WORSHIP

Fourth Sunday after Pentecost 

OLD TESTAMENT – Ezekiel 17:22-24
22﻿ ”‘This is what the Sovereign LORD says: I myself will take a shoot from the very top of a cedar and plant it; I will break off a tender sprig from its topmost shoots and plant it on a high and lofty mountain. ﻿23﻿ On the mountain heights of Israel I will plant it; it will produce branches and bear fruit and become a splendid cedar. Birds of every kind will nest in it; they will find shelter in the shade of its branches. ﻿24﻿ All the trees of the field will know that I the LORD bring down the tall tree and make the low tree grow tall. I dry up the green tree and make the dry tree flourish. ”‘I the LORD have spoken, and I will do it.’” 

17:22-24 Ezekiel was one of the priests taken into exile in Babylon during the second wave of deportations under Nebuchadnezzar. Ch 17 takes place before the final siege of Jerusalem, which culminated in the destruction of the temple in 587 BC. In the verses leading up to our text, Ezekiel uses highly symbolic language to declare the downfall of King Zedekiah in Jerusalem. Ezekiel’s prophetic word comes as Law to those who were trusting in Zedekiah and had false hopes that Jerusalem would not fall because it housed the temple; it conveys Gospel, however, to those in exile who are reminded that God is still in control. The remnant is promised future restoration and abundant growth at YHWH’s own hand. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 19, Part 3)

17:22–24 A messianic prophecy spoken to a descendant of David, to whom the prophet Nathan promised an everlasting kingdom (2Sm 7). (TLSB)
17:22 SOVEREIGN LORD – This combines the image of a loving God who keeps his promises with a God who also has the wherewithal to get the job done.
          SAYS - To speak with authority, even demand. This continues the power theme begun with the words “Sovereign Lord.”

          I myself.† A beautiful Messianic promise follows, using the previous imagery in a prophetic way. (CSB) 
The first person singular pronoun ’ani is emphatic: “I myself” will take and plant. Though these events are concerned with the political rise and fall of nations, there is no doubt who is ultimately in control of human history. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 19, Part 3)
The kings of Israel had made a mess of things by going to Egypt for help instead of God when they went against Nebuchadnezzar.  Now God would take over and get the job done right.

By the repeated, emphatic “I myself” and the contrast with the machinations of the two eagles, Yahweh puts great accent on the antithesis between his free divine action and all human activity. What he promises is not the result of some new and clever human plan, but solely a new, free act of God in faithfulness to his ancient promises.  (CC) 

          shoot. A member of David’s family (cf. Isa 11:1; Zec 3:8; 6:12). (CSB)
The kingdom of God, which came in a way beyond what OT believers would know; the NT describes the fulfillment, and the Church still awaits its final fruition. (TLSB)

Unique expression but one probably ultimately derived from the common description of the Messiah as a branch or shoot (cf Is 11:1; Jer 23:5; Zec 3:8). One could think of Jesus’ virginal birth as a tiny infant, though this may press the figure too far. (TLSB)
His weakness and vulnerability are most evident in His crucifixion. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 4, Part 3)

A very young twig. The “tender sprig” is a description of the vulnerability that Jesus exhibited while he was on earth.

And the sprig that will be broken off is a very special one, characterized as “tender, soft” (רַךְ, 17:22). The word itself is unparalleled in a context such as this, but it belongs together with a number of other horticultural expressions used to describe the eschatological climax of the line of David in Jesus Christ, apparently beginning with the חֹטֶר (“shoot”) and נֵצֶר (“branch”) of Is 11:1 and expressed so prominently in the צֶמַח (“branch/shoot”) of Jer 23:5; 33:15; Zech 3:8; 6:12 that at times it almost becomes a personal name. Related are the “shoot” (יוֹנֵק, similar to יְנִֽיקוֹתָ֖יו in Ezek 17:4 and יֹֽנְקוֹתָיו֨ in Ezek 17:22) and “root” (שֹׁרֶשׁ, also in Ezek 17:6, 7, 9) that improbably grow from arid ground and represent the Suffering Servant in Is 53:2, although there the accent may be more on the Messiah’s lowly origin than on his tender youthfulness. The OT prophecies of the Messiah as a “branch” (netser) may explain St. Matthew’s statement that when the young Jesus settled with his family in Nazareth, it was “so that what was spoken through the prophets might be fulfilled: ‘He shall be called a Nazarene [Ναζωραῖος]’ ” (Mt 2:23).  (CC) 

The adjective rak, “tender,” is given without explicitly naming what is tender. The context seems to make the referent clear: we are dealing with the tender uppermost branches of a tall tree. More difficult is the interpretive question: to whom does the tender sprig correspond? It is common among commentaries to matrix this “tender one” with the “shoot” (choter) and “branch” (netzer) in Is 11:1 and the “Branch” (tzemach) in Jer 23:5; 33:15; Zech 3:8; 6:12. This would make the rak in Ezek 17:22 a messianic reference to Christ. Though the preacher can arrive there, making that move too quickly may short-circuit important dynamics of this text in its context. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 19, Part 3)
First of all, the planting of this shoot back “on the mountain height of Israel” (v 23) counts as a promise of restoration of the remnant currently in exile. This is a counterbalance to the image of King Zedekiah as a vine earlier in the chapter: Zedekiah will be uprooted; the exiles, by contrast, will be restored. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 19, Part 3)
If Zedekiah is killed, however, what happens to God’s promises to David? This shoot (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 19, Part 3)

It could also be King Jehoiachin, who had been taken into captivity but would later be honored in exile. It is through Jehoiachin that the Davidic line continues after the exile. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 19, Part 3)
Finally, and in some ways, because of these first two possibilities, the rak may also be seen as referring to Christ. Not only does the language of the text seem to fit with other messianic descriptions, but Jesus fulfills both the history of Israel and the hope for a Davidic king. If Jesus is Israel reduced to one, then the promised flourishing of the replanted remnant finds its fullest expression in Christ. If Jesus is the true Son of David, then the promised rule that shall encompass all nations is ultimately seen both in King Jesus crowned with thorns, enthroned on a cross, and in his victorious return to establish God’s reign on earth in the new creation. Because v 22 is true of the remnant and of the Davidic line, it is even more true of Christ. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 19, Part 3)
          the topmost of its young twigs. As (in v 4) Nebuchadnezzar is figuratively described as breaking the top twigs (i.e., Jehoiachin, the legitimate king and of Davidic descent), so in the messianic era the Lord God will do something comparable (although on a vastly higher plane). (TLSB)
The foliage of the highest or top branches.  This is the Messiah.

Isaiah 11:1 “A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse; from his roots a Branch will bear fruit.”

Isaiah 53:2 “He grew up before him like a tender shoot, and like a root out of dry ground. He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, nothing in his appearance that we should desire him.”

Jeremiah 23:5-6 “The days are coming,” declares the LORD, ‘when I will raise up

To David a righteous Branch, a King who will reign wisely and do what is just and

right in the land. In his days Judah will be saved and Israel will live in safety. This

is the name by which he will be called: The LORD Our Righteousness.’” 

            cedar. See note on v. 3. (David’s dynasty; his royal family) (CSB)
A return to the original imagery of the parable. (TLSB)
As a cedar was the most renowned among the trees, so the dynasty of David was the most illustrious of their princely families.  Of this ancestral tree should the Messiah spring.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 4, Part 3)

This was the most famous of trees in that area.  The lumber from it was

used to build palaces, temples and ship masts. It represented strength and

majesty.

          BREAK – To strip or crop something from a plant.

          plant it. Make him king (see v. 5). (CSB)
To transplant something

          high and lofty mountain. Jerusalem. (CSB)
Cf v 24. Zion (Jerusalem) was situated on a small mountain, but this messianic abode far transcends earthly geography. Cf Ps 48:1–2; Is 11:9; 25:6–8. It can scarcely be accidental that high mountains figure so prominently in the NT (e.g., the scene of our Lord’s temptations [Mt 4:1–11], the unnamed mount of transfiguration [Mt 17:1–13], and the new Jerusalem [Rv 21:2, 10]). Ezekiel will also describe the new temple of a restored Israel on “a very high mountain” (Ezk 40:2). (TLSB)
This is from which the Davidic King would rule and is a reference to Mount Zion, the mountain on which the temple stood, and thus a reference on to the modern church.  It is the place where God administers His kingdom of grace through Word and Sacrament.  Through these means God “lifts up” His people to the heights of heaven.  (2:2; Micah 4:1) (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 4, Part 3)

This suggests a number of images.  One of those pictures is that of “Mount Zion”

Where God’s temple stood and which is a reference to our modern day church.

This is where Christ presents us with his gifts of Word and Sacrament. Through

these gifts he gives us a foretaste of heaven.  A second scene is described in

Philippians 2:9-11 “Therefore God exalted him to the highest place and gave him

the name that is above every name,  that at the name of Jesus every knee should

bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that

Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”  

The shoot used as a scion will be planted on a “high and lofty mountain”—a picture that will be expanded a bit further at the beginning of 17:23. The metaphor of a “world mountain” (a mountain so high and important it dominates the whole earth) flits about the edges of biblical imagery but is never fully developed. Protologically, 28:13–16 will picture the king of Tyre (as a type of Satan before his fall) in “Eden, the garden of God,” which was on “the holy mountain of God.” Sometimes the “holy mountain” is applied to Zion in terms that transcend the geographic reality (Ps 48:1–2). Jerusalem with the temple as הַר קָדְשִׁי, “my [God’s] holy mountain” (or a variant; e.g., Is 27:13; 56:7), is a recurrent refrain. The eschatological feast of Is 25:6–8 will be celebrated “on this mountain.” In Is 11:9, “paradise restored” is described as “my holy mountain.”  (CC)

Christianity found the “mountain” image useful to describe Calvary as the focal point of all history and existence. The site of the reconciliation of God and sinners is the highest “mountain,” one that connects heaven to earth by God’s grace—a picture filled out by Christ’s descent to earth at his incarnation and his ascension to heaven from the Mount of Olives after his resurrection (Lk 24:50–51; Acts 1:9–12). Perhaps the mount of transfiguration (Mt 17:1–13 and parallels) and the “very high mountain” of our Lord’s temptation (Mt 4:1–11 and parallels), both tantalizingly imprecise about geographic location, are relevant here too. One might say that “Mount Calvary” connects the original paradise lost to the future paradise opened to all believers in Christ (e.g., Lk 23:43). Since rivers may have their source in the mountains (as the Jordan begins near Mount Hermon) and four rivers flowed out of Eden (Gen 2:10–14), which is pictured as a mountain in Ezek 28:13–16, Christian artists have tended to paint the first paradise so. Correspondingly, the apostle John sees that the new Jerusalem is on a “great, high mountain” (Rev 21:2, 10), as reflected in Christian hymnody, for example, “Jerusalem, O City Fair and High.” Already Ezekiel will see that a renewed Israel will worship Yahweh on “my holy mountain” (Ezek 20:40), and in his concluding eschatological vision, the new temple, city, and land in Ezekiel 40–48 (anticipating Revelation 21–22) will be on “a very high mountain” (Ezek 40:2).  (CC)

17:23 PRODUCE BRANCHES AND BEAR FRUIT - Where there is a faith there will also be evidence of that faith in the form of spiritual fruit. (James 2:14-19) See also Galatians 5:22-23; Ephesians 5:9; and Hebrews 12:11. This connects well with John 15:1-8 where Jesus talks about the Vine and the branches.
Cedars don’t bear fruit. The miraculous reversal here is expressed in ultranatural terms. God is doing something unexpected and impossible. Along with the formulaic expressions at the beginning and the end of this section (“Thus says the Lord God” in v 22; “I am the Lord; I have spoken, and I will do it” in v 24), the power and activity of God is brought to the fore. God can do whatever he wants. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 19, Part 3)
          every kind of bird. Symbolizing people of all nations. (TLSB)
          Birds … will nest in it. See Mk 4:32. (CSB)
Symbols of shelter, which the Lord provides to those who take refuge in His chosen servant. (TLSB)
The portrayal of the church as a place of refuge for “birds over every sort” (i.e. all people, Jew and Gentile alike; Rom 11:11-24) is affirmed by Jesus in Mark 4:32).  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 4, Part 3)

This concept is also brought out in the Gospel lesson (Mark 4:26-34, especially verses 30-33). Just as animals find refuge in stately trees, so people can find shelter in the church.  The word “Nave” (the main part of the church) means “ship.”  To be “in the ship” means that we have been saved from drowning while being overboard in the water.

The “mountain” motif continues in the first part of the verse. Then the verse leaves that metaphor and develops another one, which extends somewhat into 17:24. This one may be labeled “exmythological” because it is widespread in the myths of world religions, but in biblical speech it is free from pagan theology and is used to convey divine truth (whether or not the Israelites were aware of its pagan origins and/or parallels). Ezekiel’s more immediate sources may have been other prophetic pictures of the Messiah as a “Branch” and so on.  (CC)

This is the picture of a “cosmic tree,” which depicts the living world as an enormous tree with its roots in the subterranean depths and its tops in the clouds, thus providing shelter for every living creature. In 31:1–18 (which see), Ezekiel will develop the metaphor in much greater detail in a Gentile oracle against Egypt, and especially against the very Pharaoh Hophra who figures marginally in this chapter. While Hophra is not named in Ezekiel, he is the second “eagle” in 17:7 and the “Pharaoh” in 17:17 and chapters 29–32. (Hophra is named in Jer 44:30.) In Daniel 4 the cosmic tree becomes a representation of Nebuchadnezzar. Jesus uses the motif in his parable of the mustard seed (Mt 13:31–32, quoted below, and parallels).  (CC)

The same triad of words appears here as in Ezek 17:8: “branches” (collective use of עָנָף), “fruit” (פְּרִי), and “magnificent” אַרֶּרֶת, 17:8; אַרִּיר, 17:23). In 17:8 they described human aspirations (Nebuchadnezzar’s intent for Israel as his vassal state), which would come to naught. Here the words have been transmuted into a description of what only God can accomplish by his grace.  (CC)

The immediate point is that God’s removal of Zedekiah will not be the end of the Davidic kings. His new planting will keep the ancient messianic promise (specifically in its Davidic manifestation) alive, so that in the fullness of time (Gal 4:4) its influence will truly be cosmic. The tiny, “tender” sprig or scion—the infant Messiah (see the commentary on 17:22)—grows into a beautiful, stately tree under which “every kind of winged bird” will find both food and protection. In the next verse the trees will symbolize the nations, but here the point is the tree’s expansiveness. The Lord’s parable clearly alludes to the verse:

The kingdom of heaven is like a grain of mustard seed that a man took and sowed in his field. It is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it has grown it is larger than the garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the birds of heaven come and dwell in its branches. (Mt 13:31–32)  (CC)

17:24 BRING DOWN – The theme of the “great reversal” is one of the most prominent Law/Gospel themes that span both testaments: God brings down the high and proud, but exalts the lowly; He dries up the green, but gives life and growth to those were dead.  God kills with His Law in order to give resurrection life through the Gospel.  The “great reversal” theme is particularly prominent in the Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55) and Beatitudes  (Matthew 5:1-12).  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 4, Part 3)

         THE TALL TREE – The reference is to the subjugation of David’s kingdom during the Babylonian captivity.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 4, Part 3)

The nations will either bow in sincere faith or break in humiliation (cf Php 2:10–11). (TLSB)
The punch line of this whole chapter is a proverbial statement that sums up not only how God is working in this context but about how God works in general: “I bring low the high tree, and make high the low tree, dry up the green tree, and make the dry tree flourish.” (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 19, Part 3)
If God’s action brings down the high tree and makes the low tree high, the theological question for the hearer is, am I a high or low tree? This verse is both Law and Gospel: which one applies to me? External evidence is no sure sign because God is often working in hidden ways. We can only understand ourselves and our hearers as the low, dry tree that is being made high and green because we have other promises from God: “I baptize you in the name” (LSB, p. 270), “shed for the forgiveness of your sins” (LSB, p. 164), “I . . . announce the grace of God unto all of you” (LSB, p. 185), for example. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 19, Part 3)
          bring low … make high. Christ and the sinner changing places, as it were, so that none may boast but confess that it was all pure grace (cf Lk 1:46–55; 1Co 1–2). (TLSB)
          GREEN TREE – This represents the splendor of David’s kingdom.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 4, Part 3)

          DRY TREE FLOURISH – That the promised Messiah came from this now-low and now-dry tree identified by Isaiah (11:1) as a “stump,” underscores God’s grace and power.  God creates from nothing, and give growth to that which is dead.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 4, Part 3)

          I THE LORD HAVE SPOKEN … I WILL DO IT – No matter how much we have left Him out of our lives, He is never far away.  Just the opposite.  His love and His promises remove the sin, lives and hearts.  We are not so unlike the people of 2500 years ago.  Like them we tend to follow our sinful desires.  Human nature doesn’t change.  The good news is that God hasn’t changed either! His love is everlasting.  (PBC)

The word for “Lord” is again the personal and covenant name of God,

emphasizing his role as Israel’s Redeemer and covenant Lord). It reminds me

also of Isaiah 43:10-13 You are my witnesses,” declares the LORD, “and my

servant whom I have chosen, so that you may know and believe me and

understand that I am he. Before me no god was formed, nor will there be one

after me. I, even I, am the LORD, and apart from me there is no savior. I have

revealed and saved and proclaimed—  I, and not some foreign god among

you. You are my witnesses,” declares the LORD, “that I am God. Yes, and from

ancient days I am he. No one can deliver out of my hand. When I act, who can

reverse it?”  

EPISTLE

2 Corinthians 5:1-17
Now we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, an eternal house in heaven, not built by human hands. ﻿2﻿ Meanwhile we groan, longing to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling, ﻿3﻿ because when we are clothed, we will not be found naked. ﻿4﻿ For while we are in this tent, we groan and are burdened, because we do not wish to be unclothed but to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life. ﻿5﻿ Now it is God who has made us for this very purpose and has given us the Spirit as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come. ﻿6﻿ Therefore we are always confident and know that as long as we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord. ﻿7﻿ We live by faith, not by sight. ﻿8﻿ We are confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord. ﻿9﻿ So we make it our goal to please him, whether we are at home in the body or away from it. ﻿10﻿ For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad. 

5:1 NOW – In the Greek it is “gar” and “for” in English.  It suggests a looking ahead and anticipating great things in the future.

Paul changes the picture, broadening it somewhat, but he is still talking about the same subject.  He has been using the illustration of jars of clay to picture the outer man.  He switches now to the picture of a tent that has been set up here on earth.  (PBC)

      KNOW – eido  To be aware of through sight or perception; to understand and have full confidence based on what we know.  Also used in 2 Corinthians 4:14.  Other passages that echo this are below.  (QV)

Job 19:25 “I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end he will stand upon

the earth.”

John 4:41-42 “And because of his words many more became believers. They said to the woman, “We no longer believe just because of what you said; now we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this man really is the Savior of the world.”

Romans 8:28 “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose”

2 Timothy 1:12 “That is why I am suffering as I am. Yet I am not ashamed, because I know whom I have believed, and am convinced that he is able to guard what I have entrusted to him for that day.”

1 John 3:2 “Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he appears.”

1 John 3:14 “We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love our brothers. Anyone who does not love remains in death.”

      earthly tent we live in. Our present body (see 2Pe 1:13). As a tent is a temporary and flimsy abode, so our bodies are frail, vulnerable and wasting away (4:10–12, 16). (CSB)
The temporal body. (TLSB)
skanous – The earthly house of the tent.  Paul sees the death and life of Jesus (2 Cor 4:10-11) already at work, transforming the people of God by the power and grace of his Spirit, anticipating the final resurrection. Second Peter 1:13-14 has a similar word which describes our body as temporary, insecure, and transient.  The figure of a tent also suggests a comparison to God’s OT people who lived in tents while traveling in the wilderness before they reached the Promised Land. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 2, Part 4)

      DESTROYED – katalutha – To dismantle.  Paul is so sure of this future change that he expresses it in the present tense:  “we have” this spiritual body waiting.  Furthermore, he does not just say that we hope or believe, but that “we know” of the pending change. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 2, Part 4)

      a building from God, an eternal house in heaven. A solid structure—permanent, not temporary. This is one of the eternal realities that are as yet unseen (4:18). (CSB)
A permanent dwelling. The resurrected body is redeemed for eternity, restored and transformed by God Himself (cf 1Co 15; 1Jn 3:2). (TLSB)
Something that goes on forever.  A house is not something you assemble and tear down each day like a tent.  It also gives much more protection in bad weather. Some glimpses of heaven follow in the verses below.

He does not use here the Greek word that means knowing by personal experience, for he has not yet left this tent-house for the eternal house in heaven.  Paul knows, he is certain, that an eternal house in heaven awaits him because that is what God has said.  So true and certain, in fact is this promise of God that Paul can use a present tense verb, “we have a building from God,” even though he has not yet left the tent-house of his earthly existence.  That is how reliable God’s promises are.  If God says it, God’s children have it.  (PBC)

Matthew 6:19-20 ““Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal”

Luke 10:20 “However, do not rejoice that the spirits submit to you, but rejoice that your names are written in heaven.” 

John 14:1-3 “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me.  In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you.  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. You know the way to the place where I am going.”

Acts 7:55 “But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, looked up to heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God.”

Hebrews 11:10 “For he was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God.”

Revelation 7:9 “After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb. They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their hands.”

      not built by human hands. The work of God, and therefore perfect and permanent (see Heb 9:11). (CSB)
acheiro – poiaton – To indicate its divine and heavenly workmanship.  It is not of this creation but supernatural, spiritual, and of eternal durability.  It is significant that Christ uses this word-pair to describe the handmade Jerusalem temple, which would be torn down, and his own body, which would also be “torn down” but them raised again as an eternal temple not made by human hands (Mk 14:58; cf. also Acts 7:48; Heb 9:11, 24)  Our bodies too are temples of God (1 Cor 3:16; 6:19).  Like the Jerusalem temple in Christ’s prophecy, our bodies will be “torn down:” and replaced with lasting temples similar to Christ’s resurrection body. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 2, Part 4)

5:2 Meanwhile. As we await the Lord’s return. (CSB)
      we groan. Because we long for the perfection that will be ours when we put on the glorious spiritual body (cf. 1Co 15:42–49). (CSB)
stenazo  To be in dire straits and sighing for something much better.  We know how sin negatively impacts our life on this side of heaven and long for heaven where these imperfections will not trouble us.  (QV)

stenazo – We groan because of the hardship of this present life.  It is repeated in verse 4.  In Romans 8:23 Paul uses it to describe the groans of those who desire to be free from the afflictions and imperfections of this present life and to be clothed in a glorious, spiritual body.  The present tense indicates daily groaning.  The suffering that causes our groaning does have a positive benefit in that it increases our longing hope for our heavenly dwelling. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 2, Part 4)

      clothed with our heavenly dwelling. The eternal dwelling provided by God is pictured as something the Christian puts on like a garment. (CSB)
ependuomai To be invested in something.  In this case it is God who invested in us and has clothed us in a robe of righteousness as the verses below indicate.  (QV)

ependumai – Meaning to put on.  It is also used in 1 Cor. 15:53-54.  This cloting metaphor is also used for the rich concepts of being clothes with Christ (Rom 13:14; Gal 3:27), being clothed with power of the Holy Spirit (Lk 24:49), putting on the new man (Eph 4:24; Col 3:10), and putting on various Christian virtues (Col. 3:12). (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 2, Part 4)

Job 29:14 “I put on righteousness as my clothing; justice was my robe and my

turban.”

Isaiah 61:10 “I delight greatly in the LORD; my soul rejoices in my God. For he

Has clothed me with garments of salvation and arrayed me in a robe of

righteousness, as a bridegroom adorns his head like a priest, and as a bride

adorns herself with her jewels.”

Zechariah 3:4 ” The angel said to those who were standing before him, “Take off his filthy clothes.” Then he said to Joshua, “See, I have taken away your sin, and I will put rich garments on you.”

Luke 15:22 “But the father said to his servants, ‘Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet.”

5:3 At the point of death, when the tent dwelling literally fades away, the cloak of God’s eternal dwelling is sure for all those who trust in Him. (TLSB)
      naked. Without the clothing of a body, which is the state of those whose earthly tent-dwelling has been dismantled by death (see note on v. 8). (CSB)
After death, Christians “will not be found naked” since we will not forever remain disembodied spirits.  At Christ’s return we will clothed with out resurrected bodies.  Rev 6:9-11 seems to describe the spirits of the departed faithful as longing for that final clothing.  In the interim they are not naked, but are clothed with the white robes until they receive their resurrection bodies. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 2, Part 4)

5:4 burdened. Knowing that the eternal is yet to come, this temporal existence feels burdensome. (TLSB)
      TO BE UNCLOTHED – This is so because physical death is still painful.  Paul is also repudiating Platonic philosophy, which had permeated much contemporary thought in his day, and which has affected our modern culture too.  Plato taught that the body was a prison, and his goal was to free the soul from the confines of the body so it could join the realm of the pure and the ideal. This same basic idea has been responsible for Gnosticism, asceticism, hedonism, and other abuses of the body.  The body itself is not the problem; it is human sin which has subjected the body and all the rest of God’s originally good creation to decay and death. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 2, Part 4)

      what is mortal. Our present mortal body. (CSB)
      swallowed up by life. By our participation in the resurrection life of Jesus (4:10) our mortal being is swallowed up by life, not by death. Paul reverses the age-old imagery of death and the grave being the great swallower (see Ps 69:15; Pr 1:12), as did Isaiah (see Isa 25:8; see also 1Co 15:54). (CSB)
Paul does not wish to do away with his temporal existence, for God has His purposes for all things. Rather, he earnestly prays that God swallow up his mortality with Christ-like immortality in His time (cf 1Jn 3:2; 1Co 15:38, 44–47, 52–54). Irenaeus of Lyons: “We ought, after our calling, to be also adorned with works of righteousness, so that the Spirit of God may rest upon us; for this is the wedding garment” (ANF 1:517). (TLSB)
katapino This definition of swallow means to drink down in gulping fashion or to literally devour. The phrase is saying that eternal life is so strong that it simply overpowers anything in its way including earthly situations.  (QV)

Here is a reversal of imagery.  Instead of death and the grave swallowing their victims (Is.5:14; and Hab 2:5), Paul pictures life through Christ as the great swallower and victor, as also in 1 Cor. 15:54-57. (CSB)
5:5 GOD…MADE FOR THIS VERY PURPOSE – In the word order of the Greek text the name of God is put into an emphatic position.  So here: “It is God who has made us for this very purpose.”  For what purpose? For that which Paul has stated in the previous verse: To be “clothed with our heavenly dwelling so that death may be swallowed up by life.”  (PBC)

Only God could make this possible.  This He has done by clothing Paul with Jesus’ righteousness, a righteousness earned for Paul by Christ through His perfect life and sacrificial  death in his place.  (PBC)

      God … has given us the Spirit.† The Holy Spirit, poured out by the risen and exalted Savior, applies by word and sacrament the benefits of Christ’s redeeming work to the believer’s heart and makes the resurrection power of Jesus a reality of his daily experience (cf. 4:14, 16). This guarantees his eventual total transformation into the likeness of Christ’s glorified body (Php 3:21). (CSB)
      deposit. See note on 1:22. (CSB)
guarantee. A down payment or pledge assures that the whole is certain to come. (TLSB)
arrabona – Earnest money.  The first installment or down payment that promises the remainder.

The word was used by Greek businessmen as the equivalent of our English “down payment,” of “deposit.”  It was the first settlement of a total amount due and thus served as a pledge of more to come.  (PBC)

Paul’s point is this: The presence of the Holy Spirit in our hearts is God’s personal guarantee of more to come.  The gift of the Holy Spirit is God’s pledge that one day what is mortal, our earthly life, will be swallowed up by life, the eternal life that never ends.  (PBC)

How does one know if he or she has been given the Spirit?  To rely on feelings is not an accurate gauge, since feelings fluctuate.  One day a person may feel that he has the Spirit; another day that feeling may not be there.  It is far wiser to rely on the never-fluctuating promises of God.  God’s Word says that if you have been baptized, you have received the Holy Spirit (cf. Acts 2:38).  God’s Word also says that if the confession of your heart is “Jesus is Lord,” you have received the Holy Spirit, for you cannot have made such a confession apart from the working of the Spirit (cf. 1 Cor 12:3).  (PBC)

5:6 THEREFORE - Means now then.  Usually when therefore is used it signals a change in emphasis.  In this case it has to do with how we live while we look forward to eternal life.

      CONFIDENT – tharrountes – Meaning to be of good cheer.  This word makes the entire verse in Greek a dependent clause introducing the main clauses with finite verbs in verses 7-8.  The longing for the future gives confident joy in the present.  Because Christians know that God will furnish a body not made with human hands, we rejoice today in spite of afflictions.  We will not lose heart.  We are filled with courage.  We are confident as we journey through life’s conflicts because we know God is leading us from this temporary habitation to our eternal home.  As with verse1, we are like the Israelites wandering in the wilderness on our way to our true home of permanent rest.  For Christians as sojourners in this world,  cf. Heb 11:13-16; James 1:1; 1 Pet 1:1. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 2, Part 4)

      at home in the body … away from the Lord. Still living here in our earthly tent-dwelling (v. 1); it does not mean that we are deprived of the Lord’s spiritual presence with us in our daily pilgrimage. (CSB)
Christ is always with His people (Mt 18:20; 28:20). Here, Paul means away from the permanent, eternal reality of the new heavens and the new earth with the Lord (2Pt 3:13; Rv 21:1–7, 22–23). (TLSB)
5:7 We trust in God’s promises, not in what we see with our eyes. Augustine: “Whoever takes another meaning out of Scripture than the writer intended, goes astray.… Faith will totter if the authority of Scripture begin[s] to shake. And then, if faith totter[s], love itself will grow cold. For if a man has fallen from faith, he must necessarily also fall from love; for he cannot love what he does not believe to exist” (NPNF 1 2:533).  (TLSB)

      LIVE BY FAITH – pistis To be convinced that something not even visible will be true such as trusting Jesus for our salvation.  (QV)

While we go about our daily walk in life, we do not see the future with 20/20 vision, but we have 20/20 faith.  This verse summarizes the theology of the cross verses the theology of glory.  The confidence and hope that is the content of this text is based entirely on faith, none of it can be perceived by sight now.  Even though Paul was an eyewitness of the risen Christ, he too had to walk by faith, not sight. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 2, Part 4)

Hebrews 11:1 “Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.”

5:8 away from the body … at home with the Lord.† The situation of the Christian after death, when he is no longer living in his “earthly tent” (i.e., his body) but is in the immediate presence of the Lord. (CSB)
Death divides body from spirit but not from the Lord. (TLSB)
Christians look forward to their life with Christ.  Paul says it well in Philippians 1:21 “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.” (CSB)
If it is a blessed experience to be able to live now by faith, how much more blessed will it be to live forever then by sight.  The apostle John expresses this thought in his First Epistle: “Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known.  But we know that when he appears, we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is” (1 John 3:2).  (PBC)

5:9 OUR GOAL This is something you strive for with all the energy you can generate. (QV)

      please Him. In view of Jesus’ great mercy to us, the goal of this life is to live to honor to Him (cf Rm 12:1) as we serve others in His name. (TLSB)
philotimoumetha – To be ambitious or zealous for a cause.  We should always make it our aim to please God. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 2, Part 4)

1 Thessalonians 4:11 “Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your hands, just as we told you.”

The Christian life is not a matter of rules and regulations.  It is rather a joyful response to the gospel that frees and gives life, a response that says, “Lord, I am available.  Use me, in life and in death, in such a way that Jesus is praised.”  (PBC)

      whether we are at home in the body or away from it. Whether we will be alive or will have already died at his coming. (CSB)
5:10 appear before the judgment seat of Christ. This accounting has nothing to do with justification, which is credited to the Christian fully and forever through faith in Christ; instead, it refers to what we have done with our lives as Christians (cf. 1Co 3:11–15). (CSB)

At the final judgment, Jesus will personally judge the living and the dead (Ac 17:31; 2Tm 4:1). This is the day of the Lord, when all people will stand before His throne (1Co 1:8; 2Co 1:14; 2Pt 3:10). (TLSB)
        MAY RECEIVE WHAT IS DUE HIM – Not works-righteousness, for all are dead in sin without Christ and saved by grace alone (Eph 2:8–9; Rm 2:11–16; 3:9–20). Paul means what is due by faith, namely, that we are righteous through Christ alone, for God works through us (Eph 2:10). God’s grace is so abundant that even the works He graciously provides, He rewards. Conversely, those who do not believe in Jesus will stand before Christ and be judged by their works. “By God’s help, we will retain this Confession to our last breath, when we shall go forth from this life to the heavenly fatherland, to appear with a joyful, undaunted mind and a pure conscience before the court of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Preface to the Christian Book of Concord, Concordia, 16). (TLSB)
        things done while in the body. Although the body is wasting away, we are responsible for our actions while in it. Non-Christians, too, are morally responsible and liable to God’s judgment (see Ro 2:5, 16), but Paul has believers in mind here. (CSB)
At the judgment seat of Christ one will receive either good or bad, not because of, but in accordance with what he has done in the body.  The cause of eternal life is not one’s works, but the Christ before whose judgment seat we will stand.  (PBC)
5:1–10 Paul simply instructs the believer to please God. We, even as Christians, often live to please others and to please ourselves, neglecting the one thing that makes life worth living—pleasing Christ. Paul calls us to get our priorities straight. To please Christ is to trust in His word of grace for us. His grace, His forgiveness, His gift of faith by the power of the Holy Spirit assures us that nothing in this world can separate us from God, and that Judgment Day will be a day of celebration for those who put their trust in Him. • Dear Lord, impress upon my heart the greatness of Your grace to me, by the power of Your Holy Spirit, so that I can walk confidently by faith until I see You gloriously face-to-face. Amen. (TLSB)

The Ministry of Reconciliation

11﻿ Since, then, we know what it is to fear the Lord, we try to persuade men. What we are is plain to God, and I hope it is also plain to your conscience. ﻿12﻿ We are not trying to commend ourselves to you again, but are giving you an opportunity to take pride in us, so that you can answer those who take pride in what is seen rather than in what is in the heart. ﻿13﻿ If we are out of our mind, it is for the sake of God; if we are in our right mind, it is for you. ﻿14﻿ For Christ’s love compels us, because we are convinced that one died for all, and therefore all died. ﻿15﻿ And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again. ﻿16﻿ So from now on we regard no one from a worldly point of view. Though we once regarded Christ in this way, we do so no longer. ﻿17﻿ Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come! ﻿
5:11 to fear the Lord. As the one to whom we are accountable (v. 10). (CSB)
Judgment Day brings all things to light. But Paul and all believers are already known by God (1Co 8:3; Gal 4:9). (TLSB)
When he thinks of that day, he is filled with a holy awe and reverence for the Christ who will come again as Judge.  That awe and reverence  for Christ, fearing the Lord, as he puts it here, leads him to desire to conduct himself in a way that pleases his Lord.  (PBC)

        we try to persuade men. Paul needs to persuade some members of the Corinthian church that he, not any of the false teachers who have invaded their ranks, is their authentic apostle. (CSB)
In the original Greek the verb “persuade” is in the present sense, which has the idea of ongoing action.  Paul kept on persuading people with the gospel, the powerful means by which the Holy Spirit touches people’s hearts.  (PBC)

With Paul, Christians today want to share the gospel with those who do not yet know Christ.  These words serve as an encouragement to be both persuasive and persistent in this endeavor.  (PBC)

        WHAT IS PLAIN – Paul’s hope is that deep down in their conscience, a conscience touched by Paul’s preaching of law and gospel, the Corinthians will recognize that Paul has been open and transparent in his dealings with them, that he has nothing to hide.  (PBC)
        conscience. Paul is open and transparent not only to the Lord’s judgment but also to the Corinthians’ judgment of him. (TLSB)
5:12 take pride in what is seen. The pretension of the false apostles is a superficial front; their concern is not with spirituality that is true and deep, but with money and popularity and self-importance. (CSB)
False teachers boasted of themselves (their outward appearance of spiritual strength), leading the Corinthian congregation away from the Lord as they despised God’s ministry through Paul (10:12; 11:1–13). (TLSB)
They should understand that Paul’s adversaries were touching only external things in their complaints about him.  They take pride in [literally, “boast about”] what is seen rather than in what is in the heart.  Later Paul will discuss this matter in more detail.  He will describe, for example, how the “super-apostles” boasted of their heritage, that they were descendants of Abraham (cf. 11:22-23).  They also bragged that they were much better public speakers than Paul (cf. 11:6).  (PBC)

But that, obviously, is not what really counts.  What is in the heart determines the true worth of a minister of Christ.  Paul’s hope is that his speech and conduct have made it clear that in his heart was a true fear of the Lord and a genuine desire to serve the Corinthians.  (PBC)

5:13 out of our mind … in our right mind. Probably Paul’s enemies were asserting that he was suffering from religious mania, pointing perhaps to the sensational conversion he claimed to have experienced on the road to Damascus and to what they regarded as his insane way of life. If this is to be out of his mind, Paul does not deny it, for this whole letter shows how willingly and joyfully he endured affliction for the gospel (cf. 12:10). That, however, was essentially a matter between him and God. On the other hand, there was nothing that could be called eccentric about his manner of presenting the gospel to the Corinthians, for in this he had been, and continued to be, sensible and sober-minded, avoiding flowery rhetoric and all forms of sensationalism (cf. 1Co 2:1–5). (CSB)
False teachers claimed that Paul was crazy. An apostle must be willing to be a “fool” for Christ (cf 1Co 4:9–13). (TLSB)
Some years before this, Jesus’ unbelieving relatives had exclaimed, as they observed Him working such long hours that He couldn’t even find time to eat, “He is out of His mind”   (Mark 3:21).  It is likely that Paul is referring here to something similar. Paul toiled and labored day and night.  For the sake of the gospel he permitted himself to be exposed again and again to ridicule, mockery, beatings, stonings, imprisonment  (cf 2 Cor. 11:23-29).  Such tireless zeal could easily have led Paul’s detractor to charge him with being a religious fanatic.  (PBC)
        for you. To the Corinthians, Paul spoke clearly and directly (cf 1Co 1:17, 2:4). (TLSB)
5:14 Christ’s love. As shown in his death for us, though some hold that the meaning here is “our love for Christ.” (CSB)
The source and motivation for Paul’s ministry to the Corinthians. (TLSB)
      COMPELS US – sunechao This has the concept of compressing something and doing so by an irresistible outside force. (QV)

This explains the phrase in verse 13, “are out of our mind.”  Some people would say it is what makes us tick.  For Paul it is the foundation for his selfless devotion to preaching Christ.  It motivated him through physical and spiritual weakness, pain, suffering, and disappointment, all the way through the day of his martyrdom.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 7, Part 3)

        one. The incarnate Son. (CSB)
        for all. For all mankind. (CSB)
        therefore all died.† Because Christ died for all, he involved all in his death. For some his death would confirm their own death, but for others (those who through faith would become united with him) his death was their death to sin and self, so that they now live in and with the resurrected Christ (v. 15). However, some hold that Paul is not speaking specifically here about the scope of Christ’s atonement but about the effect of Christ’s death on the Christian life. Then “all” would refer not to mankind in general but only to the church. (CSB)
When Jesus died on the cross, as the sinless Son of God, all who ever lived or would live were connected to His death. As God in the flesh, He took the punishment for all sinners upon Himself (v 21; Rm 5:6–8). St. Bernard of Clairvaux : “It was man who owed the debt, it was man who paid it.… The Head, therefore, satisfied for [its] members, Christ for His children” (SLSB, p 280). (TLSB)
5:15 NO LONGER LIVE FOR THEMSELVES – God’s love elicits a response.  The following texts express that thought.

Luke 20:38 “He is not the God of the dead, but of the living, for to him all are alive.” 

Romans 6:11 “In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus.”

Ephesians 2:8-10 “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God— not by works, so that no one can boast.  For we are God’s workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.”

True life is life with a new motive … We cease to live for ourselves, our own interest, advantage, or success, and to begin to live for Him.  Out object is to be used by Him in His work of redemption, and in the fulfillment through fellowship with Him of the purpose of God.  It is often objected that there is no difference between Christians and non-Christians.  There ought to be.  The difference may not show itself in outward actions or habits.  The non-Christian may do his work, or care for his family as the Christian.  The real difference will be in motive.  The motive for the Christian is the love of Christ.  Whatever he does, he does for Christ.  (IB)
5:16 REGARD NO ONE FROM A WORLDY POINT OF VIEW – Paul would not approach people from the world’s point of view but from God’s.  (TLSB)

        we once regarded Christ in this way. Paul is admitting that before his conversion he held views of Christ that were “worldly” (lit. “according to the flesh”)—based on purely human considerations. (CSB)
Paul had previously thought of Jesus as a mere man.  He foolishly rejected Christ and persecuted His Church.  (TLSB)

This verse expands on the awesomely powerful influence of the risen Christ on Paul.  As a persecutor, Saul was the opposite of an ambassador since he reasoned “according to the flesh” and considered Jesus to be a false messiah.  Now that he has heard the Word (from Christ Himself!) and has been baptized, Paul is enlightened by the Spirit so he can see Jesus as He truly is: God’s Messiah.  In this faith Paul lives his life, laboring with all his intellect and strength for the Son of God.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 7, Part 3)

5:17 in Christ. United with Christ through faith in him and commitment to him. (CSB)
        new creation. Redemption is the restoration and fulfillment of God’s purposes in creation (see note on 4:6), and this takes place in Christ, through whom all things were made (see Jn 1:3; Col 1:16; Heb 1:2) and in whom all things are restored or created anew (cf. Ro 8:18–23; Eph 2:10). (CSB)
God has redeemed and restored the believer into a new sphere of existence, re-created as a person of faith in Jesus Christ who desires to live in and for Him alone (cf Rm 8:18–23; Eph 2:10). (TLSB)
        THE OLD HAS GONE – In Christ, the things of the sinful flesh have died (cf v 14). The believer is under the lordship of Christ. (TLSB)

The one who is in Christ is the person who by faith had made the death and resurrection of Christ his or her own.  God no longer sees the old, pre-Christ person.  That, says Paul, has gone, and a new person has come.  The word translated has come has in it the idea of something that started in the past and continues to be a new creation in the eyes of God.  (PBC)

Ezekiel 36:26 “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh.”

John 1:13 “children born not of natural descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God.”

Romans 12:2 “Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.”

1 Peter 1:23 “For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God.”

GOSPEL
Mark 4:26-34
The Parable of the Growing Seed 

﻿26﻿ He also said, “This is what the kingdom of God is like. A man scatters seed on the ground. ﻿27﻿ Night and day, whether he sleeps or gets up, the seed sprouts and grows, though he does not know how. ﻿28﻿ All by itself the soil produces grain—first the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel in the head. ﻿29﻿ As soon as the grain is ripe, he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come.” 

4:26-34 The three parables in Mark 4—the sower, the mystery of the growing seed, and the mustard seed—have one truth in common: the Word of God is like seed in that it contains his all-sufficient power to create and grow his kingdom. The three parables cast interpretive light on each other. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 7, Part 3)

Vv 1–8 list four ways the Word may be received. Vv 26–29 illustrate the mysterious process of the Word giving spiritual growth in the hearts of hearers. Vv 30–32 contrast the initially “small” or weak appearance of the Word with its amazing ability to produce the largest and most important kingdom in all the world: the church. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 7, Part 3)
The Gospel contains two parables, both dealing with seed and growth, but each with its own emphasis. The first parable (of the growing seed) is unique to Mark and emphasizes the inevitability of the seed’s growth. The second parable (of the mustard seed) emphasizes the reversal theme of “smallest to largest.” (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 10, Part 3) 
The parable of the seed growing secretly, also known as the parable of the patient husbandman (vv 26–29): A variety of interpretations have been offered for this parable (which is recorded only in Mark). Some emphasize the growth of the kingdom, while others emphasize its present hiddenness. Some point to the farmer’s patience, some draw attention to his lack of responsibility for the seed’s automatic growth, and others stress his confidence in the harvest. Whichever aspect of the parable is emphasized, this text can bring comfort and confidence to its hearers as they await the harvest. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 16, Part 3)

Note: Some divide our text into three major paragraphs. The first two paragraphs each contain an individual parable. The third paragraph speaks in general of Jesus' use of parables. (Buls)
Verses 26-29 are found only in Mark. We cannot agree that this parable is Mark's version of Matthew's parable of the tare and wheat found in Matthew 13:24-30. If Luke knew Mark's Gospel or, more importantly, used it to write his Gospel, why did he not include this exquisite parable? (Buls)
Interpreter's Bible says: "Both Matthew and Luke omit the first one (26-29) -- Matthew substitutes for it his parable of the tares (Matthew 13:24-30) -- but it can scarcely be thought that it was not in their edition of Mark. Perhaps they stumbled at the word "of itself", as if the kingdom spread by some automatic or physical principle, apart from the will of God or the response of men." The parable of the tares is wholly different from this parable. That is a poor argument. (Buls)
And to say that Matthew and Luke stumbled at what Mark wrote is even worse. These Notes  do not say that Matthew and Luke did not know Mark's Gospel or that they did not use Mark's Gospel. But this business of "rewriting" or eliminating false ideas shows the utter weakness of the argument of Markan Priority in the sense that Matthew and Luke used and embellished Mark. Markan Priority is still only a theory fraught with real problems. Stick to 2 Timothy 3:16. (Buls)
4:26–29 Only Mark records this parable. Whereas the Parable of the Sower stresses the importance of proper soil for the growth of seed and the success of the harvest, here the mysterious power of the seed itself is emphasized. The gospel message contains its own power. (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 10, Part 3)
Although this parable and the one in vv 1–20 both involve the sowing of seed and its growth, this one makes a different point. (TLSB)

This parable, unique to Mark’s Gospel, is the second of three pericopes (4:21–25; 4:26–29; 4:30–32) following the Parable of the Sower (4:1–9, interpreted in 4:10–20). Of the three, this is the first to comment on the success of Jesus and his mission (see the introduction to 4:21–25). It bears similarity to both the Parable of the Sower and Matthew’s Parable of the Wheat and the Tares (Mt 13:24–30). Its difficulty lies in determining its focus, namely, the story describes both bearing fruit and the harvest. The OT background of the main imagery proves to be critical in achieving an overall understanding. (CC)

In this parable, which is about the reign and rule of God, these features can be “decoded” thus:

•
the “man” (4:26) = Jesus
•
the “seed” (4:26–27) = the Word
•
the good “ground/earth” (4:26, 28) = those living under God’s reign and rule
•
the sleeping and rising of the man who does not work the land (!), plus the seed sprouting on its own (4:27) = the powerful action of the Word without additional human assistance
•
the soil with seed in it producing fruit (4:27) = the reign and rule of God being implemented in the lives of the followers of Jesus
•
the “blade,” then the “ear,” and then the “full grain” (4:28) = growth and maturity (perhaps in given stages?)
•
the “harvest” being ready (4:29) = the full goal in God’s plan being reached
•
the “sickle” (4:29) = the judgment
•
and the fruit allowing/offering the opportunity (4:29) = the coming of judgment at the proper time (CC)
Since there is no negative notion at the end of the “vehicle” story, we may also conclude that the harvest is beneficial for the ripened grain, i.e., that the fruitful followers of Jesus will fare well at the judgment. (CC)
The overall message of the “tenor” narrative is, then, that the ministry of Jesus, especially in his preaching and teaching, brings about the instantiation of the reign and rule of God in a way that is simple and mysterious, and that this instantiation leads finally and inevitably (in stages?) to success at the proper time. In terms of pragmatics, the narrative is to comfort, to assure those with eyes to see and ears to hear that, despite meager appearances—especially initial appearances of unproductiveness—the fullness of God’s reign and rule will be achieved. (CC)

But there is more. The OT background is critical to the understanding of this parable. Of primary importance is Is 55:10–11. These verses make the same point as does Mk 4:26–29, namely, that God’s Word does not turn out to be empty or fruitless but brings to completion everything God desires. Isaiah uses similar but slightly different verbiage and imagery: “the earth” (Is 55:10: הָאָ֔רֶץ; LXX: τὴν γῆν) also is said to bear fruit (Is 55:10: הוֹלִידָ֖הּ, precipitation “causes it to give birth/bear”; LXX: ἐκτέκῃ, “brings forth as in birth”), but the Word is depicted by “rain” and “snow” (LXX Is 55:10: ὑετός, χιών) not by seed. Thus, in Isaiah 55 it is the earth that sprouts (Is 55:10: וְהִצְמִיחָ֑הּ, precipitation “causes it to sprout”; LXX: ἐκβλαστήσῃ, “causes it to grow”). Note also the “as … thus/like this” (ὡς … οὕτως) correlation in Is 55:10–11, which is parallel to “like this, as” (οὕτως … ὡς) in Mk 4:26, but in reverse order (though the sequence ὡς … οὕτως in Is 55:10–11 is exactly parallel to the example from Homer adduced in the second textual note on 4:26). Jesus, it seems, employs primarily the imagery of his own Parable of the Sower (4:3–9) in 4:26–29, but he gives a strong nod toward Isaiah 55 by grammatically having the soil (not the seed itself) produce the fruit. (CC)
Is 55:10–11 is also important because of its prior context. Is 55:6 commands the people to seek the Lord while he may be found, to call upon him while he is near. Is 55:7 admonishes the wicked to forsake their wicked ways and to return to the Lord, so that they may receive compassion. Is 55:8–9, then, asserts that Yahweh’s thoughts are not the people’s thoughts but are much loftier than their thoughts. These ideas are congruent with the mission of Jesus to this point in the story of Mark: He is God drawn near (1:11) who calls to repentance (1:15). His ways are a mystery (4:11–12); indeed, his ways are hidden (4:22). We may say, then, that pragmatically the parable and the fruit-bearing soil/seed, given its OT Isaianic “context,” is a call to repent and to come into fellowship with the very God of Israel himself. (CC)
Also of importance as far as OT background is concerned is LXX Joel 4:13 (MT 4:13; ET 3:13). As observed in the second textual note on 4:29, the verbiage and imagery concerning harvest is strikingly similar between the two passages, including the vocables “send out (with a commission)” (ἐξαποστέλλω in Joel; ἀποστέλλω in Mark), “sickle” (δρέπανον), “because” (ὅτι), and “is at hand” (παρίστημι). Again, the same point is made in Joel as in Mark: God acts at the proper time and reaches his goal with regard to his people. And again, the larger context is significant, this time the context following: MT/LXX Joel 4:13 (ET 3:13) speaks of evil being great, Joel 4:14 (ET 3:14) of the Day of the Lord (ἡμέρα κυρίου) being near, Joel 4:15 (ET 3:15) of the sun and moon being darkened, and Joel 4:16 (ET 3:16) of the heavens and earth shaking, but also of the Lord being a refuge for his people. This description is congruent, not with the mission of Jesus up to this point in the story, but with the future of his mission, indeed, with the latter portion of Mark’s narrative. Surely it is congruent with the coming of the Son of Man accompanied by similar signs as described in our Lord’s eschatological discourse in Mk 13:24–26, when the sun will be darkened and the moon will not give forth its light, signs which will come in fullness at the consummation of all things. Then the fruitful and faithful people of God will fare well, as they will be gathered from the four corners of the earth (13:27). Against this prophetic background, then, the final verse of 4:26–29 serves as a word of encouragement and comfort for days that will be dark both literally and figuratively for God’s elect. (CC)

But there is one further consideration suggested by Joel’s parallel. Our Lord himself, in fact, is to undergo the very experience described in Mark 13. At his crucifixion the sky goes dark (15:33). Elsewhere in the Gospels it is recorded that the earth quakes at his death (Mt 27:51). Indeed, parallel verses from elsewhere in Joel describing these very same phenomena (MT/LXX Joel 3:1–5 [ET 2:28–32]) are used by Peter in his speech at Pentecost (Acts 2:17–21) and related specifically to the mission of our Lord. See Acts 2:16: “this is [ἐστιν] that which is spoken through the prophet Joel.” This means that the final judgment, the final harvest, mentioned in Joel and described in this parable, can be said to occur proleptically and in principle at the cross in the Gospel of Mark. In Jesus himself, then, we see an instantiation of the Parable of the Automatic Fruit-Bearing of the Soil and Seed, beginning in mystery, prospering (in stages perhaps?) until the final harvest that involves judgment upon and salvation for the people of God—in the person of him who is their representative, the Son of God. Pragmatically, this gives full assurance that our future in him is secure. (CC)
This parable, unique to Mark’s Gospel, is the second of three pericopes (4:21–25; 4:26–29; 4:30–32) following the Parable of the Sower (4:1–9, interpreted in 4:10–20). Of the three, this is the first to comment on the success of Jesus and his mission (see the introduction to 4:21–25). It bears similarity to both the Parable of the Sower and Matthew’s Parable of the Wheat and the Tares (Mt 13:24–30). Its difficulty lies in determining its focus, namely, the story describes both bearing fruit and the harvest. The OT background of the main imagery proves to be critical in achieving an overall understanding. (CC)
4:26-27 The kingdom of God in both parables is not his kingdom of power (Ps 103:19), nor his kingdom of glory (2 Tim 4:18), but his kingdom of grace, governed by the Gospel. Both our growth in grace and the spread of the Word are outlined well in Luther’s Large Catechism, on the petition “Thy Kingdom Come” (LC III, 52): (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 7, Part 3)
“We pray here at the outset that all this may be realized in us and that God’s name may be praised through his holy Word and our Christian lives. This we ask, both in order that we who have accepted it may remain faithful and grow daily in it, and in order that it may gain recognition and followers among other people and advance with power throughout the world. So we pray that, led by the Holy Spirit, many may come into the kingdom of grace and become partakers of salvation, so that we may all remain together in this kingdom which has now made its appearance among us.” (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 7, Part 3)
In the gospels, Jesus clearly is God’s sower—the one who is broadcasting God’s Word, including the parables. Yet Christ also calls and sends out first the twelve apostles (Mk 6:6–13), and then also the seventy-two disciples (Lk 10:1–12). So when v 27 of our text says that the sower does not know how the seed sprouts and grows, the reference probably is to Christ’s ministers. R. C. Trench (Notes on the Parables of Our Lord [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1948] 99–100) concludes that the sower is Christ, though not exclusively, since “he does not know how” applies to teachers in the church. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 7, Part 3)
R. C. H. Lenski (The Interpretation of Mark’s Gospel [Columbus: Wartburg, 1946] 186) also writes that Christ is the sower—at great length. He argues this way: “The heavenly sower neither sleeps or slumbers (Ps 121:4), for him there is no night and day, and he who gave the Word certainly knows all about the mysteries of its development in our hearts. What Jesus does in the parable is to compare himself to a man who scatters his seed and trusts that seed to grow of its own power, etc.” (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 7, Part 3)
Commentators agree that one should not literalistically interpret every detail, or, as Chrysostom puts it, “press too anxiously all the circumstances of a parable” (quoted in Trench, p. 15). For example, the sower in the parable remains active until the time of the harvest. This should not be pressed to imply that Christ’s return must occur in the lifetime of the original 12 apostles; but it may suggest that Christ will continue to work through his ministers in succession until his return. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 7, Part 3)
4:26 KINGDOM OF GOD – Luke 17:20-21 explains it this way, “Once, having been asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, Jesus replied, “The kingdom of God does not come with your careful observation,  21 nor will people say, ‘Here it is,’ or ‘There it is,’ because the kingdom of God is within you.” 

Here the kingdom of God is compared to growing seed. The mysterious power of the seed itself is emphasized. The Gospel message contains its own power. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 10, Part 3) 
Koehler states, “It is the rule of Christ in the hearts of his believers. For the individual the Kingdom of God consists in his personal relation to Christ, established by faith, by which he trusts in the grace of his Savior and renders joyful service to his Lord.”  

Luther says, Lord’s Prayer Thy kingdom come, What does this mean? The kingdom of God comes indeed without our prayer, of itself; but we pray in this petition that it may come unto us also.  How is this done? The kingdom of God comes to us when our heavenly Father gives us His Holy Spirit, so that by His grace we believe His holy Word and lead a godly life, here in time and hereafter in eternity. 

Here Jesus introduces a particular parable. Compare verse 30. We have direct discourse. (Buls)
Jesus is here speaking about the Kingdom of God. He is describing one characteristic of that Kingdom. Here it is the power inherent in the Gospel to grow until the time of harvest, the end of this age. We say "inherent" because man cannot assist the Gospel. (Buls)
"Of God" has been called possessive, subjective and adjectival genitive. It is all three of these and it is difficult to decide which one is predominant. (Buls)
Note that five verbs in the subjunctive mood appear in verses 26 and 27. The first is aorist to distinguish the sowing in 26 from the growing in 27. (Buls)
Luke 8:11 tells us: "The seed is the Word of God." The point of comparison is the life-giving element. That is implied in Mark 4:26. (Buls)
        A MAN - anthrōpos, “a man.” While some believe this man corresponds to Christ, the statement (v 27) that he does not know how the seed grows is problematic for this interpretation. Though God is responsible for the planting, growth, and harvest, he works in his kingdom of grace through human instruments (1 Cor 3:5–10). (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 16, Part 3)

        SEED – Gospel

Whenever Christ speaks about the kingdom of God, His ruling activity, His words always have something to do with the seed, the gospel that brings men to faith in Christ Jesus.  Here Jesus speaks of the power and reliability of the gospel message.  All that need be done in fact, all that can be done, is to sow the seed, to proclaim the word.  A farmer who plants the seed does not understand how it grows.  The power is in the seed.  So it is with the gospel.  (PBC)

Isaiah 55:11, “ So is my word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.”

4:27 GROWS THOUGH HE DOES NOT KNOW HOW – Just as a farmer doesn’t really know what all takes place when a seed is growing in the ground, so God’s workers don’t often know what is happening with the Gospel they have shared. The following passages give insight on how growth takes place.
The sprouting is absolutely unaided by man and incomprehensible to man. "Know how" is used of inherent knowledge. The truth found here is axiomatic. People soon learn that the sprouting of seed cannot be hurried nor is its growth comprehensible to man. That's the way it is with the Gospel. (Buls)
Although the farmer plays an important role in the cultivation of his field – after all, he sows the seed – its growth occurs apart from his efforts, even as he sleeps.  Even today, many aspects of horticulture remain a mystery. The more one studies nature, the more one marvels at its intricacy, as well as the wisdom and power of its Lord.  (TLSB)

1 Peter 2:2 “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in your salvation.”

2 Peter 3:18 “But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To him be glory both now and forever! Amen.”

4:28-29 How the lowly seed sprouts and grows until the grain is ripe, ready to be harvested, is God’s miracle. So also is it beyond human comprehension how the Word of God creates and nurtures faith and other characteristics of the Christian (Rom 1:16, 10:17; Eph 4:13–16; 2 Pet 3:18). So the job of the minister is to freely disseminate the Gospel without modifying God’s Word to suit his own limited understanding. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 7, Part 3)
Does the harvest refer to each believer’s time of departure? Or does it mean Judgment Day itself? The latter is probably meant, in harmony with the parables of the wheat and the tares (Mt 13:40–43) and the sheep and goats (Mt 25:31–46). (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 7, Part 3)
4:28 BY ITSELF – Here the emphasis is on the inevitability of the seed’s growth.  The Greek word here is automata, from which we get our English word automatic.  But the automatic growth of the seed is not due to blind and impersonal determinism.  It is rather the work of God Himself.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 10, Part 3)
"All by itself" is found only here and Acts 12:10 in the New Testament. We use an adverb or adverbial phrase where the Greek uses an adjective. This verse does not mean that the earth PRODUCES life. The point is that man cannot understand how seed germinates and grows. Nor can he understand how the Word can cause conversion and sanctification. (Buls)
The earth does not actually produce growth “by itself.”  The plant owes its growth to the power of God, who both creates and sustains order (cf. v 26).  Growth in the Kingdom is similarly the result of God’s Word and Spirit, not the speaker or hearer (Rom 10:17).  (TLSB)

Here the emphasis is on the inevitability of the seed’s growth. The Greek word here is automatē, from which we get our English word automatic. But the automatic growth of the seed is not due to a blind and impersonal determinism. It is rather the work of God himself. Mention of “the stalk, then the head, then the full kernel” introduces the idea of gradual growth through stages. But this is a minor emphasis. The major emphasis is on the inevitability of growth. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 10, Part 3) 
automatē, “by itself.” The grain is produced automatically, or without a visible cause. This points to the life being present in the seed and its growth not being attributable to human effort. Man is not in control of the growth and does not bring about the harvest. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 16, Part 3)

The parable of the mustard seed (vv 30–32): Synoptic parallels can be found in Mt 13:31–32 and Lk 13:18–19. Interpreters generally emphasize the kingdom’s growth, its present hiddenness, or the assured greatness of its final state. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 16, Part 3)

1 Corinthians 3:6, 7, “I planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but God made it grow.  So neither he who plants nor he who waters is anything, but only God, who makes things grow.”

        STALK, HEAD, FULL KERNEL – This illustrates that any kind of growth including spiritual maturity goes through various stages. But this is a minor emphasis.  The major emphasis is on the inevitability of growth.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 10, Part 3)
"First the stalk, then the head, the finally the mature grain in the head." The point is that the plant passes imperceptibly from one stage to another in a way which causes us to marvel. Likewise with the growth which the Gospel produces. (Buls)
4:29 he puts the sickle to it, because the harvest has come. A possible allusion to Joel 3:13, where harvest is a figure for the consummation of God’s kingdom. (CSB)
This image is frequently used to describe judgment at the end of time (cf. Is 17:5; Rev 14:14-19).  By concluding this parable with a reference to the final judgment, Jesus underscores the idea that the Kingdom is moving toward a goal.  (TLSB)
This sentence is a conditional relative clause on the analogy of the present general condition. This is always what happens. The Greek-English Lexicon says: "When the condition of the crop permits." Whenever the growth, in the estimation of the one who sowed it, is mature, he harvests immediately. (Buls)
The Kingdom of God in this parable means the mysterious power of the preaching of the Gospel from the time of preaching until entry into heaven. These verses tell us that the Gospel, like seed, generates spiritual life and causes spiritual growth not only in individuals but also in groups in a way that is incomprehensible to man. This parable should cause us to preach the Gospel faithfully, without worry, and in all patience. (Buls)

4:26–29 God’s kingdom grows mysteriously of itself, at its own pace, and through the power of the Word. This reality often causes frustration among those who eagerly long for a rapid expansion of the Kingdom, and all the more as we only have a short-term view of things. But God’s kingdom grows according to His plan and timetable. And it is a great blessing that things ultimately depend on Him and not us, for only He is able to bring home a great harvest for life eternal. • Lord, as You have begun a good work by planting Your kingdom in our world, bring it to a full harvest in Your own good time. Amen. (TLSB)
The Parable of the Mustard Seed 
30﻿ Again he said, “What shall we say the kingdom of God is like, or what parable shall we use to describe it? ﻿31﻿ It is like a mustard seed, which is the smallest seed you plant in the ground. ﻿32﻿ 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. ﻿34﻿ He did not say anything to them without using a parable. But when he was alone with his own disciples, he explained everything. 

4:30–34 The main point of this parable is that the kingdom of God seemingly had insignificant beginnings. It was introduced by the despised and rejected Jesus and his 12 unimpressive disciples. But a day will come when its true greatness and power will be seen by all the world.  (Concordia Pulpit Resources – Volume 10, Part 3)

The mustard seed is the smallest of the kinds of seeds usually planted in ancient gardens, even if there are wild plants with smaller seeds (Lenski, p. 193). While the seed is the Word of God in the other parables as well as in 1 Cor 3:6 and especially 1 Pet 1:23, since Christ is the Word incarnate, the mustard seed may be seen as Christ himself (so Trench, p. 40; Lenski, p. 193). The size of the seed has no bearing on the size of the plant that will grow from it. The tallest tree in the world, the California redwood, grows from a very small seed. The large seed of a watermelon will produce only a low vine. The Gospel of the crucified Christ is considered by the world to be foolishness and weakness, but it is the power of God for salvation (cf. 1 Cor 1:18–25). (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 7, Part 3)
The tremendous growth of the church is compared with the largest of garden plants, with such big branches that the birds can perch in shade; The rabbis sometimes understood the similar image of the growing cedar tree in Ezek 17:22–24 (v 23: “birds of every kind will nest in it”) to mean the inclusion of the Gentiles in God’s kingdom (A. M. Hunter, Interpreting the Parables [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1960] 44). The Ezekiel passage is a prophecy that the Gospel will incorporate some from all nations into Christ. We are reminded of our Lord’s prediction in Mt 24:14 and his commission in Mt 28:19. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 7, Part 3)
4:30-32 The second parable compares the smallness of the Kingdom’s origins with the largeness of the Kingdom itself. It is this contrast between the smallest and the largest that serves as the title for today’s sermon. The seemingly insignificant beginnings of the Kingdom in the seed of God’s Word will someday emerge into a great Kingdom that will be seen by all. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 10, Part 3) 

This well-known parable continues to comment on the success of Jesus and his mission. Building upon the idea of the previous parables (4:1–20; 4:21–25; 4:26–29) that Jesus’ mission and ministry will ultimately find success as God’s reign and rule comes to fruition, this parable focuses upon the extent of the reach of that reign and rule as it develops over time. (CC)
4:30 KINGDOM OF GOD IS LIKE – Only record of this phrase in Mark (cf. Matt. 13:24; 18:23; 22:2; 25:1).  (TLSB)

Jesus answers His own question in verse 31. (Buls)
The wording of 4:30 does not correspond to any known rabbinic wording, and that is probably not accidental. Jesus is not another rabbi (cf. the verbiage in Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount: ἠκούσατε ὅτι ἐρρέθη … ἐγὼ δὲ λέγω ὑμῖν …, “you have heard that it was said … but I say to you …”: Mt 5:21–22, 27–28, 38–39, 43–44). The actual wording probably conveys the thought (on level 2) that something very unusual is to be depicted about the reign and rule of God. (CC)
4:31 See notes on Mt 13:31–32. (CSB)
        MUSTARD SEED – Proverbial in rabbinical teaching for its smallness (cf. Mt. 17:20).  Technically a hyperbole, since the mustard seed is not actually the smallest seed known.  (TLSB)

A grain of mustard was traditionally seen as the smallest of all seeds, as noted in this verse, so it is used here to describe a very insignificant beginning. Indeed, the calling of fishermen by an unknown rabbi from the obscure town of Nazareth in relatively unimportant Galilee (1:16–20) qualifies as quite insignificant in worldly terms. (CC)
"Plant" occurs twice, once in this verse and once in the next verse. In 31 "plant" lays stress on the time of sowing, but in 32 it lays stress on the sowing itself. (Buls)
At the time of sowing the mustard seed is the smallest seed. Jesus is speaking of seeds ordinarily planted in His day. He has been criticized because botanists know of seeds smaller than the mustard seed. Jesus is not giving a lesson in botany. He is making a point which becomes apparent in the next verse. (Buls)
Using this small seeds helps to illustrate what God can do with very little or in the case of creation, nothing. Another example of something growing to huge proportions from a very small seed is the California redwood. In the spiritual realm this points to the fact that anything is going to get done it is only by God’s power and not anything human being can do.
kokkōi sinapeōs, “mustard seed.” The mustard plant is a fitting choice for this parable due to the proverbial smallness of its seed and the great contrast to its final size. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 16, Part 3)
It also has been suggested that Jesus’ choice of the mustard seed might have served to correct a common misunderstanding regarding the nature of the kingdom of God. By portraying the kingdom as a mustard plant—which typically reaches only 3–4 feet in height (though it can grow as tall as 15 feet), and which many considered a nuisance and an undesirable plant—this parable might have served as corrective to those who mistakenly believed the Church would manifest the outward might and stateliness of the cedar tree prophesied in the Old Testament Reading. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 16, Part 3)
4:32 WHEN IT IS PLANTED – καὶ ὅταν σπαρῇ, “and when it is sown”: At this point, it is tempting to see a parallel to Jesus’ saying in the Gospel of John in which he speaks of a “seed/grain” (κόκκος, as in Mk 4:31) of wheat in the earth becoming fruitful (Jn 12:24), thus making our Lord the focus of the presence of the reign and rule of God. In both stories, the “seed/grain” must be placed into the earth, after which it bears much fruit. John emphasizes the grain “dying”: “if the grain of wheat does not … die” (ἐὰν μὴ ὁ κόκκος τοῦ σίτου … ἀποθάνῃ, Jn 12:24). Mark focuses upon its insignificant beginning (“smaller than all,” 4:31) and abundant yield (“greater than all,” 4:32). (cc)
        LARGER…PLANTS – One variety of mustard (sinapis nigra) can reach a mature height of 10 feet, making it the largest plant in an herb garden.  (TLSB)

        BIRDS – In contrast to v. 15, here the birds represent people of every nation.  It alludes to a prophecy comparing the Messiah’s rule to a great tree in whose shadow “birds of every sort will nest” (Ezk 17:23). (TLSB)

In verse 31 stress was laid on the size of the mustard seed at the time of planting. Verse 32 lays stress on what happens to the seed after it's been planted. (Buls)
This is what always happens, human experience corroborates it, and people easily understand it. It grows up, it becomes, it produces. (Buls)
"Garden plants" is variously translated "shrubs, plants, garden plants." Not "trees" but tree-like enough to have large branches. (Buls)
In verses 30-32 Jesus is describing the mysterious growth and spread of the Gospel from small beginnings to vast proportions, bringing blessings even to unbelievers. The church began with twelve apostles. Now there are many millions of Christians. (Buls)

ἀναβαίνει καὶ γίνεται μεῖζον πάντων τῶν λαχάνων καὶ ποιεῖ κλάδους μεγάλους, ὥστε δύνασθαι ὑπὸ τὴν σκιὰν αὐτοῦ τὰ πετεινὰ τοῦ οὐρανοῦ κατασκηνοῦν, “it comes up and becomes greater than all the garden plants and produces great branches, with the result that the winged fowl of the sky are actually able actually to encamp under its shade” (4:32): It is not accidental that garden plants like mustard are part of the basic description of the reign and rule of God. Unlike the magnificence of the “cedar tree,” which is prominent in the Ezekiel parables (see Ezek 17:3, 22–23; 31:3, 8), the instantiation of the eschatological reign and rule of God in Jesus is not in and of itself magnificent, at least not by normal worldly standards. Its results, however, are magnificent (great branches result), and all peoples everywhere (the birds) benefit greatly. One cannot help but see the worldwide spread of the Christian faith as a fulfillment of this depiction. (CC)
This parable provides, then, a word of encouragement pragmatically for all who wonder whether God’s reign will finally prevail, and a reminder not only that appearances can be deceiving, but also that they will be deceiving, because that is the way God instantiates his reign and rule in Jesus. (CC)
4:33-34 Parables in the teaching ministry of Jesus stimulated thinking and illustrated spiritual truths. Quite often Jesus ended up explaining the parables to his own disciples. Parables illustrate that growth, including growth in understanding the Kingdom, is a gradual process rather than an instantaneous event. (Concordia Pulpit Resources - Volume 10, Part 3) 

This short conclusion to the parables is surprisingly pregnant theologically. The specifics of the Greek in these verses also repay close attention. (CC)
Verses 33-34 are a summary statement of Jesus' constant use of parables. People like illustrations. They stick in people's minds. "By means of such parables, many of them, He customarily spoke to them."  (Buls)
"Them" is all those who heard Him preach. "The word" means primarily the Gospel. Both of the parables noted here deal with spiritual growth. The Law cannot make alive or cause growth. Only the Gospel can do that. (Buls)
Christ preached no more and no less than they could hear. His hearers' benefit was His total concern. Use Him as your model. (Buls)
Jesus was practicing what He preached. He sowed the seed of the Word and explained further to His disciples so that the seed could bring forth spiritual life either in justification or sanctification. (Buls)
4:34 He did not say anything to them without using a parable. Jesus used parables to illustrate truths, stimulate thinking and awaken spiritual perception. The people in general were not ready for the full truth of the gospel. When alone with his disciples Jesus taught more specifically, but even they usually needed to have things explained. (CSB)
Jesus did not make His teaching confusing.  Rather it was the people’s preconceptions that made His teaching seem hard.  (TLSB)
ἐλάλει αὐτοῖς τὸν λόγον καθὼς ἠδύναντο ἀκούειν, “he would speak/tried to speak publicly the message to them, just as they were able actually to hear”: Within the context of Mark’s narrative, this passage must mean the first of the two meanings suggested in the second textual note on 4:33, namely, that Jesus uses parables to accommodate himself to the level of understanding of his hearers. How, then, is this congruent with 4:11–12? Two things can be observed. First, a “contradictory” picture of Jesus’ motives would not be out of character for the Gospel of Mark. Jesus is depicted as a mysterious figure throughout, a man who engages in strange behavior and says odd things. Indeed, this characteristic of Jesus is key to the meaning and message of the Gospel. This “contradiction” may well be another example of this strangeness. (CC)
Second and more important, the “contradictory” picture of Jesus and his attitude is congruent with the “contradictory” picture of Yahweh in the prophets, and this picture tells us much about the nature of Jesus/God. Throughout his writing, Isaiah, as does Jesus here, engages in a contradiction of statements of harsh judgment, by including statements of invitation and hope, in ways that are quite unexpected. For example, despite Isaiah being told to make the heart of his people dull and their eyes blind, lest they see and hear (Is 6:10) until the land is desolate (Is 6:11), and despite the description of the siege of Ariel/Jerusalem, in which God says, “I will encamp” (וְחָנִ֥יתִי) against her, and “I will besiege” (וְצַרְתִּ֤י) her (Is 29:3) and that “you [feminine singular, Jerusalem] will be low/humbled” (וְשָׁפַלְתְּ֙) (Is 29:4), and despite Isaiah being told to write a testimony against the people forever (Is 30:8) and that the people’s iniquities will be like a breach in a wall that breaks suddenly (Is 30:13), and despite God telling the people that because they have sought their own ways, enemies will overwhelm them (Is 30:15–17), and despite God asserting that he does not call back his words (Is 31:2)—yet, Isaiah can exhort his hearers to “turn” (שׁ֗וּבוּ) to Yahweh (Is 31:6), and he can plead with Yahweh on their behalf, “Be gracious to us [חָנֵּ֖נוּ]; we wait for you” (Is 33:2). Similarly in the latter portion of the book, Yahweh excoriates his people for their idolatry (Is 57:1–12), even mocking them by telling them to cry out to their idols to deliver them (Is 57:13a)—yet, he also declares almost immediately that the one who takes refuge in him shall possess the land and shall inherit his holy mountain (Is 57:13b). (CC)
Jeremiah, too, exhibits this characteristic. In Jer 14:10 Yahweh declares that the people have loved to wander and that therefore he will remember their iniquity and punish their sin. Indeed, he tells Jeremiah not to pray for the welfare of the people (Jer 14:11). Jeremiah 15 details that Yahweh will not relent, and Jeremiah 21 that Jerusalem will fall, with Yahweh himself warring against her (Jer 21:5) and setting his face against her (Jer 21:10). Yet, in Jeremiah 26, the prophet declares that if the people repent, Yahweh will relent (Jer 26:13). In addition certain elders then recall that Micah prophesied in the days of Hezekiah and declared that the Lord of hosts had said, “Zion shall be plowed as a field, and Jerusalem shall be in ruins” (Jer 26:17–18), but that Hezekiah asked for the favor of the Lord and that the Lord did, in fact, relent (Jer 26:19). (CC)
The significance of this pericope (building upon the prophets), then, is this: judgment is never the last word, and judging is never the Lord’s “proper work,” so to speak. On the contrary, grace always lurks in the background, as it were, and being gracious and saving is always what the Lord “really” wants to do.12 And that dynamic is sure. God’s people can always, as did Hezekiah, appeal to it and rely on it—even in the face of clear and apparently unrelenting words of judgment. We should, therefore, not be surprised that in the face of a stated purpose of darkening his people’s understanding (Mk 4:11–12), Jesus/God takes care to entice these same people with teachings that they are, in fact, able on some level to comprehend. (CC)
This does not mean that Jesus taught exclusively by parables but that parables constantly were being used. This was His customary action. (Buls)
There is much comfort for us in verses 33-34. Jesus fits the preaching of the Gospel to our ability to hear it. And He is very patient in explaining what His Word means. (Buls)

Lenski limits the sower in verse 26 to Christ. This causes difficulties. He also identifies "mustard seed," in verse 36 with Christ. (Buls)
With reference to this text Kretzmann quotes a worthwhile passage from Luther concerning the fact that Mark 4:33 does not contradict Matthew 13:13-14. (Buls)
From verses 33-34 the faithful preacher can learn much as to attitude and teaching methods. (Buls)
Pertinent Parallel Passages:

· A. Is. 55:10-11 -- The Gospel is never preached in vain. God promises that it will accomplish its purpose.

· B. 1 Corinthians 3:6-7 -- We plant and water but only God can make the Word grow.

· C. Ezekiel 17:22-24 -- Perhaps Jesus had this passage in mind when He spoke Mark 4:32.

· D. Luke 8:11 -- The Gospel causes spiritual life both in justification and sanctification.

· E. James 1:18 -- The Gospel caused our conversion.

· F. 1 Peter 1:23 and 25 -- God's ever-living Word caused our conversion.

· G. James 5:7 -- Like the farmer, wait patiently for the crop.
4:30–34 Jesus’ parables reassure believers that over time the kingdom of God will grow incredibly large, far beyond its unassuming beginnings. Precisely because the Kingdom grows so slowly and its Lord is so patient, believers tend to become discouraged and its enemies are emboldened. But in the end, the Kingdom alone will stand, and everything else will be overthrown. Thank God, He shelters His people of every nation in its eternal shade. • Lord, let us see both in fact and by faith that Your kingdom will someday be all in all. Keep us ever sheltered safely within its branches. Amen. (TLSB)
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