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31 He put before them another parable: ‘The 
kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that 
someone took and sowed in his field; 32 it is the 
smallest of all the seeds, but when it has grown it is 
the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that 
the birds of the air come and make nests in its 
branches.’ 
 
33 He told them another parable: ‘The kingdom of 
heaven is like yeast that a woman took and mixed in 
with three measures of flour until all of it was 
leavened.’ 
 
34 Jesus told the crowds all these things in parables; 
without a parable he told them nothing.  35 This was 
to fulfil what had been spoken through the prophet: 
     ‘I will open my mouth to speak in parables; 
      I will proclaim what has been hidden from the 
foundation of the world.’  (Matthew 13:21-35, NRSV) 
  

 

 
How would you define “the Kingdom of God”?  We’re 
spending the entire summer examining parables Jesus 
uses to teach us about this reality.  Are you beginning 
to get a sense of what it is?  Philosopher Dallas Willard 
gives the clearest definition I have ever heard: “The 
Kingdom of God is the range of God’s effective will, 
where what he wants done is done.”1   
 
Think carefully with me; it’s important that you 
understand this.  Every being in creation equipped with 
self-will is the sovereign ruler of a kingdom.  You rule 
over a kingdom.  I rule over a kingdom.  Just as it is for 
God, my kingdom is the range of my effective will, 
where what I want done is done.  I can open my hand or 
close my hand at will.  At least for now, the muscles in 
my body are within the range of my effective will.  I can 
choose to put on a blue shirt or a white shirt in the 
morning.  When I see you in the store I can greet you 
or I can ignore you.  In a thousand ways I effect my will 
on the environment around me.  The range of that will 
substantiates my kingdom. 
 

                                                           
1 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy (Harper, 1997), 25. 

But the kingdom of Jeff is severely limited in scope.  
There is much in this world which is well beyond the 
range of my effective will.  It’s my will to see my 
baseball team win the World Series every single year, 
but that is totally and obviously out of my control.  It’s 
my will that other people drive responsibly, even when 
I don’t drive responsibly.  Again, out of my control.  It’s 
my will that people I love don’t get sick.  That also is 
beyond the range of what I can usually affect.  My 
kingdom is very limited. 
 
The Kingdom of God is also limited, at least for now, 
but not because God’s knowledge or power is limited, 
but by God’s choice.  God has allowed freewill into his 
creation and the result has been that his creatures have 
regularly decided to set their kingdoms in opposition to 
his Kingdom.  Still, as Jesus made consistently clear in 
his teaching, the Kingdom of God has come into the 
world and is growing all around us as we speak.  This 
isn’t hard to understand.  Whenever and wherever what 
God wants done is done, the Kingdom of God is 
present.  In this moment and in this place, for example, 
the Kingdom of God is present as we worship, and open 
our minds and hearts to God’s Word, and love one 
another in this community, and welcome strangers with 
genuine hospitality.  All of that is according to God’s 
will, and so is a part of his Kingdom come on earth.   
 
You see, many of us have been taught to think about the 
Kingdom of God, or the Kingdom of Heaven, as 
something distant and in the future, a place we might 
go one day when we die.  But that’s not primarily how 
Jesus explained and modeled the Kingdom.  In fact, 
when he taught about the Kingdom of Heaven, he often 
used very ordinary examples from life – like a seed in a 
field, or a woman kneading dough – to demonstrate that 
the Kingdom is very much present in the ordinary, and 
more so every day.  Keep this in mind as we look at the 
two short parables at hand, parables that seem to have 
so resonated with Jesus’ disciples that Matthew, Mark 
and Luke all include them in their Gospels. 
 
Jesus says first that the Kingdom of Heaven is like a 
mustard seed that a farmer planted in the soil of his 
field.  Mustard seeds are known for their small size.  
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750 seeds only weigh one gram.  But when even one 
seed germinates, it can grow to the height of about ten 
feet and display very large leaves, especially at its base.2  
In our context, I think of a redwood tree.  The 
Hyperion redwood tree, located somewhere north of us 
in Redwood National Park, is 380 feet tall.  It’s the 
tallest tree on earth.  But between 600 and 800 years 
ago, this tree began as a tiny seed that germinated in 
the fertile California soil.  Now it’s so big that all sorts 
of birds make their home in its branches.  That’s what 
the Kingdom of God is like. 
 
It’s also like a small pinch of yeast that a woman mixes 
in with three measures of flour.  That’s 128 cups of 
flour, enough to make 100 pounds of dough which will, 
when completely leavened and baked, expand to make 
enough bread to feed about 40 people three meals a day 
for several days.3  That’s what the Kingdom of God is 
like. 
 
A tiny seed hidden in the dirt and growing into a tree 
large enough to become home to many birds.  Yeast 
taking effect in dough that will soon produce a feast for 
a mob of hungry people.  Pause for a minute and 
consider what it is that Jesus is telling us here.  This is 
what the Kingdom of Heaven is like, the expanding 
range of God’s effective will in our world.  What is 
Jesus telling us?   
 
Let me offer four observations, each with a message of 
encouragement to us.  I could offer more, but let’s start 
here. 
 
#1 – The Kingdom of Heaven, at least initially, is strikingly 
unimpressive.   
 
For whatever reason, God’s approach to Kingdom 
building has always been subtle and discreet.  When he 
wanted to form a family on earth, God chose a pagan, 
elderly, infertile couple named Abram and Sarah and 
then took his time, generations actually, to build his 
family one child at a time.  When God decided to free 
that same family from slavery in Egypt years later, he 
chose a fugitive named Moses as his messenger, and 
then isolated him for 40 years in the wilderness before 
he sent him out on assignment.   
 
And when God finally sent his own Son into the world, 
he arrived late at night in a dingy stable in a backwater 
village, and the only people who celebrated his arrival 
were a rag-tag group of nobody shepherds.  On top of 
that, it took another 30 years before Jesus even 
preached his first sermon or healed a single person.  

                                                           
2 Klyne Snodgrass, Stories With Intent (Eerdmans, 2008), 220. 
3 Fredrick Dale Bruner, Matthew: A Commentary, Volume II (Eerdmans, 
2004), 34.   

Even after his ministry began, people were confused.  
Things started out promising enough as he performed 
supernatural signs and wonders, and taught with other-
worldly authority, but then everything seemed to fizzle 
out.  He was more interested in eating with outcasts 
and welcoming children than confronting evil empires 
and overturning corrupt systems of oppression.  The 
number of his followers eventually dwindled to next-to-
nothing by the time they hung him up to die on the 
cross.  What sort of kingdom starts this way? 
 
Even today we can easily get confused.  Yes, Jesus rose 
from the dead.  Yes, the Holy Spirit birthed the church.  
But 2000 years later there is still so much in our world 
that rebelliously stands outside the range of God’s 
effective will.  So much brokenness.  No much 
corruption.  In our own lives, how long will it take 
before we can be fully changed into the people Jesus 
told us he came to make us?  But we should not be 
surprised.  How unimpressive is a redwood seed or a 
pinch of yeast?  It’s nothing.  And for a long time 
neither has any noticeable effect.  But be encouraged, 
because as the record makes clear, the Kingdom of 
Heaven is always strikingly unimpressive, at least at 
first.  Do not mistake a lack of noticeable progress for a 
lack of progress, or mistake what you see initially as an 
accurate indicator of what is to eventually come.   
 
#2 – The Kingdom of Heaven, as it grows, is thoroughly 
comprehensive.   
 
I’ve never made my own bread, but I understand 
enough to know that if you want your bread to rise in 
the oven you have to first work the yeast into the 
dough.  And not just into a scrap of the dough, but all 
through the dough.  To state the obvious, when the 
woman is done kneading the dough, there is not a single 
bit of it that remains unleavened.  More than that, once 
the yeast is in the dough, it’s indistinguishable from it, 
undiscoverable in it, and irretrievable out of it.4  Among 
all the parables Jesus uses to teach us about the 
Kingdom of God in this world, this one goes further 
than all the rest in presenting the Kingdom as 
something absolutely pervasive.   
 
We need to avoid the idea that Jesus means the yeast to 
be the Kingdom and the dough the world.  In the 
parable, there is no dough that is not permeated by 
yeast.  All this provides a necessary corrective to the 
false idea that it is God’s intention to redeem only some 
parts of his creation.  Sometimes we think so narrowly 
that we imagine that it’s only human souls that Jesus 
came to save, not even human bodies!  But in Romans 8, 

4 Robert Farrar Capon, The Parables of the Kingdom (Zondervan, 1985), 119. 
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Paul declares that, “the whole creation has been 
groaning in labor pains until now…”5  The yeast of 
God’s Kingdom is being worked even into the natural 
world.  That’s why in John’s Revelation God shows him 
a future vision of “a new heaven and a new earth”.6   
This is not a process of moving from Kingdom-absent 
to Kingdom-present, but a process of moving from 
Kingdom-in-process, Kingdom-hidden, Kingdom-in-
formation, to eventual Kingdom-fullness and Kingdom-
perfection.7 
 
I hope this encourages you.  The promise is that willing 
men and women like us will be transformed completely 
one day into conformity to God’s perfect will, and not 
just our spirits, but our minds and bodies as well!  And 
this world we love so much, God loves even more.  In 
fact, there is not one scrap of God’s creation in which 
God is not at work presently to one day fully and 
permanently redeem. 
 
#3 – The Kingdom of Heaven, when it matures, is 
unimaginably abundant.  
 
The most obvious point of these two parables is that the 
end result of the Kingdom of God on earth is nothing at 
all like what it appeared to be when we first recognized 
its presence.  A full grown redwood tree is almost 
incomparable to a tiny redwood seed.  It’s hard to 
believe that one led to the other.  A similar thing 
happens with yeast.  What is initially underwhelming 
eventually permeates and transforms an entire mass of 
dough into something before unimaginable.8  
Unimaginable means that we can’t imagine it, which 
means it’s the right word to use.  Though we constantly 
try – and should try! – I don’t think we can ever really 
imagine how gloriously abundant and flourishing the 
Kingdom of God will be when Christ returns and 
brings it to earth in all its fullness.   
 
C.S. Lewis certainly stretched his imagination in this 
regard as much as any of us.  He imagined that this 
world as we know it now is a land of shadows, in the 
sense that a shadow has the shape of the real thing but 
in substance is really nothing like the real thing at all.  
Think about a person in this world you deeply love, so 
much so that you might cherish even their shadow, the 
silhouette of their body from the other side of an opaque 
curtain.  But what if the shadow was all you had?  Or 
what if the shadow was all you knew?  The shape was 
beautiful to you, even beloved.  But it would be almost 
nothing at all like the actual person right before you, a 
person with whom you can talk, and walk, and sit, and 

                                                           
5 Romans 8:22. This and all biblical citations are from the New Revised 
Standard Version (NRSV).   
6 Revelation 21:1 
7 Again, Robert Farrar Capon has been helpful here.  P. 120.   

eat, and embrace, and kiss, and dream.  If you are a 
follower of Jesus, seeking him in this life, I suspect that 
you have already tasted the goodness and joy of the 
Kingdom of Heaven.  But the taste is only a foretaste, a 
shadow of what is to come one day. 
 
Dallas Willard says that, “Words do not seem to me to 
capture the blessed condition of the restoration of all 
things – of the Kingdom come in its utter fullness.”9  
Perhaps the words of scripture get closest.  Again from 
Revelation 21:  
 

“See, the home of God is among mortals. 
He will dwell with them; 
they will be his peoples, 
and God himself will be with them; 
he will wipe every tear from their eyes. 
Death will be no more; 
mourning and crying and pain will be no more, 
for the first things have passed away.”10 

 
Let’s not be shy about holding this hope before one 
another at all times, especially when the redwood 
sprout just breaking through the soil seems pitifully 
small.  One day it will become a mighty tree. 
 
#4 – The Kingdom of Heaven, from beginning to end, is 
absolutely inevitable.   
 
Finally, this present and coming reality is inevitable 
and unstoppable.  Nowhere in any of Jesus’ teachings on 
the Kingdom of Heaven, here or elsewhere, does he 
given even a hint that there is something or somebody 
who can impede its God-ordained progress forward.  
The Kingdom of Heaven is not a possibility to be 
wagered, but a reality to which we must conform.  In 
fact, our cooperation is not even required.  God doesn’t 
need us riding shotgun to help him expand the range of 
his effective will.  Its success is not dependent on our 
response or lack thereof.  The seed will mature into a 
tree with or without us.  The yeast will make the dough 
rise whether or not we stick around to watch it happen.  
It’s not a question of “if”, but “when”. 
 
But this is extraordinary good news on two counts.  
First, the promise that the shadows we now experience 
will one day take the form of three-dimensional color is 
a promise that will be fulfilled.  Let us help one another 
always be assured of this certainty.  Second, even 
though it’s fulfillment does not depend on us, in his love 
and kindness our Lord has nonetheless invited us to 

8 James Edwards, The Gospel According to Luke (Eerdmans, 2015), 400. 
9 Dallas Willard, 400. 
10 Revelation 21:3-4 
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participate as partners in seeing the Kingdom come to 
earth.   
 
I know that word “partners” makes some of you 
nervous.  Who are we to be considered partners of God, 
especially when God needs no partners.  Let me use an 
illustration I’ve used before to bring clarity.  When my 
daughter, Isabel, was seven-years-old we moved into a 
new house and she got a new room.  It was a grey room, 
and Isabel preferred yellow.  So I went out and got 
some yellow paint, and in one of my better moments as 
a dad invited my seven-year-old daughter to help me 
paint her room. I invited her to be my partner in this 
good work.  Did I need her help?  No.  In fact, her help 
created more work for me as I had to show her how to 
pour the paint, how to dip the roller, how to make sure 
the paint was even.  Was her painting as good as mine?  
Not even close.  That’s not bragging; it’s just the truth.  
But with my help she did get some paint on the wall, 
along with quite a bit on herself.  And after I went 
along and touched up the places she’d missed, the job 
eventually got done. 
 
When we finished we stepped back to admire our work.  
It was the perfect yellow, and she said so.  But she was 
smart enough to realize that she could not have painted 
that room by herself.  For one, she couldn’t even reach 
most of it.  But she also knew that, with my gentle 
guidance, she actually had done some of the work.  We 
had done the work together, as very unequal partners, 
yes, but partners nonetheless.   
 
It would have been far easier to paint that room on my 
own that day and just show my daughter the finished 
product in the end.  But think of what would have been 
missed.  Not only the joy a child experiences when she 
is allowed to work alongside her father, but the joy that 
same father experiences in the act of working side by 
side with one he loves so deeply.  Don’t miss the point.  
Seriously, can we ever comprehend the depth of God’s 
love and kindness, that he would include us as partners 
in the work of his Kingdom?  I have to believe God does 
so to nurture joy, not only in us but also in himself.   
 
Let me close with one final thought.   
 
I was reminded this week that when yeast is mixed with 
flour, millions of air bubbles are trapped and dispersed 
all throughout the dough.  As the yeast metabolizes the 
starches and sugars in the flour, those little air bubbles 
become full of carbon dioxide gas.  When the dough is 
heated, the gas expands and the dough rises and 
becomes something unrecognizable in shape, smell and 
taste.   

                                                           
11 Genesis 1:3.  Emphasis mine. 
12 John 1:14 

Commentator Robert Farrar Capon asks this very 
perceptive question: Where else do you find warm 
carbon dioxide?  In breath, of course, both human and 
divine.  Perhaps Jesus will allow us to stretch his 
parable of the yeast this far, to say that the Kingdom of 
God operates and expands by warm breath.  In the 
beginning of time, creation comes into being, something 
from nothing, as God breathes out words.  “Then God 
said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was light.”11  It’s 
a reminder that God’s Kingdom didn’t begin in 
Bethlehem, but in Eden.  
 
Then the Kingdom begins to work it’s way through and 
into history under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, a 
word in both Old Testament Hebrew and New 
Testament Greek that can be translated “spirit” or 
“breath”.  When John then testifies to the coming of 
Christ in his Gospel, he declares, “And the Word 
became flesh and lived among us...full of grace and 
truth.”12  The breath was now flesh and blood, the 
Kingdom of God exposed and accessible as never before.  
After his resurrection, as Jesus prepares to send his 
followers out in to the world to share the good news of 
the Kingdom, John tells us that, “he breathed on them 
and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’”13  And 
of course, when that same Spirit shows up days later at 
Pentecost, it is accompanied by a rushing, mighty wind, 
or breath, blowing from heaven to earth.  Even now, 
how is the Kingdom of God primarily announced and 
spread?  Through more warm breath, through the 
preaching and proclamation and testimony of the good 
news of Jesus Christ by ordinary believers like you and 
me.14 
 
I hope you are encouraged.  I’m encouraged.  As I’ve 
said at many points during this preaching series, I am 
encouraged because I see the Kingdom of God at work 
in and through this community.  It’s not always 
obvious, I know.  You can’t actually watch a tree grow 
or a loaf of bread rise.  But if you hang around long 
enough you can see the progress.  Having been here 
now for 18 years, I’ve got some perspective.  We are a 
different community than we once were.  I’m a different 
pastor than I once was.  In more ways than I have time 
to list this morning, I not only see the yeast of God’s 
Kingdom working its way through this community, but 
I sense a growing willingness among many of you to 
accept God’s gracious invitation to help knead the 
dough.   
 
At times, yes, the evidence of all this is strikingly 
unimpressive.  Faith is needed in those times, but even a 
little faith will do.  Faith to believe that the Kingdom of 
God will work its way into the world in a thoroughly 

13 John 20:22 
14 I’m indebted here to Robert Farrar Capon, 121-122. 
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comprehensive manner that leads ultimately to 
unimaginably abundant results.  Faith to believe that 
these results are absolutely inevitable.  In the meantime, 
I pray that this would be a community, along with 
countless other similar communities of Christ-followers 
across the world, that produces more and more shade 
and refuge, and emanates the smell of baking bread that 
wafts further and further beyond us into the world.  
Because after all, who can resist the refuge of shade on a 
hot day, or the smell of baking bread on any day? 
 
Amen.   
 



 

The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
  
1. What’s your best definition of “The Kingdom of 

God”? 
 

2. Re-read the passage again from Matthew 13:31-35.  
What do you notice?  What stands out to you? 

 
3. According to Jesus, the Kingdom of Heaven is like a 

mustard seed in a field and a pinch of yeast added to 
flour.  Without trying to overthink it, what is Jesus 
telling us here? 

 
4. Jeff suggested that the Kingdom of God is 

strikingly unimpressive (at first), thoroughly 
comprehensive (as it grows), unimaginably 
abundant (when it matures), and absolutely 
inevitable (from beginning to end).  Which of these 
did you need to year today?  Why?   

 
5. How do you receive the idea that we are invited by 

God to be partners with him in the expansion of his 
Kingdom on earth?  Do you feel as if you are 
partnership with God? 

 
6. Jesus speaks in verses 34-35 about his constant use 

of parables.  What do we learn here?   
 

7. What is Jesus saying to you personally through this 
teaching?  What is your response of faith and 
obedience to what he has said?   

 
 
 Table to Table: A Question for kids and 

adults to answer together. 
 

Why is God’s Kingdom like a small mustard seed growing in 
the dirt?  What is God’s Kingdom like a woman making 

bread? 


