundings.  Yet, scripture would have us know that some people who can see, see 

nothing; while people who are blind see perfectly well.  I think that the same thing is 

going on here in regard to hearing.  Some people, who have ears, hear nothing; 

while others who also have ears hear perfectly well.  The difference lies in that fact 

that some people are predisposed and ready to hear what Jesus has to say.  Other 

people will never hear him no matter what he says.  

 

 The first of the parables we encounter here demonstrates this most clearly.  The 

sower sows the seed.  The seed is God’s word.  It is Jesus’ teaching.  It is the good 

news of God’s kingdom.  The sower sows it everywhere.  Some of it sprouts and grows.  

Some of it never has a chance.  Some of it bears much fruit.  Some of it withers and 

dies.  Could we sum it up this way, “Let anyone who has soil to receive seeds, let the 

word be planted?”  Jesus’ explanation gives us the reasons for this varied response.  

Some seed gets snatched away.  Some seed is choked out.  Some seed gets 

scorched.  And some seed yields a bumper crop.  The effect of the word depends on 

the circumstance of the hearer.  Some hear and begin to listen.  Some never get a 

chance to hear at all.  Some hear and perceive the word completely.  Some hear but 

can’t abide by the new teaching.  That’s just the way it is.  Some get it.  Some don’t.  

In some, the word gets planted so deeply that they bring their babies to be baptized 

into the faith which provides so much for them.  In others, the worries and cares of the 

world and the hardships of life make it impossible for them to carry through.  How 

does it happen?  Well, that we can’t really know.  That’s what the other parables tell 

us.  The seed grows according to God’s plan.  The sower has nothing to do with it 

except for waiting and watching.  Furthermore, it grows from ridiculously small 

beginnings, that we may not be able to see, to a very great size.  And it grows like a 

weed, invading and popping up everywhere, even where it isn’t wanted.   

 

 So, what are we to do?  Sit back?  Relax?  Let God do all the work?  Well, 

maybe we could.  Luther will say in his explanation to the Lord’s Prayer, “Indeed, the 

kingdom of God comes without our praying for it; but, we ask in this prayer, that it 

may come also to us.”  In the parable in this chapter that doesn’t seem to fit with the 

others, Jesus will say, “No one lights a lamp in order to hide it under a bushel basket, 

or to put it under the bed.”  “No, they put it on a lamp stand, so that its light can shine 
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forth and light up its entire surroundings.”  That is the job of those with ears to hear.  

They are to listen, yes; but, they are also to keep shining the light, to keep sowing the 

seed, to keep speaking the word and keep sharing God’s love.  That also is what the 

kingdom is like.  It’s like a place where those who get it don’t keep it.  They give it 

away.  And they do so like a sower who sows seeds everywhere regardless of the 

results.  So, keep sowing.  Keep shining.  Keep speaking.  And keep sharing.  Maybe 

this is what Jesus really meant, “Let anyone who has the ability to make things 

happen, do them.”  For, after all, you know the good news.  “The kingdom of God has 

come near.”   

           Amen. 


