
Growth is rarely observed as it happens; it is noticed after the event. 

Parents do not watch their children grow; but grandparents who 

only see their grandchildren periodically, are immediately struck by the 

growth that has occurred, however imperceptible it may have been to 

the watching parents.

Nonetheless, invisible growth is going on. Scientists tell us that our 

toothbrush is a veritable hot-house in which all kinds of growth are 

occurring, which we have never observed. A well-used toothbrush har-

bours all kinds of bacteria associated with pneumonia, stomach ulcers, 

strep throat and much more. Bacteria thrives and grows where food and 

water are present – as they on any toothbrush not thoroughly cleaned 

after use. Furthermore, according to the normally respectable Reader’s 

Digest, Tom Glass, Professor of oral pathology at the University of 

Oklahoma, tells us the discouraging news that every time somebody 

flushes the toilet, those germs aerate over the bathroom. Then we put the 

toothbrush in our mouth, totally unaware of what is growing on it...   

Much of what Jesus taught about the kingdom was conveyed in par-

ables. One of the main emphases in those parables is growth. Jesus often 

likened the Kingdom of God to something that grows. After years of 

stagnation or decline in the western church, we are not used to thinking 
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ed such a harvest? Lane, in his commentary on Mark, says at this point, 

“The climax of the parable strongly emphasizes the glorious character of 

...an unusually large harvest. Since this is seen against the background of 

so many obstacles, it is clear that the emphasis does not fall on the enor-

mity of the waste, but on the enormity and splendour of the harvest.”1

A similar observation is made by Jeremias in his classic treatment of 

the interpretation of the parables. He refers to statistics which show that 

in Jesus’ culture, an average harvest would show a yield of seven- or 

eight-fold. A ten-fold harvest would be regarded as good. Yet Jesus 

expects the kingdom to produce one of up to a hundred-fold. Jeremias 

concludes, “The abnormal tripling of the harvest’s yield (thirty, sixty, a 

hundred-fold) symbolizes the eschatological overflowing of the divine 

fullness, surpassing all human measure.”2

If we understand the parable of the sower correctly, the focus of 

Jesus’ teaching on the kingdom is on exceptional growth. Matthew’s 

gospel balances this when it reminds us in the next parable (the wheat 

and the tares), that growth proceeds in an environment of mixture. The 

kingdom of darkness also continues to grow. But the emphasis is back on 

the growth of the Kingdom of God in the following parable, that of the 

mustard seed. Mark further reinforces the point by preceding this in his 

account with the parable of the growing seed. It is to these two parables 

that we now turn, for in these Jesus elaborates on the nature of the 

growth that we are to expect in the Kingdom of God. 

As we look at the two parables of the mustard seed and the growing 

seed, we need to notice that an interesting development has occurred 

since the parable of the sower. In the story of the sower, the seed repre-

sented the word of the kingdom (Mt 13:18). Now it has changed and has 

become the sons of the kingdom (Mt 13:36-38). Having received the 

word, they have now become the word made flesh. They are tangible 

expressions of the life of the kingdom in the world. 

Little and Large

Bearing in mind this new development, in which the seed now repre-
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too much about growth. But take heart: Jesus is telling us that it happens 

even if we do not see it.

The first parable Jesus ever taught was the parable of the sower. The 

whole point of sowing seed is that you expect it to grow, in order to 

produce a harvest. Jesus said that this parable provided the key to unlock 

the meaning of all the other parables. If we don’t understand the sower, 

we cannot understand any of the others (Mk 4:13). 

Unfortunately many have misunderstood the central point of this 

most crucial parable. It has often been taken as an excuse for believing 

in the failure of the gospel of the kingdom. Doesn’t Jesus teach that 

three-quarters of the seed will fall on unproductive ground – the path, 

the rocks and the thorns? 

Many sermons on this passage seem to suggest that we cannot even 

hope for too much from the seed which falls on good ground. They sug-

gest some only manages to produce a thirty-fold harvest (the proverbial 

pew-warmers). Some hits the sixty-fold mark, so there will be a propor-

tion of converts whose lives make some impact for the kingdom. And 

then there is the elite: there will be that special group of Christians who 

get into some kind of full-time ministry. But there will not be many of 

them, if such an interpretation is to be believed. 

So we do our duty and sow some seed. We feel reassured in the lack 

of visible fruit. After all, isn’t that what Jesus told us to expect? Anybody 

can see that the world today resembles the down-trodden path, the 

rocks and the over-grown weeds. But that is not what Jesus meant.

A Bumper Harvest 
         

When we interpret the parables, one of the things to look for is the ele-

ment of surprise. Very often the main point of the parable is to be found 

in the thing which would most shock his listeners. Having gained their 

attention with a startling statement, Jesus would be able to press his 

point home with force. 

The shock in the parable of the sower is the magnitude of the har-

vest. After all that talk of apparently poor land, who would have expect-
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masses; it is a revelation to a chosen few, often in private. Yet we long to 

see popular acclaim before we will believe in the victory of the kingdom. 

We even seek to make the message of the kingdom more popularly 

acceptable in order to try to advance the kingdom – making our church 

services “seeker-friendly” in order to draw a crowd. Unfortunately, discus-

sion about sin is not seeker friendly, so it becomes embarrassing to pres-

ent the message of the kingdom the way Jesus did – with a call to repen-

tance (Mk 1:15).

Jesus told Pilate that his kingdom was fundamentally different (Jn 

18:36). It is not of this world. It is not dependent on the use of force, as 

was the government of the Romans in Pilate’s day. Neither is it depen-

dent on the popular support that we have become accustomed to in our 

western democracies. God’s kingdom comes God’s way. 

The mustard seed shows us God’s way. It is the way of small, appar-

ently insignificant beginnings. It is Jesus born in a manger rather than in 

the splendour of the palace. Yet in that helpless little baby, there already 

exists, in seed form, all of the power that will characterize a kingdom 

that will fill the whole earth. 

God’s way had been foretold in the prophetic scriptures. Micah 

understood the principle of the mustard seed. He saw that one day 

extensive rule would come out of an insignificant beginning. He had 

said, “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the 

clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over 

Israel” (Mic 5:2).     

If we started to think God’s way, we would not be discouraged by the 

scarcity of our human resources or the enormity of the task. They are 

perfectly consistent with God’s way, for the mustard seed demonstrates 

the fruit that can come from an absurdly small object that appears to be 

totally bereft of life. 

 Paul saw the irrelevance of worldly resources, when he told us that 

God chose the foolish, the weak and the lowly things of this world to be 

the instruments he would use (1Cor 1:27,28). The same message was 

conveyed by Zechariah when he wrote, “‘Not by might, nor by power, 

but by my Spirit,’ says the Lord.” In the same context he tells us not to 

despise the day of small things (Zech 4:6-10). 
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sents the word fleshed out in the lives of the sons of the kingdom, let us 

consider the parable of the mustard seed (Mk 4:30-32).Its significance 

can be summed up in one phrase: small beginnings, large conclusion. 

God’s ways are not our ways. If we were to go about planning such 

a large scale operation as establishing the Kingdom of God on earth, we 

would do it very differently. But God’s ways are perfect. The kingdom is 

God’s will done his way. So we must start to think his way. Part of our 

failure to believe in the success of the kingdom is rooted in our insis-

tence on thinking our way, rather than God’s. Human reasoning can 

imagine two basic ways of getting a kingdom established. We shall con-

sider both of these, while noting that the mustard seed shows us that 

neither bears any relation to God’s way. 

One human method of instituting a new government is by revolution 

or violence. The old traditional May Day parade in Red Square, Moscow, 

was a revelation of the fact that most human rule is established by force, 

maintained by force, and demonstrated by military might. The mustard 

seed is hardly a symbol of that kind of power! 

Jesus was adamant that God’s way was not like that. When they tried 

to make Jesus king by force, he was quick to withdraw (Jn 6:15). But still 

there remains in us a desire to see a show of strength before we will 

believe in the victory of the kingdom. We religiously spiritualize that 

desire and look for a show of “spiritual force.” But the mustard seed dem-

onstrates that the strength of the kingdom is hidden in weakness. 

Alternatively, so far as human reasoning is concerned, where govern-

ment is not established by force, it exists and is maintained by popular 

acclaim and consent. We would like to see the Kingdom of God bol-

stered by widespread support. Again we see in the life of Jesus that this 

is not God’s way for his kingdom. Jesus’ ministry was never a movement 

designed to attract popular support. John’s account particularly high-

lights the fact that Jesus started out with crowds, and progressively 

frightened them off with the demands of discipleship (Jn 6:60-66). Jesus 

was a great crowd-gatherer, but he was also a great crowd-thinner! There 

were very few who were still with him at the end. 

The life of Jesus is a story of increasing unpopularity, ending with 

desertion and isolation on the cross. It is not a fanfare to attract the 
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is transformed into a large shrub. Our analytical minds want to work out 

how you get from A to B. 

To Jesus’ unscientific hearers, that process was unimaginable. They 

merely knew that it happened, without questioning how or why. The 

contrast remained a wonderful mystery. But they knew that the end 

result would inevitably come from the small beginning. The mystery is 

that the infinitely great is already active, invisibly, within the infinitesi-

mally small. This calls for faith. Just as Jesus’ audience could have had no 

idea how the seed became the shrub, so now there is no known process 

by which the tiny kingdom will grow to fill the earth. 

In this parable, Jesus is calling for faith to see the coming glory of 

God’s Kingdom in its hidden, insignificant beginning. The power and the 

vastness of the shrub are already present and active within the seed. 

Jesus is declaring the ultimate extent of the kingdom (the nations will 

shelter in its shade), irrespective of present appearance. 

The contrast is amazing. The expression “small as a mustard seed” was 

proverbial in Jesus’ day, meaning the smallest possible amount. Yet Jesus 

goes on to describe in some detail what the outcome will be. It results 

in the largest of all the garden herbs, growing up to eight or ten feet tall, 

taking on the appearance of a tree. 

The likeness to a tree opens up all sorts of other Biblical allusions 

which Jesus brings into the picture. Every Jew would have known that a 

tree giving shelter to the birds was a familiar Old Testament figure for a 

mighty kingdom giving shelter to the nations (Ezek 36:6,12; Dan 

4:21,22). It was specifically used of the Messianic kingdom (Ezek 37:23). 

So Jesus is saying that this Kingdom is already here. What it is yet to be 

is not apparent, but has already been planted. However insignificant it 

now seems, it has within it the power to become something great. In fact 

it is the fulfilment of all the Old Testament prophecies (for example, Is 

2) which speak of the nations coming to God’s people for shelter. 

A Time to do Nothing

At the same time Jesus told another parable. Still wanting to instill faith 
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It was this kind of faith that made William Carey to be the great mis-

sionary that he was. He left England for India in 1793, with the hope of 

India’s conversion burning in his heart. It was not until 1800 that he saw 

his first fruit – in the conversion of Krishna Pal. This tiny event went 

unnoticed by the world. But to Carey it was momentous; it was the mus-

tard seed that would grow. 

Carey’s response to this apparently small event after years of unpro-

ductive labour was to say: “He was only one, but a continent was coming 

behind him. The divine grace which changed one Indian’s heart could 

obviously change a hundred thousand.” With that confidence, he and his 

colleagues conceived the purpose of translating the scriptures so that 

millions could be reached. They wrote home: “We are neither working at 

uncertainty, nor afraid for the result. He [Christ] must reign, till Satan has 

not an inch of territory.” 

The mustard seed began to grow. By 1813, more than 500 had been 

baptized, some at the cost of their lives. A Bible College was started in 

1818. When Carey died in 1834 he had lived to see twenty-six churches 

planted with the new converts. He himself had translated the Scriptures 

(or parts of them) into no less than thirty-four languages, including six 

complete translations of the whole Bible and twenty-three of the New 

Testament!3

The mustard seed beginning is God’s way for the Kingdom. We are 

not to despise the day of small things. Seven years of labour before see-

ing a single convert was not wasted. One Hindu’s conversion was not 

insignificant. It was just the beginning. 

From Here to There
 

As we look further at the mustard seed, we see that it speaks not only 

about small beginnings, but also about the stark contrast between the 

beginning and the end. This tiny seed grows into a tall shrub in which 

the birds will nest. The wonder of the contrast is somewhat lost in our 

scientific way of thinking. We are always concerned to discover how it is 

going to happen. We are fascinated by the process by which a tiny seed 
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We are not required to build the kingdom. Our human activity in that 

regard would be as counter-productive as digging up the soil to try to 

help the planted seed to grow. Think of the many children who have lost 

precious plants by that kind of impatience! But all we have to do is to 

let it grow, to let the seed of the word of the kingdom bear fruit in our 

lives. 

Fruit is the inevitable result of seed being received in our lives, and 

of those lives being planted in the world. The end is implicit in the begin-

ning. The word of the kingdom has the power in itself to fulfil its prom-

ise. Meanwhile, as the parable says, life goes on: we have night and day, 

we sleep, get up and at night return to sleep again. That is to say, we 

simply go about our daily lives in obedience to the will of God. The com-

ing of the kingdom depends upon God, not us. 

These parables speak about the growth of the kingdom. That in itself 

is enough to unsettle the thinking of a church that has rationalized its 

pessimism so as to expect decline. But, as we shall see, even more star-

tling is the fact that they imply continuity. 

            

Don’t Wait for the Revolution 

The growth from a seed to the harvest is gradual, without any great inter-

ference from outside. The kingdom, having been planted in the world, 

simply grows until it becomes a tree for the shelter of the nations. It is 

only at the point of harvest, when growth and fruitfulness are complete, 

that the one who sowed the seed returns to the field.  

Gary North, in commenting on these and similar parables, has said, “If 

we are to take the parables seriously, then we have to begin to think 

about the continuity of history in between Pentecost and the final judge-

ment.”5 He is not saying that there will be total victory in time and on 

earth, for the scriptures are clear that we must all be changed “in the 

twinkling of an eye” (1Cor 15:52). That instant transformation will take 

place at the return of Jesus. At that time, “the continuity of history is 

finally interrupted. But that’s the point: it’s the end of the whole world.”6

This is very important to our understanding of the growth of the 
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in the glory of the kingdom he told the similar parable of the growing 

seed (Mk 4:26-29). This little story also emphasizes the wonder of 

growth. Again we are expected to adjust our way of thinking to fit with 

his.      

The parable contains two warnings for us: don’t ask how, and don’t 

do too much. The first point we have already seen. An unscientific mind 

does not ask how a caterpillar becomes a butterfly; it just enjoys the fact 

that it does. Similarly, the Eastern farmer in Jesus’ day had no idea how a 

seed becomes a harvest (v.27). He merely profits from the fact that it 

does. We are to live by faith, not reason. 

The second warning is an interesting addition. We learn in the para-

ble that the farmer will have seasons when he will be very busy. There is 

much to do at sowing and harvesting times. But the striking impression 

of the parable is the strange contrast between such hard work and the 

inactivity of the farmer in the interim. In fact, it is in this period, when 

the farmer does the least, that the most seems to happen, so far as the 

seed is concerned. In fact, it happens “all by itself” (v.28). This is hum-

bling for those of us who think everything hinges on us!

Many of the disciples, especially the zealots among them, would have 

expected Jesus’ announcement of the inauguration of the kingdom to be 

followed by a call to revolutionary activity. Instead, Jesus teaches that in 

the seed, the word of the kingdom, he has already made the incisive 

beginning. At the end, when all is complete, he will return for the next 

season of activity, the final harvest. Notice that Jesus’ return will be for 

the harvest, not to suddenly make the seed germinate, grow and flourish 

after centuries of failure. In the interim, all that he intends to do is to wait 

for the word to fulfil itself. 

It is hard for us to fully grasp the power of the Word. But even the 

world understands the mysterious power that is inherent in ideas, be 

they good or bad. Carlyle, in a possibly apocryphal anecdote, is reputed 

to have said to a man who reproached him for dealing in merely ideas: 

“There was once a man called Rousseau who wrote a book containing 

nothing but ideas. The second edition was bound in the skins of those 

who laughed at the first.”4  How much more faith should we have in the 

ideas embodied in the word of the kingdom? 
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do is to take to the life-boats (the church), and hope we can convince a 

few to join us to be whisked off to the safety of heaven. The world is 

heading for tribulation; we hope we can get out of it. 

Our hope has been that Jesus will return, and that will put everything 

right. His second coming will achieve what his first coming was unable 

to achieve: establishing a kingdom on earth, as well as saving a number 

of individual souls. The second coming is seen as a kind of Christian ver-

sion of the Marxist belief in Utopia by means of the discontinuity of 

revolution. It is a sudden breakthrough from outside, rather than the 

gradual realization of what has already been placed within.

This denies the power of what Jesus accomplished on Calvary. When 

he died, he said, “It is finished.” When he appeared to the disciples after 

his resurrection, he said to them, “All authority has been given unto me. 

Therefore go....” He spoke of the completeness of what he had achieved. 

It was all done in the cross. Now he is sitting at his Father’s right hand 

waiting until all his enemies have been made to be his foot-stool. Their 

defeat has already been achieved in his cross. The work of Christ is com-

plete. 

That is why he could say to his disciples that it was better for him to 

be with the Father than for him to be physically present on earth (Jn 

16:7). Much of the church lives in defeatism all the while Jesus is seated 

on the throne of the universe in heaven. Their only hope is in the physi-

cal return of Jesus to earth. Yet he clearly stated it is better for him to be 

in heaven. Jesus could say that because he believed in the power of what 

was accomplished at Calvary. He knew that, on the basis of Calvary, the 

Holy Spirit would be able to take his authority and implement his vic-

tory on earth precisely because he is at his Father’s right hand, not 

because he stands on the earth. 

We must believe in the completeness of Christ’s finished work on the 

cross. He has done all that is necessary for the Kingdom of God to grow. 

Certainly we look forward to his return. But it will be at harvest time. He 

will only need to come to gather the harvest, the final judgement of both 

the wheat and the tares. Then will be the consummation of the kingdom. 

But it will all be the result of the growth of the fruit of Calvary, not some 

new work that yet remains to be done. 
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Kingdom of God. We have assumed centuries of minimal growth (maybe 

even decline), which is to be suddenly interrupted by the return of Jesus. 

Our expectation has been that when he comes, he will sort everything 

out and establish the kingdom. These parables deny such a way of think-

ing. They leave no room for a radical discontinuity breaking in to the 

process at any point between the beginning and the end. 

Discontinuity is a Marxist interpretation of history. Marxism believes 

in an evolutionary process of history, but changes are marked by periods 

of radical upheaval. Marx described revolutions as the “locomotives of 

history.” They are necessary to bring about significant social, economic 

and political change in a rapid, all-encompassing way. Without them 

there can be no complete transition from a sick society to Utopia. 

Evolution proposes an upward trend; Marxism declares that the upward 

movement is more like a series of stairs than a gentle slope. The revolu-

tion makes a sudden step upward. Evolution is not gradual but discon-

tinuous.

Marxism proposes a political and cataclysmic transformation of soci-

ety. Christianity rejects both. While we urge more Christians to be 

involved in the political arena, pursuing the mandate to be salt and light 

in the world, it is vital that they do not become ensnared in the lie that 

there are political solutions to spiritual issues. There are spiritual solu-

tions to political problems – so we should not stay out of the realm of 

the politics; but there are no political solutions to spiritual problems – so 

we should not put our faith and confidence in politics.

It is also vital that those who do want to be active as salt and light, 

recognize the principle of gradualism which enables them to work with 

patience. Ours is the age of the microwave rather than the crock-pot: we 

expect instant solutions. Marxism offers the elusive dream of a quick fix 

revolution that can change everything. But as the graffiti on the subway 

wall reminds us: “Have patience radicals; Rome wasn’t burned in a day!”

Man’s way is not God’s way. Man may seek to use revolution to break 

the continuity of history, but God is invisibly at work within the continu-

ity. Dependence upon political solutions or the discontinuity of revolu-

tion is a denial of the efficacy of the cross. 

Much of the church regards the world as a sinking ship. All we can 
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time for growth to take effect. God is never in a hurry for fruit. 

With that in mind we can settle in for the long haul. Wilberforce was 

prepared to work that way. It was in 1787 that he determined to set out 

on a Parliamentary campaign to abolish slavery. There were many disap-

pointments and many apparent defeats. But Wilberforce was ready for a 

life-time of battles – and the Bill for the Abolition of Slavery finally passed 

its second reading in the House of Commons on 29 July, 1833. Wilberforce 

died three days later. 

A 46-year campaign is very short from God’s perspective of time. We 

prefer more instant solutions, but slow growth is characteristic of the 

kingdom. Revolutions do not work anyway. Malcolm Muggeridge wrote 

of revolutions: “Unfortunately they have a way of really revolving – that 

is of ending where they began.”8

Growth is linear, not cyclical; it speaks of real progress. Parables 

which speak about growth are intended to build our faith. There will be 

no end to the increase of his government (Is 9:7). On that word we can 

place our faith. But the same parables also ask for patience. The farmer 

has to be prepared to wait to eat the fruit of that which he decided to 

plant in the ground rather than use it for immediate consumption. 

In the Old Testament, God prepared his people to have this way of 

thinking. We read in Leviticus 19:23-25 about some of God’s instructions 

for agriculture. He forbids us to eat the produce of an orchard until its 

fifth year. That helps us to learn patience. It is a reminder that there is no 

hurry; we have plenty of time to enjoy the fruit of our labour. 

As Winston Churchill said, in a different context but with the same 

hope of encouraging a victorious outlook, “This is not the end. It is not 

even the beginning of the end. But it is perhaps the end of the begin-

ning” (10 November, 1942). With that outlook we are to plant our lives 

as seeds, embodiments of the word of the kingdom, in the world. Then 

we can let time take its course. Time is in God’s hand. But we can be sure 

that the harvest will come. 
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David Chilton has put it this way: “Christianity opposes the notion of 

any new cataclysm occurring before the Last Judgement. Christianity is 

anti-revolutionary. Thus while Christians have always looked forward to 

the salvation of the world, believing that Christ died and rose again for 

that purpose, they have also seen the Kingdom’s work as a leavening 

influence, gradually transforming the world into the image of God. The 

definitive cataclysm has already taken place, in the finished work of 

Christ.”7

Time is on our Side

There are many practical implications that emerge from this perspective 

of the growth of the kingdom. One of them is a restoration of belief in 

the long term. An expectation of sudden external intervention as the 

only hope of change prevents people from taking a long term view. Why 

plan for the next century if it is all going to be overthrown in the revolu-

tion? 

The effects of such thinking are seen in Hong Kong. As the deadline 

for becoming part of mainland China draws closer, capitalists start mak-

ing their economic plans on a different basis. The impending discontinu-

ity in the structure of Hong Kong society tends to make investors think 

in the short term. 

Similarly, there is no incentive to bring matters of politics or econom-

ics under the influence of the Kingdom of God if we believe that only 

Jesus can bring in the new order on his return, when he will overthrow 

all that man has built. But growth implies continuity rather than sudden 

overthrow. All may be progressively brought under the Lordship of Jesus. 

Growth implies the passing of time. We have plenty of time. Wars and 

rumours of wars tell us (contrary to many expectations) that the end is 

not yet (Mt 24:6). The parable of the talents teaches us long term invest-

ment. The parable of the tower builder teaches us long term planning. 

It is only Satan who panics because time is short (Rev 12:12). Time, 

because it is a creation of God and dedicated to the fulfilment of his 

purposes, is on our side. Even in these days of small beginnings, God has 
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