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Over the last couple months we’ve been looking at the life of Jesus through the Gospel 
of Mark.  And the one theme that drives Mark as a book forward is what Jesus calls His 
gospel.   
 
So people think a Gospel is a book about the life of Jesus.  And it is that, but it’s not 
primarily that.  And people think the gospel is the message of salvation – believe in 
Jesus and go to heaven.  And it is that too.  But it’s not primarily that.  Jesus said His 
gospel or good news was that God’s kingdom had come near.  God was breaking into 
the broken world we all live in.  
 
And the good news is that through Jesus we can repent, or change the way we are 
living, to come in line with God’s invincible and unstoppable kingdom.  And if we will do 
this then we will reap the reward of living life the way we were designed to live. 
… 
So last week we looked at a story Jesus told about a seed which is the word of God and 
has the ability to transform lives so that they produce incredible results – 30, 60 even 
100 fold what was planted.  I don’t know about you, but I want that kind of life.  
 
But then after Jesus tells this story His disciples come and ask Him what He’s talking 
about.  And Jesus responds by saying something a bit cryptic.  He says: 

You are permitted to understand the secret of the Kingdom of God. But I use 

parables for everything I say to outsiders, so that the Scriptures might be fulfilled: 

‘When they see what I do, 

    they will learn nothing. 

When they hear what I say, 

    they will not understand. 

Otherwise, they will turn to Me 

    and be forgiven.’” (Mark 4:11-12) 

 
And people have wondered “Jesus, don’t You want people to be forgiven?  Why all 
these pictures about what the Kingdom is like?  Who not just tell us what it is?  
… 
Well our passage today brings clarity to questions like this as Jesus leads people who 
have ears to hear, who want to change, into the power of His Kingdom.  
 
So if you’ve got a Bible go ahead and open it up to Mark 4.  We will pick it up in verse 
21.  And as you are finding that would you participate with me in the reading of God’s 
word by standing.  Hear now the word of the Lord: 
 
[Read Mark 4:21-34] 
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This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated. 
 
Imagine you had the opportunity to have lunch with the world’s greatest neurosurgeon.  
And as you dug into the hors d’oeuvres you asked “Explain to me how the brain works.”  
What kind of answer would a person like that give a person like you? 
 
I’ve never had lunch with anyone like this, but I punched this scenario in Google and it 
very helpfully spit back some answers: “The brain is like a computer.  It can calculate 
complex equations.”  And “The brain is like a muscle, it grows if you use it.”  And “The 
brain is like a tree, it has webs of neurons that transfer information into its different 
branches.”  And my favorite “The brain is like the mom of your body.  It tells everything 
else what to do.” 
… 
Whenever someone brilliant describes something complex the best they can do for us 
simple folk is give little pictures about what it is like.  And each picture gives us a 
pinhole glimpse through a curtain to the great reality beyond.   
 
And this is what Jesus does with these three parables.  Each one pokes a little hole in 
the canopy of heaven so that we get a glimpse of what lies beyond.  And He does this, 
not to hide the Kingdom, but because we could never fathom the whole thing. 
 
So He says “Nobody lights a lamp and then hides it.  They put it on a stand.” 

For everything that is hidden will eventually be brought into the open, and every 

secret will be brought to light.  (Mark 4:22) 

 
And that’s what Jesus is doing, He is bringing the Kingdom to light for everyone who 
has ears to hear.   
 
And where the light of His word lands something remarkable happens.  Nobody knows 
how, but it grows regardless of whether we are awake or asleep.  Jesus’ Kingdom 
advances.  He is expanding His glory.  And He will get His harvest.  
 
But it is the third picture Jesus gives us, the mustard seed, that really brings the 
prominence of His Kingdom to light.  And that is what I want to unpack today.1   
 
So first, look how Jesus outlines the importance of the Kingdom.  In verse 30 He says: 

“How can I describe the Kingdom of God? What story should I use to illustrate 

it? It is like a mustard seed planted in the ground. It is the smallest of all 

seeds, but it becomes the largest of all garden plants; it grows long branches, and 

birds can make nests in its shade.” (Mark 4:30-32) 

 

 
1 Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/downloads/the-openness-of-the-kingdom-5450/ 
(Accessed April 14, 2021) 

https://gospelinlife.com/downloads/the-openness-of-the-kingdom-5450/
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Now, what’s with all the imagery here?  I mean it reads a little like a Frenches Mustard 
commercial.  A nice tree, birds chirping and probably a happy family having a wiener 
roast in the background and dousing everything in yellow sauce.   
 
Well that’s not quite the picture a first century Jew would have gotten.  They would have 
seen Jesus referencing a passage of Old Testament prophecy.  He was talking about 
the world tree. 
 
Now if you’ve seen James Cameron’s “Avatar” you know what a world tree is.  Great 
movie by the way.  It is the number one grossing film of all time.   
 
Here’s the story.  It’s set in the future when humanity is a space fairing civilization who 
finds a world populated by intelligent beings, the Na’Vi, who have a resource we want to 
exploit – that sounds probable.   
 
But the neat thing about the Na’Vi is that they have an incredibly strong connection – a 
spiritual connection – between themselves and nature.  And central to this connection 
are two trees.  The first tree is Hometree which is a huge tree their whole civilization 
lives in.  And the second is the Tree of Souls.   
 
And both these trees mark access points between the Na’vi and god.  They are like 
bridges that tie the physical world to the greater reality beyond.  But this concept isn’t 
something Cameron made up.  Like many amazing film ideas, it comes from the Bible. 
 
So throughout the Old Testament the prophets make reference to a great world tree that 
acts as a bridge or ladder between heaven and earth.   
 
For example in Daniel 4 we read:  

While I was lying in my bed, this is what I dreamed. I saw a large tree in the 

middle of the earth. The tree grew very tall and strong, reaching high into the 

heavens for all the world to see. It had fresh green leaves, and it was loaded with 

fruit for all to eat. Wild animals lived in its shade, and birds nested in its branches. 

All the world was fed from this tree. (Daniel 4:10-12) 

 
Ezekiel gives a similar picture and in other places we see stairways or mountains or 
towers – all tall things – that act as connecting points between heaven and earth.  Why? 
… 
Well, it’s humanities story.  Once God lived with us.  We walked with Him in the cool of 
the Garden and we knew Him.  We felt His presence and He was close.  And in this 
world there was no death or decay.  No injustice or immorality.  No hunger or poverty.  
And that’s because wherever God is present everything prospers. 
 
When we were with God we were able to be what we were created to be.  Without God 
we are just seeds on a path or in rocky soil or stranded among weeds.  But when God is 
near every seed reaches its potential. 
… 
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Of course things didn’t stay that way long.  Humanity looked out at perfection and 
decided the only thing missing was us being in control.  We wanted to be our own gods.  
And so we rejected our Creator and heaven withdrew.  There became a separation 
between the way things were designed to be and the way things are. 
 
And so we live on the side of reality where everything is broken and unraveling.  
Alienation and loneliness reign.  Potential is dreamed of and dashed.  We are like birds 
with broken wings.  We are alive, but not really living. 
 
And from this broken position we live for all sorts of purposes that are too small for our 
souls.  Like the residents of Babel, we try to build our own tower to heaven.  We live for 
ourselves and our family and our country and a causes.  And through them we get 
glimmers of meaning but never arrive.  We’re broken just like our world. 
… 
But the prophets foresaw a time when God would plant a tree or build a staircase or 
create a bridge or construct a temple to reconnect heaven and earth and restore the 
Garden we were designed to enjoy. 
 
A shoot would spring up from the stump of Jesse.  A Branch would bear fruit.  And this 
branch which seemed so small and insignificant would become a tree, the World Tree. 
And it would provide fruit for all to eat and such big branches that birds could perch in its 
shade.  And Jesus says, “In Me, God’s kingdom has come near.” 
… 
Now there is an aspect of the World Tree that often gets overlooked.  This Tree 
connects heaven to earth but neither earth nor heaven is left behind.   
 
So conservative Christianity often tells people “Get saved so you can go to heaven 
when you die.”  And liberal Christianity responds, “Don’t worry so much about heaven 
and resurrection and this spiritual stuff, let’s just make this world a better place.”  But 
neither of these positions are right. 
 
The salvation Jesus offers recreates the connection between heaven and earth without 
losing either one.   
 
So there is personal salvation, but it’s not only personal.  It’s about the whole world.  
Salvation isn’t just about making you happy and forgiving your sin and getting you to 
heaven.  It’s about joining Jesus’ Kingdom which starts now and lasts forever. 
 
This is why at the end of the Bible, in Revelation 21 and 22, the picture we get is not of 
escaping our broken world into some disembodied state where we play harps and sit on 
clouds.  Instead, the picture is of a very physical heaven reinvading earth.   
 
The New Jerusalem comes down and God fixes this broken world.  He wipes every tear 
from our eyes.  And there will be do more death or mourning or crying or pain.  But 
friends, God doesn’t make all new things, He makes all things new. 
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And the re-creation that will be completed on that day has already begun.  In Jesus, 
God’s Kingdom has come near.  And the call is for us to repent – to turn away from 
trying to build our own towers – and find shade under Jesus’ branches. 
 
But it’s not just about us.  Because the World Tree connects heaven to earth, receiving 
what Jesus offers means participating with His mission to invade earth with heaven.  
The salvation Jesus invites us into is a working salvation.  It’s not works salvation, but 
saved people do the work Jesus does. 
 
But how?  How are broken people like us possibly capable of joining Jesus in bringing 
heaven to earth?  Look at verse 24: 
 
[Read Mark 4:24-25] 
 
At first it’s hard to see how this is even connected to the stories Jesus tells here, but it’s 
central.  “With the measure you use it will be measured to you – and even more.”  Or in 
the Greek literally “The measure you measure will be measured.”  In other words, it’s 
not the ones who hold on to what they have who win, it’s the ones who give away that 
receive.  And the people who give the most will have more to give while the misers who 
grasp have less and less to hold on to. 
 
So the way to participate in the advance of His Kingdom is to give it away.  It’s by 
emptying ourselves that we get full.  So if your faith is weak how do you get it to grow? 
… 
When I was 16 I did a summer out at Ness Lake as a Cabin Leader in Training.  It was 
the first great summer of my life.  And it was the first time that I had ever talked to 
anyone about my faith outside of Sunday school. 
 
And at the beginning it was incredibly scary to sit in a cabin full of kids like me and tell 
them about what Jesus was doing in my life because I didn’t have a testimony.  My faith 
was immature and weak. But guess what?  Giving your faith away is the way faith 
grows.  And so if you are a young person and wondering what to do with your summer 
I’d highly recommend Ness Lake. 
 
Or I don’t know how many of you have ever had the opportunity to lead a Bible study.  
You might think “how could I possibly do that?  I don’t know enough.”  But if you do this 
you’ll be so nervous that you prepare like crazy.  And in the end guess who understands 
the text best?  You will!  Everyone should lead a Bible study. 
 
And every aspect of life in the kingdom works like this – if you want more give it away.  
So if you are struggling with your finances.  If money is tight.  What do you do?  Do you 
hold on to every dime because you don’t have enough to share?  That’s the world’s 
logic, but Jesus says give from the first fruits of what you have and the measure you 
measure will be measured.  
… 
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Now the Bible doesn’t say “If you want to get rich then give some money.”  If you give to 
get then you aren’t giving at all – You can’t trick God.  But the Bible does say “no one 
can serve two masters so unless you give your money away it will consume your soul 
and become your god.” 
 
Wealth is one of those things that unless you give it away you can not be truly rich.  But 
when you give, your bondage to money gets broken, and then the hold it has over you 
gets broken as well.  So your need to spend gets broken and your need to hoard gets 
broken.  And when these things get broken, and God becomes your God, all of a 
sudden you start having a healthy relationship with money.   
 
And every aspect of life in Jesus’ kingdom works like this.  The smallest of seeds 
becomes the largest of trees.  The way up is to go down.  The way to influence is to 
serve.  The way to wealth is generosity.  The way to be happy is to make others happy.  
The way to reign is submission.  The way to freedom is to say: ‘God command me.’2 
 
The Kingdom that started breaking in with Jesus is turning the world upside down, or 
rather right side up.  The way God designed things to work is the very opposite to the 
way our sinful, broken nature tries to make them work.   
 
The world says you get to the top by pushing people down.  You get rich by making 
others poor.  Focus on your own happiness and your own influence.  Become the 
captain of your own vessel.  Make yourself god in your life.  And it doesn’t work.   
 
Jesus says: lay down your life and pick up your cross.  Become like a child.  Whoever 
will be greatest must be servant of all.  The way up in Jesus’ Kingdom is down. 
… 
But that’s not an easy sell is it?  How are we supposed to be able to live like this?   
… 
Here is where we get to the greatest power of Jesus’ kingdom.  You see, each of the 
stories Jesus tells here are about Him not us.  The lamp under the bowl.  The grain 
growing while nobody knows.  The smallest seed becoming the biggest tree.  These are 
stories about Jesus. 
 
Jesus is the Light the world tried to put under a bowl.  Jesus is the seed that went into 
the ground but came out again.  Jesus is the smallest shoot that sprung up from the root 
of Jesse to become the greatest tree.   
 
Jesus won by losing.  He gave us life by dying.  He delivered us from poverty by giving 
up the wealth of heaven.  And the Tree of Life that provides shade for all of us is the 
tree He hung on in Calvary.   
 

 
2 Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/downloads/the-openness-of-the-kingdom-5450/ (Accessed April 14, 
2021) 

https://gospelinlife.com/downloads/the-openness-of-the-kingdom-5450/
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This means while Jesus says things like “lay down your life” and “take up your cross” He 
never calls us to go anywhere He hasn’t gone before.  And as such He empowers us to 
do everything He commands.   
 
So while doing what Jesus did is impossible on our own – nobody can live up to God’s 
standard.  If we repent from trying to build our own tower to God then heaven touches 
earth and Jesus lives up to the standard for us.   
 
And while none of us can save the people around us, if we follow Jesus then earth 
touches heaven and the simple things we do, even giving someone a drink of cold 
water, can actually be the works of God.  
… 
Pastor Tim Keller tells a story about a Bible school student who had just graduated and 
was preparing to preach his first sermon.  And as the singing finished he stood up and 
marched to the front.  His head held high because he knew that education had prepared 
him for this moment.  He had what everyone needed. 
 
And he started well, but as he went along he happened to notice an elderly man in a 
front row falling asleep.  And then he noticed people’s eyes wandering and realized he 
was losing them.  And he began to realize that he wasn’t doing as well as he thought he 
was going to.  And the more he dwelled on this the worse he did. 
 
Pretty soon he was just bumbling his words desperate for the conclusion.  Finally it 
arrived, he prayed a mumbled prayer and began his journey back to his seat from the 
pulpit.  His head hanging and his feet shuffling as he walked.  And that was where an 
old saint came up to him with some godly words.  She said: “If you’d gone up the way 
you came down.  Then you would have come down the way you went up.” 
 
And friends, this is the reality of Jesus’ kingdom.  The way up is down.  The way to be 
big is to be small.  The path to life leads to the cross and that’s because the King of 
Heaven came to earth and died on the tree to become the Tree of Life.  And His will is 
that everyone who comes to Him would not only eat of His fruit but join in His work.  His 
children are a redeeming and recreating people.  We are the light of this broken world 
He has placed in this city.  So draw the people around you into the shade of Jesus’ tree. 
 

1.) Does anything stand out to you from the sermon?   
2.) Why do you think Jesus tells parables about what the kingdom is like instead of 

just telling us what it is? 
3.) Have you ever served and ended up getting more out of it that you gave away? 
4.) What do stories the Tower of Babble and Jacob’s ladder and the mountain 

Moses received the 10 Commandments on tell us about the disconnect between 
heaven and earth? 

5.) In what ways does Jesus’ story complete these Old Testament pictures? 
 
 


