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Reading: Mark 4.26-32 
 
The first words of Jesus in the Gospel of Mark are as follows: “the time has come, the 
kingdom of God is near: repent and believe the good news” (Mark 1:8). And those words set 
the agenda for everything that follows. So the story of the Gospel of Mark is the story of what 
the kingdom of God is like, who is bringing it about, and what it means to enter into it. 
 
And this morning we come to one important resource that will help us think about all this: the 
parables of the kingdom. 
 
The great American writer Flannery O’Connor was once asked to summarise the meaning of 
one of her short stories in a single sentence. And she replied: “if I could put the meaning in a 
single sentence, I wouldn’t have had to write the whole story”. And the same is true, I think, 
here. The Gospel of Mark gives us many parables, and they are all very rich, and they will 
only yield up their meaning as we read them repeatedly and ponder them with our minds and 
imaginations. 
 
And that means that, in the time we have this morning, I can really only pick just one theme. 
In both of our parables this morning, Jesus likens the kingdom of God to a plant or a tree. 
 
Now, why is Jesus likening the kingdom of God to a plant or a tree? What is he trying to 
show us? 
 
Well, first of all we need to know our Bibles. For in the OT there is an important clue. 
Because you see quite often in the OT the prophets were given a vision of a plant or a tree. 
And this was a plant or tree that had its roots in the Earth, but whose branches reached all the 
way up to heaven. So in Daniel 4, for example, we read as follows: 
 

I looked, and behold, there was a tree in the midst of the earth; and its 
height was very great. It grew and became strong, and its top reached to 
heaven, and it was visible to the whole earth. Its leaves were fair and its 
fruit abundant, and in it was food for all. The beasts of the field found 
shade under it, and the birds of the air dwelt in its branches. 

 



You could also look in Ezekiel 17, Psalm 104 and in many other places for similar 
descriptions. And in each case, the point is that what the prophet saw was something that 
connected heaven and earth. These were visions of what is sometimes called the axis mundi; 
the point of connection between heaven, where God lives, and earth, where we are. 
 
Now, of course, all this is not meant to be taken literally; it’s symbolic. But when we think 
about the story of the Bible as whole the imagery begins to make sense. 
 
What do we find in the beginning of the Bible, in the book of Genesis? We were created to 
dwell in a garden here on Earth. And God Himself was with us and had His presence among 
us. 
 
Ah, but what happened next? Genesis 3. Those whom God had created to be with him 
decided they didn’t want God any more. We wanted to be masters of our own lives. And so 
we turned away from Him. That’s what the Bible calls sin. 
 
And the result is that God’s presence is withdrawn. God becomes remote from His people. 
Heaven becomes remote from Earth. And death, disease, decay, brokenness, poverty and 
injustice enter the world. Why? Because God’s presence is the condition by which we can 
flourish in the first place. God’s presence is as it were the soil that we have to be planted in if 
we’re going to blossom. And when that is lost .... oh sure we can continue to live our lives 
and pursue our dreams. But something is missing. Without Him, without God’s presence, we 
are like fish, flopping and gasping in little puddles of water, that are just about able to keep us 
alive, but are way too small for our being. 
 
And that’s the diagnosis the Bible gives of our situation here and now, today, on Earth. 
 
But the prophets foresee a day in which God will make all this right. They tell us that one day 
heaven and earth will be reconnected. Human beings, and all creation, will once again be in 
the presence of the God who made us. When that day comes, we will finally be able to 
flourish the way we were supposed to. 
 
So what happened? 
 
Many centuries later, an interesting encounter took place involving a tree. Jesus says to 
Nathaniel: “I saw you while you were sitting under a tree”. And that seems to strike a chord 
with Nathaniel. But then Jesus says to him: “do you believe because I told you that I saw you 
sitting under this tree? I tell you the truth, you will see greater things than this. You will see 
heaven opened, and the angels of God descending and ascending on the Son of Man” (John 
1:51). Do you see what Jesus is claiming here? He’s claiming to be the one through whom 
heaven and earth will finally be reconnected. He is claiming to be the one who brings God’s 
presence back down to Earth. 
 
How? In 1 Peter 2:24, it says: “Jesus himself bore our sins in his body on the tree [...] by his 
wounds you have been healed”. Do you see the imagery? The tree the prophets predicted, the 
tree that reconnects heaven and earth, the tree that enables the presence of God to be with us 
... is the tree of the cross. That’s why Pope Benedict XVI, the previous Pope, has said “the 
cross of Christ is the true tree of life; he was lifted up, that God Himself might come down”. 



So when Jesus tells us that the kingdom of God is like a great plant or tree, what does he 
mean? He’s teaching us that, through Him, the death, disease, decay, brokenness, poverty and 
injustice of this world can be healed, and heaven and earth will once again be connected. 
 
There’s a beautiful representation of that in the west window at St Mary’s, Iffley, up the road, 
which I’ve put on the front of your service sheets. There, we can see the cross as the tree of 
life, whose roots flow down to the river, and ultimately to the baptismal font that is situated 
underneath, the site of initiation into the Christian faith. 
 

 
 
Now, as I finish, can I offer this challenge to us all? And I’ll put it quite baldly. 
 
In light of this parable, do we understand what it means to be a Christian? Do we understand 
the full length and breadth and height of it all? 
 
The promise of God is not just that we will be saved as individuals and go up to heaven when 
we die. Oh no. The promise of God is that creation itself will be healed. That’s why, in the 
book of Revelation, chapter 21, we read that at the end of time “the new Jerusalem will come 
down to Earth”, and “the dwelling of God will be with His people”. God’s plan is bigger even 
than we might expect: He will heal not just ourselves, but the whole of creation, so that it will 
be again exactly as it was meant to be. 
 
So let us go out into the world now, bringing healing and love to all of creation in anticipation 
of that great day, and most of all inviting our friends and families to encounter Jesus Christ, 
the one through whom heaven and earth are reconnected, when He Himself was lifted up on 
the tree. May all the praise and honour go to His name. Amen. 
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