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… as they were able to hear it 

 

Ezekiel 17:22–24 

Psalm 92:1–4, 12–15 

2 Corinthians 5:6–10, (11–13),14–17 

Mark 4:26–34 

 

Text: Mark 4:33-34 

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. 

 

Introduction 

If you were to explain your Christian faith to a friend who knows very little about the stories of 

Jesus, where would you begin?  It is a question that occupies my mind as a preacher; to try to 

include some analogy or story that would help the uninitiated make connection.  I have been 

reading Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger’s (Pope Benedict XVI) Introduction to Christianity and in his 

introduction he probes the challenges we face in communicating the gospel.  He likens the 

challenge to Kierkegaard’s famous story of the clown and the burning village. 

 

“According to this story, a traveling circus in Denmark caught fire.  The manager thereupon sent 

the clown, who was already dressed and made up for the performance, into the neighboring 

village to fetch help, especially as there was a danger that the fire would spread across the fields 

of dry stubble and engulf the village itself.  The clown hurried into the village and requested the 

inhabitants to come as quickly as possible to the blazing circus and help to put the fire out.  But 

the villagers took the clown’s shouts simply for an excellent piece of advertising, meant to attract 

as many people as possible to the performance; they applauded the clown and laughed till they 

cried.  The clown felt more like weeping than laughing; he tried in vain to get people to be 

serious, to make it clear to them that this was no stunt, that he was not pretending but was in 

bitter earnest, that there really was a fire.  His supplications only increased the laughter; people 

thought he was playing his part splendidly—until finally the fire did engulf the village; it was too 

late for help, and both circus and village were burned to the ground.” 

 

The point of Kierkegaard’s story is that the clown is not taken seriously.  Ratzinger points out 

that modern society’s disregard of the church’s message is not from ridiculous clothing or 

makeup as with the clown, but from the common mentality that religion is just that, religion.  It 

has little or nothing to do with reality.  In our modern thinking we have limited our perspectives 

to what can be seized in our measuring  grasp.  And this measurable concept of reality holds 

sway among us, for the most part unconsciously, as the assumption on which we think and 

speak.  So how, in such a climate, does the believer begin to talk of this experience of the person 

of Jesus Christ in her life? 

 

1. The gospel writer Mark tells us that with many such parables (Mark has included a sampling) 

Jesus 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.  The picture Mark paints of the 

pattern of Jesus’ preaching ministry is his use of parables to describe the kingdom of God—
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about what it means to know God—as a methodology for gaining a hearing among people.  

Detailed explanation occurs in teaching sessions with followers. 

 

To understand Mark’s summary comment here we need to back up in the story a little.  Mark 

begins this section about Jesus’ parables with the story of the large crowd that gathered on the 

shore of the sea of Galilee to hear Jesus teach; this was when Jesus used a boat for a preaching 

platform.  Jesus began to teach them many things in parables and Mark sites the parable of the 

sower as an example.  Many of you know the story well.  The sower scatters the seed and some 

fell on the hard path and the birds ate it; some seed fell on rocky ground without depth of soil 

and though it sprang up quickly it withered in the heat of the sun; other seed feel among thorns 

and the weeds chocked them out; other seed fell on good soil and produced a good crop.  And 

then Jesus said, “Let anyone with ears to hear listen!” 

 

Then Mark tells us that when Jesus was alone those who were around him along with the twelve 

asked him about the parables.  And then Mark tells us how Jesus explained the parable of the 

sower.  It was about the reception of the word (seed) that is sown in people as he preached.  For 

some people it didn’t penetrate and was snatched away by Satan; for others, though they 

welcomed the word, when difficulty arose because of the word they fell away; for others the lure 

of wealth seemed more important; and then there were those who received the word and 

accepted it and it bore fruit in their lives. 

 

In other words, the call of Jesus, “Let anyone with ears to hear listen,” was both an invitation and 

command to come to him and learn the meaning of the parable; it was an invitation to experience 

what Jesus meant by living life in the kingdom of God.  For many of his hearers, they considered 

that life in the kingdom of God was the end of Roman occupation and Israel’s political 

independence.  Jesus insists that this kingdom is not the result of political structure.  I think of 

the world today and the constant drumbeat for a more just ordering of the structures of the world; 

the idea being that justice so imagined will issue in peaceful utopia.  Jesus indicates that 

something more profound is needed than the best political structures we humans can imagine (as 

helpful as those structures might be). 

 

John Calvin said Jesus’ use of parable was his way of accommodating to the capacity of hearers.  

Had Jesus spoken in a direct way he would have forced them to make a decision right away.  

Instead he spoke in an indirect way, thus engaging and maintaining interest, and summoning 

them to decision without compelling them to make a final decision immediately.  “Let anyone 

with ears to hear listen,” is akin to saying “wouldn’t you like to hear a little more.” And you 

notice that Jesus explained everything in private to his disciples.  Anyone who would care to 

listen further Jesus was willing to explain everything—answer all your questions.   

 

I often wonder what parable Jesus would employ if he were preaching today in our culture.  In 

rural Galilee he used agricultural images with people whose common hope was for a messiah to 

come and usher in the kingdom of God that included ousting the Roman occupiers.  Would Jesus 

use a parable from some common aspect of our lives to ask people to consider that reality is 

much deeper than what we can measure, as sophisticated as our measuring devices may be.  

Maybe he would point to the beauty in the world and ask if you find things beautiful because you 
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can measure them.  Maybe he would use ask about being in love with someone and invite us to 

consider that we have no device for measuring such realities and yet experience them. 

 

Whatever parable he would tell his invitation stands; let anyone with ears to hear listen.  The 

point being that we will come to experience the profound wonder of a saving relationship with 

God as we commit ourselves to listening.  Jesus spoke as they were able to hear it.  Faith begins 

by trusting as much of yourself as you know of yourself to as much of God as you know of him.  

Jesus asks, will you commit yourself to hearing a little more.   

 

The Apostle Paul said that faith comes by hearing implying that what we humans need has to be 

given to us.  We don’t find it looking within ourselves or via the instruments with which we 

navigate the physical actualities of our world.  The word we need to hear has to be given to us by 

God and God does so by giving us himself in Jesus Christ. 

 

The most common metaphor for faith in the Bible is marriage.  Now you can read all about 

marriage and have lots of facts, but you won’t know what marriage is until you make a 

commitment and are married.  It is the same way with faith because faith is fundamentally a 

relationship.  We will know faith when we make the commitment and draw near to Jesus to hear 

more.  Jesus keeps on offering parables as people are able to hear so that they will take the step 

to come closer so he can explain everything.  Perhaps we hesitate because we perceive it as an 

all-or-none kind of thing.  Jesus understands that first steps in faith are first steps.  Matthew says 

of Jesus that he will not break a bruised reed or quench a smouldering wick. (Matthew 12:20)   

 

2. I invite you to reflect with me on this parable about the growing seed. Jesus said, “The 

kingdom of God is as if someone would scatter seed on the ground, and would sleep and rise 

night and day, and the seed would sprout and grow, he does not know how.”  Underline “he does 

not know how.”  

 

All of us live in a world where we rightly seek to “know how.”  Seeking to know how is not only 

permitted in the natural realm; it’s mandated by God.  What we call the “creation mandate” in 

Genesis; the command to till the soil and subdue the threatening elements of the universe—not 

only may we do this; we must, since God has mandated us to do it. 

 

In order for explorers to explore the farthest reaches of the world they had to have navigational 

“know how.”  In order to keep sailors alive at sea for long periods someone had to know 

something about vitamin deficiency.  In order to perform pain-relieving surgery someone had to 

know how to stop bleeding and administer anaesthetics and minimize post-surgical infection.  In 

order to give us large quantities of affordable food and clothing and drinkable water and pension 

plans and mortgage insurance, “know how” had to mushroom exponentially. 

 

In all of this there’s no mystery.  What isn’t known of the natural world at this moment is still 

knowable in principle.  The profoundest mystery, on the other hand, pertains to the kingdom of 

God.  In other words, when we are dealing not with the natural world but with realms beyond 

nature, above nature, we shall never be able to penetrate the mystery of God’s unique operation 

in our midst, God’s unique operation in any individual’s heart. 
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The reality of Jesus Christ looming before you as the gospel is heard, impressing upon your heart 

his call to say yes to him, can’t be explained in sociological of psychological terms.  The fact that 

the gospel writer Mark comes to Rome and writes his gospel to assure beleaguered Christians, 

set upon by the persecutions of the Emperor Nero, that Jesus of Nazareth who sustained harassed 

people in Galilee was alive to sustain them in the Empire’s pressure cooker, cannot be explained 

by the most skilled anthropologist.  Then what’s the explanation?   There is none—apart from, as 

Jesus said in the parable, “the sower knew not how.”   God’s secret penetration and secret 

preparation are irreducibly mysterious just because of the mystery that names itself GOD. 

 

The mistake we must never make is to think that what’s mysterious—incapable of explanation—

is by that fact unreal.  Just the opposite is the case.  What’s actual—the natural world that all the 

sciences and social sciences explore—isn’t mysterious, however much remains to be known, 

since it’s explainable in principle.  What’s profoundly mysterious—the inexplicable intersection 

of God’s life with your life and mine and all that arises from this intersection—this is more than 

actual; this is ultimately real.  How does it all work? We know not how. 

 

3.  And then there is this parable of the mustard seed.  Here Jesus reminds discouraged disciples 

that in the kingdom of God what begins as small seed grows into something beyond our 

imagining.  We are responsible to plant seeds.  The Lord gives the increase. 

 

In 2006 Rev. Donald MacLeod, adjunct professor at Tyndale Seminary, upon his retirement from 

pastoral ministry, travelled with his wife to China to see where his grandfather had gone in 1897.  

His grandfather had been the first Christian in a town.  In 1900 grandfather MacLeod had built a 

house for the wife he brought to it in 1901.  When Donald MacLeod went to this particular 

Chinese city of 60,000 people, he found 20,000 Christians there, worshipping in 38 different 

facilities.  The Chinese people fell on him, showering him with gifts, eager to see the 

photographs of his grandfather he had brought with him.  The Chinese people poured out their 

gratitude for his grandfather; his grandfather, after all, had brought them that gospel which 

remains dearer to them than life.  All it takes is the tiniest seed. 

 

A few years ago I was meeting with a family in preparation for their father’s funeral.  The 

parents had been members here at Central United.  I was speaking with one of the sons about the 

challenges we face in declining numbers in church.  He said this to me about the church, ‘It’s 

still the biggest show in town.’  What he meant was that if you consider all the people gathered 

in churches across the city as a single event no one has the attention that Jesus has.  If you regard 

Sunday morning worship as a single event and think about all the people from coast to coast and 

around our world, in-person and online, and remember that this occurs weekly; this is quite 

remarkable when you recall it all began with a small group of followers of Jesus on the shore of 

the sea of Galilee. 

 

As Mark’s story unfolds it won’t be long until we are with Peter, James and John who witness 

Jesus transfigured before them; that day the voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the 

Beloved, listen to him!” (Mark 9:7)   

 

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. 


