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Jesus often used questions and stories in His teaching. We will see that as we continue in our series in the
book of Mark. | want to use one of His techniques as we begin, a question for you to think about and one for
you to do a silent self-evaluation.

On a scale of O-10, how important is spiritual health to me?

To build on that question, I’'m going to give you the big idea because I’'m going to assume that most of us
would self-evaluate the priority, we place on spiritual health closer to a 10.

BIG IDEA

Five practices indicate a spiritually
healthy follower of Jesus.

1. You reveal
2. You attend
3. You act upon

4.You rest
5. You acknowledge

To further get your mind to think about these five practices, I’'m going to give you only the first part of each
practice. After we unpack the scripture, | will fill in the rest of the statement.

Today’s passage is Mark 4.21-34.

21 He said to them, “Do you bring in a lamp to put it under a bowl or a bed? Instead, don’t you put it on its
stand? ?2 For whatever is hidden is meant to be disclosed, and whatever is concealed is meant to be brought
out into the open. 22 If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear.” * “Consider carefully what you hear,” he
continued. “With the measure you use, it will be measured to you-and even more. 2> Whoever has will be given
more; whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him.” 26 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. 2 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.” 30 Again he said, “What shall we say the kingdom of God is like, or what parable shall we
use to describe it? 3t is like a mustard seed, which is the smallest seed you plant in the ground. %2 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.” 33 With many similar parables Jesus spoke the word to them, as much as they could
understand. 3 He did not say anything to them without using a parable. But when he was alone with his own
disciples, he explained everything.

Mark 4.21-34



I want to jump to the last two verses first.

Mark 4.33-34, “With many similar parables Jesus spoke the word to them, as much as they could understand.
He did not say anything to them without using a parable. But when he was alone with his own disciples, he
explained everything.”

This is a key word in the passage: parable.
What is a parable?

Jesus was the master teacher. In fact, I've written about this. Some of you know that I’'m also
awriter. Here is a picture of the cover of my latest book | wrote. It blended the
neuroscience of learning and communicating with how Jesus modeled these learning
principles.

Mark 4.33-34, “With many similar parables Jesus spoke the word to them, as much as they
could understand. He did not say anything to them without using a parable. But when he
was alone with his own disciples, he explained everything.”

Jesus had the ability to take spiritual truth and condense it into short, pithy, vivid stories we call parables
which is a story that uses something common to a listener to deliver a spiritual lesson. By using an everyday
item or experience, He would stimulate and test their thinking and our thinking and awaken spiritual
perception.

Parables would stick in the minds of His listeners because Jesus used something common and familiar to them
to then bridged the spiritual principle.

e They remembered what He said.

e Jesus repeated these truths often.

e Mark includes a partial list of Jesus’ parables.

e Teaching with parables was the major learning approach Jesus used when he taught the crowds.

In this section of Mark, Jesus uses several common images He uses to tailor His teaching to His audience’s
ability to understand.

A wise learner doesn’t forget what he hears but mulls over it and thinks about what he has heard so that he can
discover how to apply it to life.

A wise Christian also seeks out the master teacher’s company.

Mark writes that after Jesus taught the masses, he spent extra time with his disciples who lingered to learn
more. They spent time with Jesus.

To learn from Jesus doesn’t happen passively. Rather it takes intentionality on our part to want to be with Him
not just to collect spiritual information, but to truly learn spiritual truth so that it transforms us.

So, these images he used were these:
e alamp which relates to reveal
e Hearing which relates to attend
e Scale which relates to act
e Afarmer sowing seeds and the growing process which relates to rest
e Mustard seed which relates to acknowledge

Mark 4:21, “He said to them, “Do you bring in a lamp to put it under a bowl or a bed? Instead, don’t you put it on
its stand?”

In those days they didn’t have electricity for lights, but they still needed light in the evening. They had these
lamps that looked like this that they filled with olive oil and lit to give off light in their small homes.



Jesus says it would not make sense to hide this light. It would be foolish to put a bowl over it. You need this
light to see in your home. Lighting it for light and then covering it up...does not make sense. A lamp hidden is
not doing what it is supposed to do.

Instead of covering it, you put it on a stand so that it benefits everybody in the house, the light is not just for
you or for itself, but for everyone.

In the Old Testament a lamp would sometimes be used as a word picture for God, the coming Messiah, or the
Torah. Here it fundamentally means that Jesus is the lamp of God (light of the world, John 8.12) who has come
to bring us light and revelation about who God is. Matthew said that he was the light of the world.

Light is good. We need light to show us the right way to go. Matthew says that we are to let our light shine
before men.

The very nature of a source of light is that it can’t help but give off light. A true believer can’t not let his or her
light shine unless they intentionally conceal that they are a Christian. True Christian conviction demands
expression. If you are light, you will shine. Our light is seen through our deeds which are everything that reflect
the mind, will, and character of God in our homes, at work, in our lifestyle.

A light does not give off light for itself and we don’t admire lights, but we admire what light illuminates. So,
our lifestyle of good deeds and words should reflect well upon Jesus.

1 Peter 2.12 “Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see
your good deeds and glorify God on the day he visits us.”

Mark 4.22, “For whatever is hidden is meant to be disclosed, and whatever is concealed is meant to be brought
out into the open.”

At the time this was written, Jesus’ role was hidden and not understood by most. Throughout the gospels, the
writers wrote about certain key disclosure moments in the life of Jesus that culminated in Jesus’ full disclosure
on the cross and through His resurrection.

The light of the world did not come ultimately to be hidden, but to be revealed. And believers are the tools in
God’s hands to do that revealing through our words and deeds.

God’s purpose was that Jesus brought light and revealed truth and that He uses us to do that.
Next, he writes this.
Mark 4.23, “’If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear.” ‘Consider carefully what you hear,” he continued.”

We understand God and His work by hearing His truth taught just as those crowds heard Jesus teach. In fact, in
the original language Mark wrote about hearing truth three times, although the NIV only translates it twice.

Jesus often used this phrase, ‘he who has ears to hear, let him hear’, to remind the people they need to pay
attention to what He was saying, what it means, and how to apply it. He is saying pay attention.

Attention is crucial for learning. Nothing gets learned unless attention is paid to it. God made
our brains to store information in something called a schema. Think of this as a neural manila
folder with stuff in it about certain subjects.

Imagine this manila folder has “dog” written on the tab. Within that folder, you’ve placed

various pictures and articles about dogs. A schema would be like a neural manila folder in your brain with
information about dogs that you go to when you see a dog, see a different kind of dog, a dog is chasing you.
Our brains instantly consult what is there in the folder to interpret life. This folder is not in one place but
spread through out brain, but hopefully you get the word picture.



On a deeper level, we also have these neural manila folders with spiritual development subjects in them. The
better of a hearer we are, ‘having ears that hear’, the more truth about God is in our spiritual neural folders.

Some people have pretty slim folders, and others have stuffed ones.

I’'m not implying that we simply collect information for information’s sake. Rather, as we put more and more
truth into these neural manila folders, we expose ourselves to truth in different ways, the Holy Spirit has more
truth to draw upon to help us live out our Christian lives.

This relates to the next verse.

Mark 4.24-25, “With the measure you use, it will be measured to you-and even more. Whoever has will be given
more; whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him.”

There is a universal law called the law of sowing and reaping. We do reap what we sow.
¢ What you put your time and energy into, becomes more and more you.
What you pay attention to, becomes more and more you.
What you don’t put your time and energy into, becomes less and less a part of you.
What you don’t pay attention to becomes less and less a part of you.

This is the use it or lose it principle.

You get out of life what you put into life. You become what you invest in.
e You be kind to others. They will be kind to you.
e The more you know about something, the more you are able to learn about that subject.
e The more faithful you are in carrying out your responsibilities, say, in your vocation, the more
responsibility you are given and the more you can shoulder.

This ‘use it or lose it’ principle applies to our spiritual lives as well. We don’t lose our salvation. However, the
more we listen to the word of Jesus with spiritual perception, and apply it, the more truth about Jesus will be
revealed.

Matthew 13:12, “To those who listen to my teaching, more understanding will be given. But for those who are
not listening, even what little understanding they have will be taken away from them.” (NLT)

Mark 4.26-29, “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.””

Jesus could have used grandiose language to describe His Kingdom. For example, the Kingdom of God is like
the massive planets in the universe, the vitas of a Grand Canyon or Banff, the glory of powerful kings and their
kingdoms.

Instead, he uses the process of germination and how plants grow. He uses a common illustration.

A seed is not spectacular nor does its growth attract attention.

A good farmer understands that crops depend on two influences: the farmer’s choices and the conditions he
has no control over. He must do what he has control over. He works hard to till the soil, choose, and plant good
seed, fertilizes, and waters, and keeps the weeds and pests out.

Yet ultimately, he is dependent on the air, sunshine, the rain, and this mysterious process of seed germination

and plant growth. These processes take place independent of his own effort. He can’t speed up or force the
forces of nature to change.



Jesus is not negating the fact that a farmer still has responsibility during the growing phase to water, weed,
and fertilize. But the actually growing is still mysterious.

He likens the coming of the kingdom of God to a process of growth but a process strangely independent of
human activity. Despite inauspicious beginnings and the absence of human involvement, the seed contains
within itself fruit-bearing potential.’

Growth depends on God, is gradual and is often imperceptible. We can nurture our growth through wise
decision making, avoiding things that would hamper our growth, and nourishing our faith with spiritual
practices and gradually we will see the results.

If you look at the state of our world today and it’s easy to get discouraged and disheartened. But Jesus here
shows us how confident He is that in God’s time, His kingdom will prevail.

God is working His purposes out, often unseen to us. Just as a plant’s growth is inevitable, so is the work and
power of God.

As a farmer consummates the planting cycle with reaping the grain, so will one day Jesus’ return to reap His
harvest and make all things right.

It requires patience.
Jesus uses another well-known parable, the mustard seed.

Mark 4.30-32, “Again he said, ‘What shall we say the kingdom of God is like, or what parable shall we use to
describe it? Itis like a mustard 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
inits shade.”

He uses two parables with seeds. The first one focused on the process of growth whereas this one focuses on
small beginning, a tiny seed, that results in a big tree.

Jesus was not giving a lesson in botany because some seeds are smaller than a mustard seed. The grain of
mustard seed was used in those days proverbially for the smallest thing. He was tailoring his message to his
audience’s familiarity with seeds which was that the mustard seed was probably one of smallest that they knew
about. And this mustard seed did grow into a plant much like a good-sized tree. And it was common to see
birds eating the seeds from it.

In the Old Testament it was common to describe a great empire as a tree and the nations in that empire were
described like birds taking shelter withing its wings.

There is also an inference here if you understand this kind of mustard plant. It was an extremely noxious and
dangerous plant, as it threatened to take over whatever area its seed finally took root in.? So, because of its
nature, it would not be seen as something desirable.

Jesus likens the Kingdom of God to something undesirable because it threatened the field of legalistic
Judaism and threatens the world structures today. For many, Christianity is looked upon by the unbelieving
world as undesirable because at its core is repentance, turning from sin and self and turning to Christ. People
don not like to give up their sin. They enjoy it. So, God’s kingdom is like a repellant to some.

Let’s go back to our big idea again.
Big idea: Five practices indicate a spiritually healthy follower of Jesus.
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Practice 1: You reveal ..your faith.

This relates to the image of the lamp.

A spiritually healthy believer will not conceal or hide the fact that they are a follower of Jesus. Truth is meant
to be seen, not concealed. Even though it may cost us something to stand for truth, Jesus expects us to live it

out and proclaim His Truth, with graciousness of course.

Throughout history Christians who have stood for the truth have paid for it. The reality today is that our
culture and our country is making it harder for Christians to stand for or speak truth. Persecution is coming.

And just as incongruent it would be to hide a light under a bowl to block its light, the same is so when we hide
our beliefs and faith. This parable reminds us to never hide the light of our lives.

Do not hide your faith whether from fear of rejection, or being cancelled, or embarrassment, or being
excluded because you are a Christian. We are to be light bearers and reflect the light of Christ

Practice 2: You attend .. to that which will build your faith.

Mark 4.23, “’If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear.” ‘Consider carefully what you hear,” he continued.”
Remember | noted that the original text included three times when Jesus said, he who has ears to hear, hear.
This is another way of saying, pay attention to me, to my truth, to the light you currently have, to godliness, to

your spiritual leaders who want to help you grow.

Remember, nothing gets learned that is not paid attention to. We must put a lot of truth into the neural
manila folders.

Practice 3: You act upon .. the light you now have.
Remember Jesus said with the measure you use it will be measured to you.
This is the use it or lose it principle. With knowledge of truth comes responsibility.

Use, apply do what you know. Unless we do, God does not give us more light when we aren’t acting upon the
light He has already given us.

Practice 4: You rest .. in the providence of God.

Remember the farmer. He sows seed, fertilizes, weeds (his responsibility) yet must trust that the miraculous
hidden process of germination will take its course. And has no control over it.

Ultimately, God causes us to grow. We have the responsibility to practice the disciplines, be in community with
other believers, pray and read God’s word, all these things that are conducive for spiritual growth. But all that
activity ultimately is not what grows us. The Lord grows us. And we must simply rest in His providence that he
will do that.

The Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians wrote about the role he and another key early leader named Apollos played in
the spiritual growth process.

1 Corinthians 3:5-6, “What, after all, is Apollos? And what is Paul? Only servants, through whom you came to
believe—-as the Lord has assigned to each his task. | planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it

grow.”

Colossians 2:19, “God causes it to grow”.



Spiritual growth is ultimately a mystery in how God brings it about, just like germination is a mystery, yet it
happens. We can trust that God will be true to his plan to grow us.

Practice 5: You acknowledge ... that small beginnings will yield great results.

God’s work seems out of proportion to what was put in. Such as a small mustard seed yielding a big tree.
That’s God’s grace. It’s not that we put in 10 units of effort, and we get back 10 units of spiritual growth. No,
grace far exceeds our efforts. We apply ourselves, we intentionally do things that help us grow, but ultimately
God grows us in multiples far beyond our meager efforts.

Don’t minimize small beginnings.

Why even the beginning of God’s kingdom was rather inauspicious. Jesus, the son of God was born in a tiny
town off the beaten path and was placed in a manger as his crib, a food trough for farm animals. God comes as
a helpless baby.

Never minimize small beginnings. You may feel that your contribution to Kingdom work is tiny. Do not
minimize that. When we repeatedly do things that honor God, a compounding, cumulative impact results. Do

not judge something by its meager beginnings.

What do you need to do to move your self-evaluation about the importance of spiritual health?



