
 

“The Triumph of God’s Kingdom” 
(Matthew 13:31-33) 

 
 
 

Introduction:  Last week, we saw in the parable of the wheat and the tares that in this world there are both 
the citizens of God’s kingdom and the citizens of the devil’s.  The devil has planted his people here, and 
Jesus has and is planting His people.  The devil planted all of his when he tempted Adam and Eve, causing 
them to fall, as well as all of their children in them, excepting only the Lord Jesus Christ.  But since that 
time, Christ has also been planting His children in the world by redeeming some of those fallen children of 
Adam by His grace.  And He will continue to do this work until He has gathered all those whom the Father 
has given Him and sent Him to save.   
  But we also saw that even though there are many tares sown among the wheat -- many more tares 
than there will ever be wheat -- yet the field is still a wheat field and the owner of the field is still the Lord.  
This means that no matter how many of God’s enemies there are in this world at one time, it still belongs to 
Him.  And even though this is what the field is going to be like until the Lord returns for harvest, it will 
always belong to Him.   
  But here, we might begin to question, if this is the way the kingdom is going to be until Jesus 
returns, then what kind of impact will it have in the world?  Will it only make a difference in the lives of 
the few who are wheat, or will it make a difference in everyone’s life?  Will it change this world, or not?  
The parables of the mustard seed and the leaven answer these questions.  What they tell us is that  
 
  The kingdom of heaven will begin small but become large, and its influence will at first be 
relatively weak, but become strong.   
 
I.  First, let’s look at what these parables tell us before we look at what the rest of the Scripture says.   

A.  The first picture Jesus gives us is that of a mustard seed.   
1.  A mustard seed is small, He says, smaller than the seeds of all the other garden plants.  But when 

it is full grown, it becomes larger than all the other plants.  The point here is simply that this 
kingdom begins very small, smaller than the beginnings of any other kingdom, but grows until it 
becomes very large, larger than any of the other kingdoms.   

2.  But there is something else.  This plant also becomes a tree, “so that the birds of the air come and 
nest in its branches” (v. 32).  To understand what this means, we will need to look at a couple of 
passages in the Old Testament.   
a.  There are actually several places where this picture is used.  And in each case, it has the same 

basic meaning.   
b.  The Lord used it to speak about the nation of Assyria.  In Ezekiel 31:1-6, Ezekiel writes, 

“And it came about in the eleventh year, in the third month, on the first of the month, that the 
word of the LORD came to me saying,  ‘Son of man, say to Pharaoh king of Egypt, and to 
his multitude, “Whom are you like in your greatness?  Behold, Assyria was a cedar in 
Lebanon with beautiful branches and forest shade, and very high; and its top was among the 
clouds.  The waters made it grow, the deep made it high.  With its rivers it continually 
extended all around its planting place, and it sent out its channels to all the trees of the field.  
Therefore its height was loftier than all the trees of the field and its boughs became many and 
its branches long because of many waters as it spread them out.  All the birds of the heavens 
nested in its boughs, and under its branches all the beasts of the field gave birth, and all great 
nations lived under its shade.”’”  Here Assyria is pictured as a great cedar with beautiful and 
luxurious branches and its top reaching into the clouds.  It is higher than all the other trees of 
the field, meaning that this nation is greater than all the other nations.  Its foliage is so thick 
and strong that all the animals of the field find shelter under it, which means that the other 
nations and peoples run to it for protection:  “All great nations lived under its shade.”   

c.  The same thing is said about Nebuchadnezzar in Daniel 4.  There, the king has a dream about 
a great tree which none of his wise men is able to explain, and so he sends for Daniel.  Daniel 
had already explained to him his dream about the giant statue, so he can surely explain this 
one as well.  And when Daniel comes, Nebuchadnezzar says, “Now these were the visions in 
my mind as I lay on my bed:  I was looking, and behold, there was a tree in the midst of the 
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earth, and its height was great.  The tree grew large and became strong, and its height 
reached to the sky, and it was visible to the end of the whole earth.  Its foliage was beautiful 
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 sky dwelt in its branches, and all living creatures fed themselves from it” 
(vv. 10-12).  What did this mean?  Daniel explained it, “The tree that you saw, which became 
large and grew strong, whose height reached to the sky and was visible to all the earth, and 
whose foliage was beautiful and its fruit abundant, and in which was food for all, under 
which the beasts of the field dwelt and in whose branches the birds of the sky lodged -- it is 
you, O king; for you have become great and grown strong, and your majesty has become 
great and reached to the sky and your dominion to the end of the earth” (vv. 20-22).  His was 
a great kingdom that enveloped all the other nations.  He gave them what they needed:  
protection; and in return they gave to him what he required:  obedience.   

d.  What does Jesus mean when He says that the kingdom of heaven is like the mustard seed that 
becomes larger than the other plants, a tree in which the birds of the heaven nest?  He means 
that it grows and becomes so powerful that the peoples of the earth all run to it for their 
protection and provision.   

 
B.  Let’s think about the second picture:  that of the leaven.   

1.  Jesus says that the kingdom of heaven is also like leaven, or yeast, which is put in three pecks of 
meal, or wheat flour, until it is all leavened.   

2.  The idea here is that the kingdom’s influence begins small, like that of the yeast, but with time 
eventually permeates and affects the whole world, in the same way that yeast works in bread 
dough until all of it is leavened.   
a.  It has been pointed out that leaven is often used in a negative way in the Bible.   

(i)  Paul writes to the Corinthians, “Your boasting is not good.  Do you not know that a little 
leaven leavens the whole lump of dough?  Clean out the old leaven, that you may be a 
new lump, just as you are in fact unleavened.  For Christ our Passover also has been 
sacrificed” (1 Cor. 5:6-7).  There was only a little leaven in the sense that the sin of the 
man committing incest with his father’s wife had not become widespread.  But sin, if 
tolerated, is like leaven:  it eventually infects the whole congregation.  And so it needed 
to be dealt with righteously.   

(ii)  Paul uses this same analogy when he tells the Galatian church not to trust in 
circumcision to save them.  It may have seemed like a small matter, but it would have a 
damning impact on them.  Again he warns, “A little leaven leavens the whole lump of 
dough” (v. 9).   

 
b.  But in our passage, the Lord doesn’t use leaven in a negative sense, but in a positive one.  It 

still has its permeating effect, but it is a good effect:  the influence of His kingdom begins 
small, but eventually works its way through the whole world.   

 
II.  In these two parables, Jesus is repeating the same thing which He said. especially in the Old 

Testament, but also in the New:  His kingdom will become very large and very powerful.   
A.  First, the kingdom of heaven will grow very large.   

1.  When our Lord Jesus tells us about the mustard seed becoming a great tree, He is actually 
quoting a passage from Ezekiel 17.   
a.  There, Ezekiel writes, “Thus says the Lord GOD, ‘I shall also take a sprig from the lofty top 

of the cedar and set it out; I shall pluck from the topmost of its young twigs a tender one, and 
I shall plant it on a high and lofty mountain.  On the high mountain of Israel I shall plant it, 
that it may bring forth boughs and bear fruit, and become a stately cedar.  And birds of every 
kind will nest under it; they will nest in the shade of its branches.   And all the trees of the 
field will know that I am the LORD; I bring down the high tree, exalt the low tree, dry up the 
green tree, and make the dry tree flourish.  I am the LORD; I have spoken, and I will perform 
it’” (vv. 22-24).   

b.  Here, the Lord is speaking about His plan to raise up a branch from the house of David after 
the captivity and to plant it again in the land of Israel for it to take root and grow.  That 
particular branch of David’s line was Zerubbabel.  But it is clear from what is said that this 



3 

 

prophecy is really speaking about an even greater Son of David, the Lord Jesus Christ.  He is 
the young twig, the tender shoot that grew from the stump of David.  Isaiah writes regarding 
Him, “For He grew up before Him like a tender shoot, and like a root out of parched ground” 
(53:2).  Jesus is the true Son of David, the One whom the Lord promised to raise up and to 
seat on David’s throne forever.  He is the King, the One who established the kingdom of 
heaven in Israel.  And though it began very small, with only a handful of disciples, it is 
growing very large, so large that all the peoples of the earth are finding refuge in it.   

 
2.  But how large will it get?  We are told in Scripture that it will eventually fill the whole earth.   

a.  We are told by Daniel that this kingdom will one day become universal.  He writes, “I kept 
looking in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven One like a Son of Man 
was coming, and He came up to the Ancient of Days and was presented before Him.  And to 
Him was given dominion, glory and a kingdom, that all the peoples, nations, and men of 
every language might serve Him.  His dominion is an everlasting dominion which will not 
pass away; and His kingdom is one which will not be destroyed” (7:13-14).  When Jesus 
ascended into heaven, He did so on a cloud.  Daniel said that when this was to happen, He 
would receive a kingdom that would encompass the whole world and which would last 
forever.   

b.  Psalm 2 tells us the same thing.  It tells us that when Christ was raised, the Father would give 
Him the nations as His inheritance.  The psalmist writes, “I will surely tell of the decree of 
the LORD:  He said to Me, ‘Thou art My Son, today I have begotten Thee.  Ask of Me, and I 
will surely give the nations as Thine inheritance, and the very ends of the earth as Thy 
possession.  Thou shalt break them with a rod of iron, Thou shalt shatter them like 
earthenware.’” (vv. 7-9).  What follows is very interesting.  Since the nations are given to 
Him, what should they do?  The Lord warns them, “Now therefore, O kings, show 
discernment; take warning, O judges of the earth.  Worship the LORD with reverence, and 
rejoice with trembling.  Do homage to the Son, lest He become angry, and you perish in the 
way, for His wrath may soon be kindled.  How blessed are all who take refuge in Him!” (vv. 
10-12).   

c.  When Daniel is explaining Nebuchadnezzar’s vision about the great statute and the stone 
which destroys it and then fills the whole earth, he says, “And in the days of those kings the 
God of heaven will set up a kingdom which will never be destroyed, and that kingdom will 
not be left for another people; it will crush and put an end to all these kingdoms, but it will 
itself endure forever” (Dan. 2:44).   

d.  This kingdom which will eventually dominate all the other kingdoms of the earth, and yet it 
will endure forever.  This is why they must all eventually submit to Him.  It appears as 
though this is what Jesus has in His mind as He says to His disciples before sending them 
out, “All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth.  Go therefore and make 
disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the 
Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you 
always, even to the end of the age” (Matt. 28:18-20).  All authority has then been given to 
Him.  He was now the master of the world, the ruler of the nations.  Now His disciples were 
to go out and proclaim His Lordship and make the nations His disciples through the Gospel.   

 
B.  But how effective would their work be?  Would this job Jesus entrusted to them ever be 

accomplished?  Will the nations be discipled, or only slightly affected by the Gospel?  Jesus answers 
this question in the second parable where He tells us that the influence of the kingdom will 
eventually permeate everything.   
1.  Isaiah writes, in Isaiah 2:2-4, “Now it will come about that in the last days, the mountain of the 

house of the LORD will be established as the chief of the mountains, and will be raised above 
the hills; and all the nations will stream to it.  And many peoples will come and say, ‘Come, let 
us go up to the mountain of the LORD, to the house of the God of Jacob; that He may teach us 
concerning His ways, and that we may walk in His paths.’  For the law will go forth from Zion, 
and the word of the LORD from Jerusalem.  And He will judge between the nations, and will 
render decisions for many peoples; and they will hammer their swords into plowshares, and their 
spears into pruning hooks.  Nation will not lift up sword against nation, and never again will 
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they learn war” (Cf. Micah 4:1-3).   
2.  David writes in Psalm 22, “All the ends of the earth will remember and turn to the Lord, and all 

the families of the nations will worship before Thee.  For the kingdom is the Lord’s, and He 
rules over the nations.  All the prosperous of the earth will eat and worship, all those who go 
down to the dust will bow before Him, even he who cannot keep his soul alive” (vv. 27-29).  
And he writes in Psalm 86:9, “All nations whom Thou hast made shall come and worship before 
Thee, O Lord; and they shall glorify Thy name.”   

3.  Paul tells us that one day every knee shall bow to Him.  After he tells us about the humiliation of 
our Lord, he writes, “Therefore also God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the name 
which is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of those who are in 
heaven, and on earth, and under the earth, and that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ 
is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (vv. 9-11).   
a.  When Christ finished His work of redemption, He then took His seat at the right hand of God, 

where He waits for all of His enemies to be defeated by God.  The author to the Hebrews 
writes, “But He, having offered one sacrifice for sins for all time, sat down at the right hand 
of God, waiting from that time onward until His enemies be made a footstool for His feet” 
(Heb. 10:12-13).   

b.  David writes in Psalm 110:1-2, “The Lord says to my Lord:  ‘Sit at My right hand, until I 
make Thine enemies a footstool for Thy feet.’  The Lord will stretch forth Thy strong scepter 
from Zion, saying, ‘Rule in the midst of Thine enemies.’”   

c.  And Paul tells us the same thing in 1 Corinthians 15:25, “For He must reign until He has put 
all His enemies under His feet.”   

 
4.  But when will this happen?  When will all of His enemies be defeated?  I think you may be 

surprised to learn that the Bible tells us it will happen before He comes again.   
a.  Paul tells us, “The last enemy that will be abolished is death” (1 Cor. 15:26), and it is clear 

that this enemy will not be abolished until Jesus comes to raise the dead.  He writes, “But 
when this perishable will have put on the imperishable, and this mortal will have put on 
immortality, then will come about the saying that is written, ‘Death is swallowed up in 
victory’” (v. 54).   

b.  Now if death is the last enemy, and it won’t be defeated until the Second Coming, this means 
that all of His other enemies must be defeated before His Second Coming.  All of them will 
bow the knee before He comes again.  The influence of the kingdom begins small, but it 
becomes great.   

c.  Why did our Lord Jesus teach His disciples to pray, “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed 
by Your name.  Your kingdom come, Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven” (Matt. 
6:9-10), if He had no intention of fulfilling it?  This is God’s will, and His will shall be done.  
Paul says that every knee shall bow to Him, in heaven, on earth, and under the earth.  In the 
same way that God’s grace usually exerts a small influence in a Christian’s life, but 
eventually permeates his whole life, so God’s kingdom begins small, but will eventually 
affect the whole world.  This will happen, and from the texts we have seen, it appears that it 
will happen before Jesus comes again.   

d.  Now this should be a great encouragement to us, because it means that the work that we do 
for Him today, and everyday, by His grace, is important.  God will build His kingdom 
through the work of His people.  He will do it through our witness, through our testimony, 
through our evangelism, and through our acts of love and charity.  It doesn’t happen 
automatically.  If we all sit still and do nothing, nothing will happen.  But if by His strength 
we strive to move forward, these passages tell us that God will use our efforts to build His 
kingdom and cause it to move forward.   

e.  I would lastly use this passage to encourage those of you who may be here this morning who 
are not a part of this kingdom, that you must repent of your sins and turn to Christ in faith to 
become a part of it.  God’s redemptive kingdom is moving forward.  It will advance until it 
covers the whole earth.  Isaiah writes, “For the earth will be full of the knowledge of the 
LORD as the waters cover the sea” (Is. 11:9).  If you would be a citizen of this kingdom, if 
you would receive the most precious gift that God has ever given, the gift of eternal life that 
God offers to you through His Son, then you must turn from all of your sins and bow your 
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knee to Christ.  And you must do it while you are alive.  Once you are dead it is too late.  
One day, the Bible says, all men will bend the knee to Him.  May the Lord grant to you that 
you may do so now willingly, in humble and loving submission to Him, rather than in shame 
and everlasting humiliation on the day of His judgment.   

f.  May the Lord give all of us ears to hear what the Spirit says to the church this morning.  
Amen.   
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