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The parables in Matthew 13 tell of “the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven” (13:11). Understanding 
what this means is important to understanding how these parables functioned in their historical context.  
 
A mystery in the Bible is God’s divine purpose that was hidden in the past but is now revealed. The 
kingdom of heaven is not a place or a realm but a rule or a reign. It is specifically God’s saving or 
redeeming reign. When we become members of the kingdom of God we do not go to a new location; we 
become subjects under a new Ruler. Christ becomes our King. In short, through these parables Jesus 
taught new truths about God’s rule that were not known before. 
 
The OT spoke much about the final form of the rule of God that would accompany the Messiah. 1   
 
According to the OT: 
 

The coming of God’s kingdom would mean a mighty manifestation of divine power by which the 
godless nations of the earth would be broken to pieces and brought to an end (Dan. 2:44)2. 
These nations would be crushed by God’s kingdom, which would then fill the whole earth (Dan. 
2:35). This was the kingdom the Jews expected: a display of divine sovereignty that would 
overthrow Rome, sweep the godless Gentiles away, purge the earth of unrighteousness and evil, 
and exalt God’s people, Israel, in their own land over all the nations of the earth. This was the 
expectation aroused in the hearts of the people by the announcement of John the Baptist and 
then by Jesus, “The Kingdom of God has come near” (Ladd, 225). 

 
“The new truth, now given to men by revelation in the person and mission of Jesus, is that the kingdom 
which is to come finally in apocalyptic power, as foreseen in Daniel, has in fact entered into the world in 
advance in a hidden form to work secretly within and among men” (Ladd, The Presence of the Future, 
225). The “mystery of the kingdom is the coming of the kingdom into history in advance of its 
apocalyptic manifestation. It is, in short, ‘fulfilment without consummation’” (Ladd, 222).  
 
In other words, through the parables Jesus taught things about the kingdom of heaven that were not 
revealed in the OT. Specifically, He taught that before the kingdom appears in its final glory it would 
appear in a secret, hidden way, gradually transforming people and society. Although Jesus spoke of a 
future kingdom, the kingdom was already manifesting its signs through Jesus. “The reign of God was 
already breaking in; its full force would be felt in the near future. The bud was visible; the full bloom 
would shortly be seen. The kingdom was so near that its benefits were even then being partially 
enjoyed. Long before the sun appears above the horizon, its light dawns on the earth. So, the signs of 
the presence of God’s rule were present” (Ladd, 10).  
 
The Parable of the Mustard Tree   (Matthew 13:31-32; Mark 4:30-32) 

 
13:31 He presented another parable to them, saying, “The kingdom of heaven is like a 
mustard seed, which a man took and sowed in his field;  
13:32 and this is smaller than all other seeds, but when it is full grown, it is larger than the 
garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and nest in its branches.” 

 
In Jesus’ day, the mustard seed was proverbial for its small size. Some contend that Jesus spoke in error 
for there are some seeds smaller than the mustard seed. But Jesus was not trying to give a science 
lesson; He was speaking in terms that the people in His day understood. It was commonly believed that 
the mustard seed was the smallest seed so Jesus uses its small size to illustrate growth - for the plant 
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that comes from this tiny seed grows into a huge bush nearly ten feet tall and is strong enough to 
support the weight of birds that rest in its branches. The point of the parable is simple. Under Jesus’ 
ministry the kingdom may appear small and insignificant but it will develop into something of great size 
and glory (cf. Ezek. 17:22-24; 31:3-14; Dan. 4:7-23 for comparable analogies). This was a not expected. 
As Ladd says: 
 

The Jews expected the kingdom to be like a great tree under which the nations would find 
shelter3. They could not understand how one could talk about the kingdom apart from such an 
all-encompassing manifestation of God’s rule. How could the coming glorious kingdom have 
anything to do with the poor little band of Jesus’ disciples? Rejected by the religious leaders, 
welcomed by tax collectors and sinners, Jesus looked more like a deluded dreamer than the 
bearer of the kingdom of God. Jesus’ answer is, first the tiny seed, later the large tree. The 
smallness and relative insignificance of what is happening in His ministry does not exclude the 
secret presence of the very kingdom of God (Ladd, 235). 

 
The mystery that we have come to understand is that the kingdom of God would not appear in its fully 
developed form but would start small and grow to great size.  Thus, the small beginnings are not to be 
despised.  
 
The Parable of the Leavened Loaf    (Matthew 13:33-35; Mark 4:33-34) 
 

13:33 He told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took 
and mixed with three measures of flour until all the dough had risen.” (NET) 
 

Some understand the leaven (the yeast) to represent evil, but this isn’t necessary. Leaven was not 
always evil in the Bible (Lev. 7:13; 23:15-18), and seeing it as such doesn’t take the parable naturally. 
The illustration was typical of the time. Bread was made at home by adding starter dough (fermented 
dough kept from a previous batch of bread) to a new batch of flour so that the yeast would permeate it. 
This was typically a woman’s responsibility.  
 
The general thrust of the parable is the same as the mustard seed. The central truth lies in the contrast 
between the absurdly small bit of leaven and a great mass of meal (Ladd, 237; a “measure” is volume 
not weight; it is about two dry gallons). The kingdom has entered into the world in a form that is hardly 
perceptible (Ladd, 236), but just a small amount of leaven changes a large quantity of flour so the 
kingdom of God will one day rule over all the earth. 
 
If there is a distinction between this and the parable of the mustard plant, it is that “the mustard tree 
suggests extensive growth and the yeast intensive transformation. The yeast doesn’t grow; it 
permeates. . .” (Carson, 319).  

 
Ladd sums this up well in light of the historical context: 
 

The mighty, irresistible character of the eschatological kingdom was understood by all Jews. The 
coming of the kingdom would mean a complete change in the order of things. The present evil 
order of the world and of society would be utterly displaced by the kingdom of God. The 
problem was that Jesus’ ministry initiated no such transformation. He preached the presence of 
the kingdom of God, but the world went on as before. How then could this be the kingdom? 
Jesus’ reply is that when a bit of leaven is put in a mass of meal, nothing seems to happen. In 
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fact, the leaven seems quite engulfed by the meal. Eventually something does happen, and the 
result is the complete transformation of the dough (237). 
 
The emphasis of the parable lies in the contrast between the final, complete victory of the 
kingdom when the new order comes, and the present, hidden form of the kingdom as it has now 
come into the world. One would never guess Jesus and his small band of disciples had anything 
to do with a future glorious kingdom of God. However, that which is now present in the world is 
indeed the kingdom itself. This is the mystery, the new truth about the kingdom (Ladd, 238) 

 
13:34 All these things Jesus spoke to the crowds in parables, and He did not speak to them 
without a parable.  
13:35 This was to fulfill what was spoken through the prophet: 

“I will open My mouth in parables; 
I will utter things hidden since the foundation of the world.” 

At this point Matthew inserts his characteristic appeal to prophecy. Not only does the life and ministry 
of Jesus fulfill prophecy, so does His manner of teaching in parables. The prophecy fulfilled is found in 
Psalm 78:2.  
 
Uttering things hidden since the foundation of the world means they were the revealed words of God. 
And when it says that Jesus did not speak to them without a parable, it doesn’t mean that He never 
taught in any other way than by using parables, but that He often taught about the kingdom in parables. 

 
THE INTERPRETATION OF THE PARABLE OF THE WHEAT AND THE TARES (VERSES 36-43) WAS 

DISCUSSED IN THE PREVIOUS SECTION (see notes) 
 

The Parable of the Hidden Treasure 
 
13:44 “The kingdom of heaven is like a treasure hidden in the field, which a man found and 
hid again; and from joy over it he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field. 

 
In Jesus’ day there were no safety deposit boxes or banks, so valuables were buried in boxes to protect 
them from thieves. When these things were needed the boxes would be secretly uncovered and buried 
again. This was often done in times of war to prevent being plundered by enemy forces. But this did not 
protect the person from being killed or taken away into captivity. In this case the person who hid the 
treasure apparently died and the box remained hidden until someone uncovered it by accident.  
 
As we have said, the kingdom of heaven is not primarily a place, but a rule - specifically God’s saving or 
redeeming reign. Thus, Jesus is comparing God’s saving rule to a man who finds a treasure in a field. 
When the value of this treasure (salvation) is fully understood, the man sells all that he owns in order to 
buy the field, making everything that is in the field his legal possession, as well. The purchase was well 
worth the price, for the treasure’s value exceeded everything that the man had.  

 
The point of the parable is to illustrate that the kingdom of heaven is of such superlative worth that to 
trade everything to get it would be a joyful and wise sacrifice.  Entrance into the kingdom of heaven 
requires great personal sacrifice, but possessing it far exceeds the value of anything that has been given 
up. 
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The Parable of the Pearl of Great Price 
 
13:45 “Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant seeking fine pearls,  
13:46 and upon finding one pearl of great value, he went and sold all that he had and bought 
it. 

 
This parable is similar to the one that just preceded it. In ancient times, pearls were rare and highly 
valued. Jewish literature speaks of some pearls as being priceless. The Egyptians and Romans valued 
them so highly that they worshipped them. In Matthew 7:6 when Jesus said don’t cast your pearls 
before the swine, He was speaking of the priceless value of the gospel which unbelievers treat as 
worthless. It’s interesting to note that in John’s vision of the new Jerusalem he saw the city had twelve 
pearl gates, each one made of a single pearl (Rev. 21:21).  
 
In this parable the man pays the full price of the pearl, but the beauty of this one pearl so surpasses 
anything that he had ever seen he considers it a fair exchange for all that he has.  
 
Once again, Ladd’s summation of the parables of the treasure and the pearl in the historical context is 
helpful. He says,  

 
The one thought in both parables is that the kingdom of God is of inestimable value and is to be 
sought above all other possessions. If it costs a man everything he has, that is a small price in 
return for gaining the kingdom. Thus stated, however, it is a truism. If there is no ‘mystery’ of 
the kingdom, Jesus here said no more than devout Jews believed already. They longed for the 
kingdom of God. What gives these parables their point is the fact that the kingdom had come 
among men in an unexpected way, in a form which might easily be overlooked and despised. To 
accept the “yoke of the kingdom” and join the circle of the Pharisees in their utter devotion to 
the law gave one great prestige in the eyes of the Jews. The offer to lead an insurrection against 
Rome to establish the kingdom could arouse an enthusiastic response. But to follow Jesus 
meant association with tax collectors and sinners. How could such an association have anything 
to do with the kingdom of God? 
 
These parables gain their central point from the fact that, contrary to every superficial 
evaluation, discipleship of Jesus means participation in the kingdom of God. Present in the 
person and work of Jesus without outward display or visible glory was the kingdom of God itself. 
It is therefore a treasure worth more than all other possessions, a pearl exceeding all else in 
value. Man should seek to gain possession of it at any cost (Ladd, 238, 239). 

 
The Parable of the Dragnet 

 
13:47 “Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a dragnet cast into the sea, and gathering fish of 
every kind;  
13:48 and when it was filled, they drew it up on the beach; and they sat down and gathered 
the good fish into containers, but the bad they threw away.  
13:49 So it will be at the end of the age; the angels will come forth and take out the wicked 
from among the righteous,  
13:50 and will throw them into the furnace of fire; in that place there will be weeping and 
gnashing of teeth. 
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This parable is similar to the Parable of the Wheat and the Tares.  
 
A dragnet was a net drawn along between two boats. When the net was full it was pulled ashore by 
ropes (Carson, 330). The Parable of the Wheat and the Tares emphasizes the co-existence of citizens of 
the kingdom with the unbelieving. The parable of the dragnet assumes the co-existence of the two, but 
describes the final sweep of the net when the two are separated and the unbelieving are judged.  
 
The kingdom of God has been inaugurated with the coming of Christ, but it is only experienced now in 
part. We have many blessings in Christ now (forgiveness, imputed righteousness, acceptance with the 
Father, no condemnation, the fellowship of Jesus by his Spirit in our lives, progressive transformation 
into His likeness, the gifts of the Spirit, usefulness in ministry, etc.), but the fullness of our inheritance 
awaits the coming of Christ when all evil and the remnants of the curse are removed forever. At that 
time there will be no more sin, no more sickness, no more injury or calamity, no more depression or 
spiritual warfare, no more ethnic strife or racism, no more war, and no more death.  
 
Ladd has a unique interpretation of this parable. Although I do not agree with it, it is worth reading. He 
says: 
 

Historically, the parable answers the question of the strange character of Jesus’ followers. He 
attracted tax collectors and sinners. In the popular expectation, the coming of the kingdom 
would mean not only that the Messiah would “destroy the godless nations with the word of his 
mouth; . . .  and . . . reprove sinners for the thoughts of their hearts”; he would also “gather 
together a holy people whom he shall lead in righteousness,” “and there shall be no 
unrighteousness in his days in their midst, for all shall be holy” (Ps. of Sol. 17:28, 36).  Jesus did 
not gather together such a holy people. On the contrary, he said, “I came not to call the 
righteous, but sinners” (Mk. 2:17). The invitation to the messianic feast was rejected by those 
who were invited in their place is taken by loiterers in the streets (Matt. 22:1-10). How could the 
kingdom of God have anything to do with such a strange fellowship? Is it not the function of the 
kingdom by definition to destroy all sinners and create a sinless community? 
 
Jesus answers that the kingdom will indeed one day create such a perfect community, but 
before this event an unexpected manifestation of God’s kingdom has occurred which is like a 
net gathering both good and bad fish. The invitation goes out to all kinds of men, and all who 
respond are accepted into present discipleship of the kingdom. The perfect, holy community 
must await the last day. While the parable has an application to the church which, as a later 
development of Jesus’ disciples, is indeed a mixed people, its primary application is to the actual 
situation in Jesus’ ministry (Ladd, 241, 242). 

. 
The Parable of the Owner of the House 
 
13:51 “Have you understood all these things?” They said to Him, “Yes.”  
13:52 And Jesus said to them, “Therefore every scribe who has become a disciple of the 
kingdom of heaven is like a head of a household, who brings out of his treasure things new 
and old.” 

 
The last parable does not liken the kingdom of heaven to anything, but likens the teacher of the law (the 
scribe) who has become a disciple to the head of a household who brings out of his storehouse new 
things and old. 
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A storeroom (translated as “treasure” in the NAS [above]) regularly stands for the heart (Carson, God 
with Us, 84). A scribe who is not a disciple has old things in the storeroom. But one who has become a 
disciple has both the old and the new. That is, a disciple of Christ understands both the OT and how 
Jesus transcends and fulfills it.  
 
Earlier in 5:11,12 and 10:41 Jesus compared His disciples with prophets and the righteous from ages 
past. He now compares them with scribes.  
 
IN CONCLUSION: 
 

The kingdom of God has come into the world, but it comes with persuasion rather than power 
and must be accepted to be effective, even as the ground must receive the seed. The kingdom 
has come, but it is not now effecting a separation among men. The sons of the kingdom and the 
sons of evil are to be mixed together in the world until the eschatological separation. 
Nevertheless, it is the kingdom of God which has come into the world, which, like the self-
growing seed, has power within itself to accomplish its ends. It is God’s superhuman rule and 
working. Therefore, even though its present manifestation is small and insignificant (the 
mustard seed), it will one day fill the whole world (leaven) and, like a treasure and priceless 
pearl, is even now to be desired at all costs. It will one day create a holy society; but for the 
present, the invitation goes out to all kinds of men, and all who will respond are welcomed into 
its fellowship. Thus, the kingdom has come into history in the person and mission of Jesus; and 
in the same way, the kingdom will continue to work in the world until the hour of its 
eschatological manifestation (Ladd, 242). 

 
NOTES: 
 

1. The expression “the kingdom of God” does not occur in the OT, but God is often referred to as 
the great King or Ruler. Thus, the kingdom of God is primarily an expression for the rule of God. This idea 
of reign, dominion, or rule is found in reference to human kings as well. For example, when we read that 
Solomon’s kingdom was firmly established (1 Ki. 2:12), we are to understand that his authority to reign 
was settled. Or, when the kingdom of Saul was turned over to David (1 Chron. 12:23), we understand 
that Saul’s authority as ruler was given to David. 
 
The OT speaks both of God’s rule over the whole earth but also of God’s rule over His people in a saving 
or redeeming sense. God’s rule is therefore something realized in Israel’s history. However, it is only 
partially and imperfectly realized. Therefore, the prophets looked forward to a day when God’s rule will 
be fully experienced, not by Israel alone but by all the world. 
 
Even though Israel’s hope of the kingdom of God is an eschatological hope, it also remains an earthly 
hope. The biblical idea of redemption always includes the earth. There is an essential unity between 
man and nature. The prophets do not think of the earth as merely the indifferent theater on which man 
carries out his normal tasks, but an expression of the divine glory. Therefore, the earth must also share 
in God’s final redemption. The human heart, human society, and all of nature must be purged of the 
effects of evil, that God’s glory may be perfectly manifested in his creation. 
 
Thus, when God visits men in history, the earth will be shaken; and when God finally visits earth, both 
for judgment and for salvation, not only will human society be shaken, but the very structure of the 
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world will be disrupted (Isa. 51:6. 34:4. Amos 8:8–9). The dissolution of the natural order is not designed 
to accomplish its destruction but make way for a new perfect order arising out of the old imperfect one. 
God will, therefore, create new heavens and a new earth (Isa. 65:17). The final visitation of God will 
include the redemption for the world. The redeemed earth is the scene of the kingdom of God. The 
wilderness will become fruitful (Isa. 32:15), the desert will blossom (Isa. 35:2), and sorrow and sighing 
will fade away (Isa.35:10). 
 
Lastly, an important element in the OT regarding the kingdom of God was the fact that God had said 
that He would come to His people. Zechariah foresees “the Day of the Lord” when all nations will be 
gathered in battle against Jerusalem and the Lord will go forth and fight against those nations. The 
prophet says, “Then the Lord, my God, will come, and all the holy ones with Him!” (Zech. 14:3, 5). Israel 
will be visited by the Lord of hosts (Isa. 29:6) and delivered from her enemies. Isaiah 59:20 says, “’A 
Redeemer will come to Zion.”  And Zechariah 2:10, 11 says, “Sing for joy and be glad, O daughter of Zion; 
for behold I am coming and I will dwell in your midst, declares the Lord. Many nations will join 
themselves to the Lord in that day and will become My people. Then I will dwell in your midst, and you 
will know that the Lord of hosts has sent Me to you.” It follows that Israel’s hope of the kingdom of God 
is an eschatological hope.  
 
This is only a partial OT understanding of the kingdom, but from it we can see why the Jews had 
problems accepting that Jesus was the Messiah. God’s rule was not being fully experienced. God had 
come to His people in Christ, but the people didn’t recognize it, for God’s glory was veiled in flesh. Evil 
was not crushed. The earth wasn’t renewed. The parables in Matthew 13, therefore, become essential 
in our ability to explain the apparent discrepancies between the kingdom Jesus announced and the 
kingdom revealed in the OT. 
 

2.  Daniel 2:44: 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. 
 

3. Ezekiel 17:22-23: Thus says the Lord God, “I will also take a sprig from the lofty top of the 
cedar and set it out; I will pluck from the topmost of its young twigs a tender one and I will plant it on a 
high and lofty mountain.  On the high mountain of Israel I will 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. 
 
Ezekiel 17:22-23 is messianic. The cedar is the Davidic dynasty. The tender twig plucked from the top of 
the tree is the messiah, a descendant of Davidic dynasty (like the shoot is in Isa, 11:1-10). He will be 
planted on a high mountain in Israel (Mt. Zion) and become a stately cedar. Under His rule all the 
nations will be blessed. In the context God was telling His people in exile that YHWH would not forget 
His people and they would survive the deportation.  


