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A. It is not widely remembered, but during World War II Great Britain was running out of space to detain German prisoners of war. So, from 1942 through 1945, over 400,000 prisoners were shipped to the United States. They were housed in camps in rural areas across the land. About 500 facilities were built. They were mainly in the South and Southwest, but some ranged up into the Great Plains and the Midwest. 

In a surprising twist, life in the camps was a great improvement for many of the German prisoners who had grown up in poverty living in small apartments with only cold running water. One German prisoner named Hans Waecker was sent to Fort Robinson, Nebraska. After the war he returned to the United States and became a physician in Georgetown, Maine. Commenting on his experience as a POW he later said: “Our treatment was excellent. Many… complained about being POWs—no girlfriends, no contact with family. But the food was excellent and clothing adequate.” Such diversions as sports, theater, chess games, and books made life behind barbed wire a sort of “golden cage,” one prisoner remarked.

These soldiers had been kept in poverty and then driven by fear of a demonic madman into a war they did not want. And when they were conquered by a superior force, their lives actually improved! They were “conquered for good.”

B. That’s an apt illustration of the kingdom of God. Our Lord Jesus came preaching about the kingdom. It’s vital that we understand God’s kingdom as God’s “kingship.” The focus is not on some place, but on God’s position. God’s kingdom is found wherever God reigns. All people enter the world under the domination, not of a demonic madman, but of the devil himself, and driven to a hopeless war against God and his way of righteousness. It’s a miserable existence, doomed from the start, with the ominous prospect of an unspeakable horror: death, judgment, and hell. 

But Jesus came to rescue his people from this living nightmare by conquering their wayward hearts and bringing them under God’s kind and merciful rule, God’s glorious kingship. So God’s kingdom is not a realm, but his reign, a new relationship; not some state, but his sovereign rule; not a geographical country, but an enduring commitment; not a land, but a loyalty; not a place, but an abiding promise and pledge. Or as Paul writes in Colossians 1:13-14: “He has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.”

C. And Jesus came preaching God’s kingdom in parables. “33 With many such parables he spoke the word to them, as they were able to hear it. 34 He did not speak to them without a parable, but privately to his own disciples he explained everything.” The reason he spoke in parables was threefold. 


1. A parable is an analogy by which the discerning can understand unseen realities through everyday comparisons: earthly stories with heavenly meanings.

2. The parables were a way to say something without explicitly saying it. If from the beginning Jesus had simply stated that he was the Son of God and promised Messiah, his enemies would have arrested him and put him to death. That time would come. But Jesus came to preach. So, for a time, parables gave him plausible deniability. 


3. And thirdly, some religious leaders had already declared their judgment about Jesus and never would believe in him. So, by telling them the truth veiled in parables, he gave them fair warning. So on the Day of Judgment they could not complain: “But nobody told us!”

So it’s vital that we come to understand God’s kingdom or kingship, for it was the main subject our Lord addressed, his most pressing concern. And these three parables he told give us clear light on God’s kingdom. First,
I. WE MUST RECOGNIZE THE URGENCY OF HIS KINGSHIP.


A. In this first parable, Jesus addresses the matter of parables themselves. For a time, they were meant to conceal or to veil the truth. But a day would come when the full message was to be proclaimed because of its pressing urgency. “21 And he said to them, “Is a lamp brought in to be put under a basket, or under a bed, and not on a stand? 22 For nothing is hidden except to be made manifest; nor is anything secret except to come to light. 23 If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear.”

R.C. Sproul is right to point out a minor mistranslation in most English versions of verse 21. Jesus did not say “Is a lamp brought in….” He said, “Is the lamp brought in….” He was not speaking in generalities but referring to one particular Lamp. And that Lamp was himself, of course, Jesus, the Light of the World. Yes, his full identity had to be concealed for a short time, but when he did reveal himself publically, then he must be proclaimed as the very heart of saving truth.

B. Our Vacation Bible School lessons were all about Jesus, his birth, life, ministry, atoning death and resurrection. I pointed out to my students that the main and central difference between the biblical faith and all the false religions is Jesus himself: fully God and fully man. Jesus offered his perfect life as an atoning sacrifice to take away our sins and to reconcile us to God. Jesus is the heart of our message, his person and work are the sum total of our faith. Morality and some aspects of theology can be found elsewhere. God did leave a witness in nature for all to see. But Jesus is our message. And Jesus is the only Savior, perfectly unique: there is no other. 

C. And Jesus gives this stern warning: “24 And he said to them, “Pay attention to what you hear: with the measure you use, it will be measured to you, and still more will be added to you. 25 For to the one who has, more will be given, and from the one who has not, even what he has will be taken away.” 


The “measure” he mentions is a play on words. He is referring to the “basket” that one might foolishly place over a lamp. To the degree that we neglect, obscure, minimize, or deny Jesus, placing a basket over his true glory, we are also placing that measure or basket over our own heads. When we exalt him, we get more of him. When we downplay him, we get less of him. So we must recognize the urgency of his kingship. There is only one Savior. And…
II. WE MUST REALIZE THE MYSTERY OF HIS KINGSHIP.


A. A second, vital, aspect of the kingship of God is that it is his kingship under his authority and direction, under his sovereign will. He has chosen whom he has chosen. Out of all humanity, defiantly disobedient and condemned, he has chosen those he would save through Christ. And so God will work how and when and where he has chosen to work. 

We trust in the OMG, the “ordinary means of grace.” God has said that he would do his mighty, saving, restorative work through ordinary means, through simple things that, of themselves, should not be able to accomplish anything at all. The main purpose for God working through ordinary, weak means is that he will receive all the praise, honor, and glory for what he has done. 

B. So he has given us words, water, bread and wine. He has given us preaching the gospel, the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, and prayer. On its own, none of that is impressive. We wouldn’t expect any of that to turn sick and twisted, enslaved minds right-side-up again or to rescue a dead heart from its stubborn rebellion and entrenched hatred for God. We would have chosen fireworks, booming loudspeakers, impressive videos on gigantic screens. But God choses simple things, and then calls dead hearts to life through them. 

26 And he said, “The kingdom of God is as if a man should scatter seed on the ground. 27 He sleeps and rises night and day, and the seed sprouts and grows; he knows not how. 28 The earth produces by itself, first the blade, then the ear, then the full grain in the ear. 29 But when the grain is ripe, at once he puts in the sickle, because the harvest has come.” 


J.C. Ryle writes: “The earth, as we know, never brings forth corn of itself. It is a mother of weeds, but not of wheat. The hand of man must plough it, and scatter the seed, or else there would never be a harvest. The heart of man, in like manner, will never of itself turn to God, repent, believe, and obey. It is utterly barren of grace. It is entirely dead toward God, and unable to give itself spiritual life. The Son of man must break it up by his Holy Spirit, and give it a new nature. He must scatter over it by the hand of His labouring ministers the good seed of the word.” 

C. We sow the seed as he has directed, and cannot see the secret, behind the scenes working of the Holy Spirit. And then one day we wake up and the most obstinate unbeliever, deeply-entrenched in his slavery to sin and self suddenly professes his love for Jesus and his hatred of the folly of his sin and rebellion. And he is made ready for the great harvest, proving to be truly faithful by producing a great crop of righteousness and love! And when the believer has finished the work God has assigned to her, God brings her home to glory. Ryle notes: “No farmer thinks of cutting is wheat when it is green. He waits until the sun, and rain, and heat, and cold, have done their appointed work, and the golden ears hang down. Then, and not till then, he puts in the sickle and gathers the wheat into his barn. God deals with His work of grace exactly in the same way. He never removes His people from this world until they are ripe and ready. He never takes them away till their work is done. They never die at the wrong time, however mysterious their deaths appear sometimes to man.”  

How in the world does this happen? Who would have thought that a Saul, breathing threats and murder would be subdued by Christ and then redeployed as one of his most effective servants? Humanly speaking, that was impossible: that could never happen. And yet that’s what God does! Elsewhere Jesus said, “"With man it is impossible, but not with God. For all things are possible with God." (Mt. 10:27) 

So we must recognize the urgency of his kingship, realize the mystery of his kingship, and we must…

III. REST IN THE CERTAINTY OF HIS KINGSHIP.


A. God being God, we should always expect great things. God called the entire universe into existence by the power of his Word. That’s power beyond all imagination. And when you think that God had promised to rescue his people from the third chapter of the Bible, and then came himself in human flesh to make it so, well, we would probably expect something great, something big. And we are not disappointed. 

“30 And he said, “With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable shall we use for it? 31 It is like a grain of mustard seed, which, when sown on the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds on earth, 32 yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes larger than all the garden plants and puts out large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade.” 


B. Jesus left his twelve apostles with his great commission to make disciples of all nations. Admittedly, that’s a pretty small seed. But they knew their Lord and the power of his gospel and the hope of his resurrection and promised return, and they shouted the truth from the housetops. Soon, within a generation, there was a church in most every city in the empire, in the known world! And in spite of some blistering persecutions, the church advanced. And in less than three hundred years the pagan, iron-fisted empire of Rome had officially declared itself to be a Christian empire. And the church continued to expand at a phenomenal pace.

C. But the evil empire always strikes back. Whenever one generation of professing believers becomes lax in their faith in Christ and cools in their love and devotion to him, sure, it will have a dulling, deadening impact on those who follow. The downward spiral through successive generations tends to go something like this: “faithful to casual to formal to nominal to hostile.” 

C. In the time of the so-called “enlightenment” (1650-1850) intellectual elites convinced many that belief in God was impossible. A lot of unbelievers saw this as their chance to throw off the constraints of God’s law and to fully embrace the hedonistic life of pursuing sin and self. You don’t have to go far to witness the sickness that unbelief has spawned. Western society is still spiraling down with no end in sight.

And yet the mustard tree is growing all around the world. Areas that were formerly unreached, hidden under the smothering domination of superstition and spiritual darkness are being reached. People enslaved in the iron grip of false religion and atheistic indoctrination are hearing good news and responding. Families all around the world are buildings their nests upon the firm foundation of faith in the Son of God and the new life the Holy Spirit brings as the mighty mustard tree expands to fill the whole earth.  
CONCLUSION

And what about you? This is your invitation to lay aside sin and self and come to the Savior. Whenever you try to be your own king, well, that’s when things go wrong. Search your heart. You know this to be true. 

You need a better King, the Son of God with the power to rescue and save, the Son of man who knows us and who has already paid the penalty for sin on the cross. With his wise heart and his capable hand he will take the mess of your life and mold you into a new person, engrafting you into the mighty tree of those who have surrendered to his kingship. Do not walk away until you have given yourself to him. Let the King of kings conquer you for good. ( 
____________________________________________________________________________________________


