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He also said, “This is what the kingdom of God is like. A man scatters seed on the ground. 
Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not know how. 
All by itself the soil produces grain—first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head. 
As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come.”



Again He said, “What shall we say the kingdom of God is like, or what parable shall we use to describe it?  
It is like a mus​tard seed, which is the smallest seed you plant in the ground.  
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.”


Our copier repairman was here recently, Russ, who has repaired our machines for many years now.  He and I have talked about many things, including gardening.  He’s been out to my garden to pick some raspberries, and especially to dig some raspberries to transplant in his garden.  He told me that some of those who transplanted have taken root, which is good news.  We also talked about what we plan to plant this year, and what we plan to do different.  Yes, in the midst of this, he was also repairing our copier.


It was a very uplifting conversation to have in the middle of winter.  Two days before he came, I had shoveled twelve inches out of the driveway.  By now, most of us have had our fill of winter.  I have felt that I had enough winter last year to last for several more years.  Anyway, there is a delightful topic before us this morning, as Jesus talks to us about gardening.  These are two of His shorter parables, so let’s explore what He wants us to learn from them.


“A man scatters seed on the ground. Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not know how. All by itself the soil produces grain—first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head. As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come.”  The point of Jesus’ parable is made by what the man does, or really, by what he doesn’t do.  At the begin​ning, he scatters seed on the ground.  At the end, “he puts the sickle to it,” that is, he harvests it.  In between those two things, he does nothing but sleep.  Last week, we heard Jesus quote one of the Jewish sayings, “Four months more and then the harvest.” Jn4v35.  For some crops, at least, there were four months between the scattering and the harvesting.  Certainly the farmer has many things to do during those four months, but as far as the seed is concerned, he might as well be sleeping for four months straight.


Jesus begins this parable with the words: “This is what the kingdom of God is like.”  In other words, Jesus’ main point is not to teach us about gardening or about sleeping, but about the kingdom of God.  There is also seed that is scattered in the kingdom of God.  In the parable of the sower and the seed, the explanation is given that “the farmer sows the Word.” Mk4v14.  So the Word of God is scattered on human hearts.  We can have a part in that.  We can take God’s Word into our ears and eyes, and let it flow back out our mouths.  So we can scatter the Word of God.  We can also have a part in harvesting the Word, which can take many forms.  But we have nothing to do with what the Word does in between.  The major work is done by God’s Word, even while we are sleeping.


Martin Luther once said this in a sermon:

Take myself as an example. I opposed indulgences and all the papists, but never with force. I simply taught, preached, and wrote God’s Word; otherwise I did nothing. And while I slept, or drank Wittenberg beer with my friends Philip and Amsdorf, the Word so greatly weakened the papacy that no prince or em​peror ever inflicted such losses upon it. I did nothing; the Word did every​thing. LW 51:77.
The Word still does everything of real significance.  We scatter the seed, we put the sickle to the harvest, but God does the important work in the middle.


One way of applying this parable to ourselves would be to focus on numbers.  We scatter the seed of the Word of God, and God provides the increase, which, in the case of grain, is many more seeds of grain than were planted in the beginning.  Sometimes that happens.  Rarely does it happen as fast as grain multiplies in the field.  In His parable of the sower and the seed, Jesus talked about grain increasing thirty, sixty, or a hundred times what was sown, and all in four months’ time!


Some might point to the amazing growth of the Christian Church on the first Pentecost Sunday.  The Holy Spirit was poured out miraculously on the apostles, and the result of Peter’s preaching that day was three thousand baptisms!  Martin Luther pointed out that there were over a million people in the city of Jerusalem at that time, and everyone of them needed the Savior Peter was preaching about, but only three thousand bothered to listen.  I think that is a rate of return very close to what banks are now paying in interest on savings accounts!


There is another kind of growth when a seed is planted, a rather amazing kind of growth which can seem almost miraculous, except that it is an amazing thing that God has built into the laws of nature He designed.  An experiment is often done in a grade school science class to demonstrate this.  You take some paper towel and put it on a dish.  You arrange a couple seeds on it, fold the paper towel over the seeds, and wet the towel.  You keep the towel moist for a few days until germination takes place.  These seeds, which may not have looked much different from stones, had a germ of life within them.  The water was all that was necessary to activate them.  The seed swells up, bursts its hard outer shell, and sends out growth in two directions at once.  One growth is the roots, looking for more water.  The other growth is the actual plant, the green part, which will soon be looking for sunlight to carry on photosynthesis, once the food stored in the seed has been used up on this initial growth.


This kind of growth is indicated especially in the second parable Jesus tells.  “It is like a mus​tard seed, which is the smallest seed you plant in the ground. 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.”  I’ve never planted a mustard seed, so I’ll take Jesus’ word for it that it is one of the smallest seeds which is planted in the garden.  His point is equally made about many different garden plants, which are all grown from tiny seeds.  I’ve grown zucchini from seeds, and the size of the zucchini plants coming from just a few seeds is truly ama​zing, even overwhelming as you try to get rid of all those zucchini.


Jesus talks about planting one mustard seed, a tiny seed, and it produces one of the largest of garden plants, “with such big branches that the birds of the air can perch in its shade.”  I don’t know if the birds of the air eat mustard plants or not, but I do have that suspicion when they perch on my corn plants or tomato plants.  I have no doubt about that when they perch on my raspberry plants or on the grape vines.  The mustard seed must produce more mustard seeds, but Jesus’ point here is clearly the growth in size of that one mustard seed into a huge plant, something we see with different plants every growing season.


The seed is the Word of God which is planted in a human heart.  We may be involved in a small way in the planting, but it is the Word of God which does all the work.  We can fall asleep in peace, because God’s Word is doing the work.  The seed grows abundantly and increases in size, and finally bears abundant fruit.


In the case of human hearts, this growth usually takes longer than four months.  In human hearts, this growth goes on over a lifetime.  We hear God’s Word, take it into our ears and eyes and hearts, and it grows there.  Later on, we are tested in some way, by sickness or financial loss or other storms of life, and we find then that God’s Word has grown in our hearts to produce an ever stronger faith in our Savior who is always with us and who does make all things work together for our good.  That growth in faith then continues as we continue to hear and learn God’s Word.  But it usually takes longer than four months.


We might expect that the faith of Peter, James, and John would soar after they witnessed Jesus’ transfiguration.  Here was a miraculous occur​rence which they witnessed with their own eyes.  Never again could they pos​si​bly doubt that Jesus is God.  Never again could they doubt that He went willingly to the cross to suffer and die, which is what Moses and Elijah were speaking with Jesus about.  Now their faith should be super strong.


No, no it wasn’t.  They continued to doubt and question and falter and deny their way through Jesus’ suffering and death.  When the news came that Jesus was alive again, no one was more surprised than Peter and John, who had a footrace out to the empty tomb.  No, it took more than four months’ for the Word planted in their hearts to grow.  Their faith didn’t really blossom forth until after Jesus’ resurrection and ascension, until Pen​te​cost Sunday and thereafter.  Then they gave evidence of a tremendous faith which God had grown in their hearts, even while they slept.


We can have a small part in the scattering.  Speak God’s Word when God gives you the opportunity to do so.  Make sure your ears and eyes are open when  God’s Word is spoken here.  Pay attention to what you hear and see, and believe what Jesus says to us.  We can certainly ask questions about it and learn more.  Then let the Word grow in our hearts.  Feed that growing faith with more of  God’s Word and sacraments.


We can have some small part in the harvest.  The ultimate harvest, of course, is when the Lord takes us home.  But before that, we can harvest some of the growth, just as you can go out to the garden repeatedly and pick the growing fruit.  When an opportunity comes to speak God’s Word or to express our faith in some other way, harvest that opportunity and take advantage of it.  When we do this, Peter says, “we are declaring the praises of Him who called us out of darkness into His wonderful light.” 1Pe2v10. Amen.
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