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Mark 4:26-34:  26 And [Jesus] said, “The kingdom of God is as if a man should scatter seed on the ground.  27 He sleeps
and rises night and day, and the seed sprouts and grows; he knows not how.  28 The earth produces by itself, first the blade, then the
ear, then the full grain in the ear. 29 But when the grain is ripe, at once he puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come.”

30 And he said, “With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable shall we use for it?  31 It is like a grain of
mustard seed, which, when sown on the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on earth, 32 yet when it is sown it grows up and
becomes larger than all the garden plants and puts out large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade.”

33 With many such parables he spoke the word to them, as they were able to hear it. 34 He did not speak to them without a
parable, but privately to his own disciples he explained everything.

It is truly astounding that the Christian Church is still alive in the world today.  It is composed of sinful people
who often hold contrary values and views and engage in divisive and destructive behavior.  Through the years pastors and
people get caught performing immoral and scandalous acts, and church people speak frequently out of both sides of their
mouths, exhibiting hateful and bigoted words.

How does the church continue to exist, especially in a world that has grown hostile to God and Christianity?  Is it
any wonder why so many refuse to join such a confusing and factious organization?

But perhaps we are looking at this question from the wrong point of view, that is, from the visible, human
vantage point.  Is Jesus’ reign intact and capable of surviving the moral wreckage that humans can cause?  

Yet it is still a captivating contradiction that the Church, which the Lord Jesus governs through His Word,
continues to exist among sinful and self-centered folks without faltering and failing altogether?

Yes, God has established the Church, but tainted sinners have managed it, or mismanaged it, and messed up in so
many different and bewildering ways through the centuries.  You would think that the Church would have died years ago
under its own malfeasance and corruption.

How could God allow such a thing – or commend sinners to represent Him and His love as they care for what we
believe is “the one, holy, Christian, and apostolic Church”?

But here we are, sitting in a Church that is centuries old and somehow still chugging along?
Is the Lord really in charge of this spiritual operation?  
And does it have a future?
Have you ever wondered about these things as I often do?
I suppose the people in Jesus’ day were wondering  how the “Kingdom” that He was announcing was going to

work if and when it would ever appear in all its glory.
After all, He was teaching and preaching and performing miraculous works of healing and announcing that the

Kingdom was drawing near.  People were flocking to Him and pleading for physical and spiritual help that almost gave
Him no time to rest.  

“Hey, Jesus, why not just zap the Kingdom into reality?”
Well, Jesus had a mission to accomplish first, on behalf of His Father and the Kingdom, before it could kick into

gear and fulfill God’s promises everywhere!
And at this point, Jesus could not disclose the details of His saving mission because it would have upset and

confused the people who were flocking to hear Him.
You and I know what that exact mission was – it is spelled out with the letters “C-R-O-S-S,” something that

would have freaked them out and chased them away.  Even Jesus’ own disciples were befuddled when Jesus hinted that
He would have to die and rise again (and they really did not hear that last part!). 

For you do not attract people to your cause if you feed them this scenario: that this Kingdom will be launched
after He is arrested, abused, falsely accused and convicted unjustly, and then quickly executed as a dangerous criminal.

People know instinctively that this is no way to win a Kingdom and triumph over their enemies and still reign!
Now you and I are on the other side of the cross, and so we know the end of the story – Jesus’ ignominious and

dishonorable crucifixion was followed by a victorious and glorious resurrection!
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And we know that the effect of His redemptive death and resurrection are the forgiveness of sins, eternal life, and
salvation over sin, death, and the devil.

We are Christians belonging to Christ Jesus!  We know Him as our Savior and King!  Jesus reigns!
But we still ask the question: “Jesus Reign:  Fail, or Prevail?”
We live in admittedly perplexing times.  We have experienced a long and challenging pandemic.
We live amidst tension between church and culture as secularism seems to be stronger than religious affiliations.
And the normal struggles that Christians and the Church face in a fallen world cause consternation and cry out

for a courageous defense of our faith among family, friends, and community.
So we need to look at today’s Gospel for an answer to this question: Fail or Prevail?
The parables that Jesus shares in our text can be helpful and uplifting for us as we cope with living in Christ and

serving Him and His Kingdom.
The first parable is about a farmer who “scatter(s) seed on the ground.”  Can you picture this man taking

handfuls of seeds and scattering them all over to his right and left?  
And so the days and weeks go by and the seeds sprout and grow.  Now the farmer does not know how they grow.

They just do.  
He does not need to know all the intricate details of seed taxonomy.  He sleeps and rises each day, and the seeds

just do their thing!
For the seeds do not germinate and bloom immediately.  As Jesus says, “The earth produces by itself, first the

blade, then the ear, then the full grain in the ear.”  When that all happens, lo and behold, the harvest!
The Lord Jesus seems to be teaching patience, waiting confidently for the Lord’s work to be done by His timing.
Some of the most patient Christians I have ever met are farmers.  We had a member here at St. John’s, now

sainted, who once owned a big farm in Holmes County.  Every year he prepared the acreage for his crops, plowed the
field, and sowed the seeds.

In the interim he would tend to his chores and mind the fields in terms of watering and irrigating and weed-
pulling as the crops continued to grow.  

Through it all, he did not get antsy or worry about the crops as the sun and rain from above did their work.  He
knew the seeds, the weather and seasonal patterns, and he labored quietly and trusted patiently that the harvest would be
ready in the fall.

Yes, this Christian farmer trusted in the Lord as the Creator and Provider who has a foolproof plan and then
reaped the harvest each year.  This gentle farmer simply breathed trust and patience as the days went by.

This is how God’s reign operates in the world, albeit a fallen world with fallen people living in it.  Patience.  It is
all in the Lord’s hands.

Now let us look at Jesus’ second parable about a “mustard seed,” which is very small.  One would not expect
much from it, perhaps.  

But Jesus tells us, “when it is sown it grows up and becomes larger than all the garden plants and puts out large
branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade.” 

A mustard seed, as small as it is, seems to belie its strength and growth potential, but Jesus says when mature it
surpasses all other plants in the garden.  And it becomes so large that it provides a home for the birds of the air!

What is Jesus teaching us here?  Well, that little old mustard seed becomes a plant much larger than you would
ever imagine, not only going beyond expectations, but running counter to logic and common sense.

And so it is with the reign of the Lord Jesus Christ!  There is so much more in His spiritual toolbox than meets
the eye in both parables.  You cannot see the power nor visibly catch the movement of God’s plan as it rolls out over our
lives and the life of His Church, but it is there and it works!

So Jesus seems to be encouraging us to trust Him and trust His Word and will.
God’s plan is firm and faithful.  He has always proclaimed to His people that He loves them with an everlasting

love and that He will do marvelous and transformative things through His unseen power, even with things that seem meek
and weak!

Listen to the Prophet Ezekiel from the Old Testament Lesson telling the besieged Israelites who were threatened
by the evil Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, “I myself will take a sprig from the lofty top of the cedar ... I will break off from
the topmost of its young twigs a tender one, and I myself will plant it on a high and lofty mountain ... I will plant it, that it
may bear branches and produce fruit and become a noble cedar.  And under it will dwell every kind of bird ... And all the
trees of the field shall know that I am the LORD; I bring low the high tree, and make high the low tree, and make the dry
tree flourish.  I am the LORD; I have spoken, and I will do it.” 
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Jesus’ second parable hints at the fulfillment of this prophecy through Him and His mission.  One who seemed
weak and was taken captive and dealt with unjustly and nailed to a cursed tree .... but who in the process of sacrificing
His life for the life of the world was transformed from a twig to a mighty and noble cedar through His resurrection
victory over sin and death.

For Jesus’ ancient audience, His Word was spoken so that they would trust in the power of the Kingdom of God
that was to begin with His appearance. To trust in Him and His Father.

For us today, this Word of God teaches us to trust in Jesus’ completed redemption through His cross, the death-
ridden twig that seemed broken but is now the bold and saving “Tree of Life” for all who look upon Him in faith.

I believe these parables of Jesus give us beautiful pictures of how our gracious God works on behalf of His
beloved people.  You cannot see nor even know what is going on behind the action in His Kingdom, whether we are
talking about the effectiveness of the Gospel, or the Sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion, or the witness of
God’s people in daily lives.

But consider this example.  The “behind the scenes” crew in a theater often work harder than the players on the
stage.  Their labor with lighting, sound, props, backdrops, and controlling the stage curtains, may in many ways even be
more important than what is happening out front.  

For their “invisible” toil is what makes everything work on the other side of the curtain for the sake of the actors
playing their roles and the audience who are watching them.

Likewise the reign of Jesus with His beloved community, the Church!  What you do not see is more important
than what can be seen – how His Word operates when people hear it or is working on their minds and hearts.  Can you
explain the inner mechanisms of God’s efficacious Gospel or Sacraments?

And so we do not see the flow of Jesus’ reign and how His will is being fulfilled, even when those on the ground,
so to speak, make errors every now and then in witnessing in word and deed or fail to love and forgive others in families
and church.

But Jesus reigns and is in charge.  Do you trust Him in this promise?
Yes, we stand on the post-Easter side of Jesus’ saving mission.  We hear His Word.  We remember His death

with sorrow and His resurrection with joy.  We rejoice in the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost and are grateful
for being grafted and nestled into the true Vine and His beloved Church.

How did all this happen?  Why, through God’s Word, of course, the Word doing what it is intended to do.
Yet we wonder what is going on around us, especially recognizing so many who do not believe this Word nor

live according to it.  They may have heard the Word, and maybe had an ongoing relationship with Christ’s Church at one
time, but they show no signs of faith or life in Christ at all.

For the first time in many, many years here in America, the number of people who identify as Christians and
church members is significantly less than those who do not identify with any faith or church.  This makes America a
secular country, as someone said in an article I read the other day!

And this was happening well before the pandemic we have experienced over the last year or more.  The church
continues to struggle and fall in numbers.

Are you discouraged about these trends and where we might be headed?  
Are you tired of spinning your wheels and keeping the Church afloat in these tough times?  Are you ready to just

give up and throw in the towel?
If God desires that “all people be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth,” well, when is this all going to

happen so that this Kingdom is turned around in our generation?
So again, do you trust Jesus’ promise in the parable – that the smallest seed will soon morph into the broadest

tree for all the birds to make their nest in?  Can you bank on that?  Can you live knowing this promise will come true?
If we are interpreting Jesus’ two parables correctly, then the truth is that we cannot 1) know God’s plan in all its

details; and 2) we cannot see how God’s plan is happening and being accomplished in the everyday in’s and out’s of life.
But we do know that God loves us and sent His Son to save us, and we believe in Him and His promise of eternal

life. 
Faith, as the Scriptures state, is “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen.” 
And so, as far as the visible Church on earth is concerned, and the people who are a part of it, we are called today

to remember, on the basis of Jesus’ parables, that any real success in the church, if you want to call it that, is not due in
the end to human effort alone.

The reign of Jesus Christ is the key to understanding the church.  The Church is Jesus’ beloved community who
dwell in His sheepfold, and that means all people in both the visible church and the invisible church in heaven.
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But the true “marks” of the visible church, or that which identifies the reality of the Church in the world, and its
effectiveness, according to the Lutheran Confessions, is not really the people themselves – rather the Word and
Sacraments. 

Yes, the Church is people, but the “marks” or signs of the Church are the means of grace.  The Church exists
wherever the Gospel is proclaimed in its truth and purity, and the Sacraments are administered according to Christ’s
command.

Wherever the marks are present, there will be God’s people hearing and partaking.  That’s a promise! 
Using the illustrations from Jesus’ parable, the seed grows and reaps a harvest, or the seed grows into a beautiful

tree where the birds make their nests.  
There is the Gospel of Jesus Christ in all its power, the pure and potent Word of God, and the Sacraments of

Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, by which Christians are brought to faith and nourished and preserved in the faith.
And we believe in the power of these means even though we do not know how that power works in people’s

hearts and minds.  
All we can do as members of His Church is to carry out God’s mandate to proclaim the Gospel and administer

the Sacraments and witness to His love in Christ in word and deed in order to “make disciples of all nations.”
And let the Spirit prepare the harvest and build the Church into a glorious dwelling place for God’s redeemed

children.
Trust and patience!
Those of us still around in the Church under Jesus’ reign are called to remain faithful and cast the seeds where

we are.
My parents did not think that they were doing anything special in raising their family.  They were Lutheran

Christians, they went to church regularly, they prayed at home, they had their two children baptized and took them to
church and Sunday School.  Their son became a pastor, and their daughter was actively involved in the church and
district for many years.  The Word of God did its work through mom and dad, I guess!

We can see, then, for example, how essential godly parents are for the nurturing of faith in their children’s hearts
by their teaching, their example, their simply living the faith day by day so that the Church continues into the next
generation and beyond.  

I remember a man in my first parish who was struggling with life issues and had problems with theology and the
church.  I spent a lot of time with him, and we had long and honest conversations.

But it was a lay member of the congregation who always took time to greet him and had a few encouraging
conversations with him.  God worked through that member to bring him into our parish.

When I played football many years ago, I learned that you do not panic and force the action, but let the game
come to you.  In this way you can take advantage of the opportunities that open up.

As a quarterback, it would be foolish to throw a pass to a receiver in tight coverage with two defensive backs
covering him like hawks because I would run the risk of an  interception.  So you either throw to a secondary receiver or
just throw it away and run another play.  

The lesson is to be patient.  Be smart.  Be alert. Take advantage of the opportunities and throw to the open man.
Likewise, always be ready to witness for Christ with His Word.  Do what needs to be done. The opportunities

will be there, and the door will be open.  Be alert, and share the Word in a loving manner, and the Holy Spirit will take
care of the rest, meaning the harvest!

And maybe one day you will wake up and see a whole lot of trees growing! 
The Word of God is always working through the Holy Spirit when it is shared.  We do not know how, but it does. 

He works in us by daily repentance and forgiveness, and moving us to love Him and our neighbor.  He has given us His
holy and sure promise, and we can bank on it and live by it every day!

Jesus’ Reign: Fail or Prevail?  Prevail, we know not how. But the Word works, we know not how.  But you and I
are proof of the Word’s power.  We are here, nesting in His House, awaiting the harvest.  Our call is faithful service to
the Lord.  He will call and gift people with faith, and He will reap the harvest.

So we can with confidence go about our lives knowing that our Righteous King is ruling over His Church with
love and devotion.  And His Church will remain.

And Jesus Reign will prevail without fail in all things.  Because Jesus’ reigns, and the marks of the Church are
effective, He will prevail.  The gates of hell shall not prevail against our Lord and Savior.  That’s His promise.

In the Name of the Father, and of the (+) Son, and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
– Pastor John Telloni
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