
 1 

Matthew 13:31–33 He put another parable before them, saying, “The kingdom of 
heaven is like a grain of mustard seed that a man took and sowed in his field. 32It is the 
smallest of all seeds, but when it has grown it is larger than all the garden plants and 
becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in its branches.”  

33He told them another parable. “The kingdom of heaven is like leaven that a woman 
took and hid in three measures of flour, till it was all leavened.” 

Your Kingdom Come – Growth, Matthew 13:31-33 

As central as the Kingdom was to Jesus’s ministry, it is quite strange how many of us 
can describe the gospel of Jesus without once mentioning his most central theme. 
Because of a lack of understanding of the Kingdom we don’t understand what our 
purpose is as a church. When we don’t see what we’re looking forward too, what we’re 
seeking first, then we can’t see how we ought to arrive there. The Kingdom is deeply 
mysterious, it is both a present reality and a future expectation, and as we will see it 
can be compared to a lot of different things. As we explore Jesus’s teachings on the 
Kingdom, we will see this incredible purpose of Jesus working through his church to 
see his Kingdom come, on earth as it is in heaven. 

We are moving into our fourth week in this series and into two of my favorite parables. 
These are typically presented together, as they seem so similar both in their brevity, 
and their theme. A seed becomes a plant, a pinch of leaven moves through the whole 
lump of dough. Incredibly simple and familiar occurrences that somehow are like the 
Kingdom of Heaven. These are the first parables we are looking for which Jesus 
provides no corresponding explanation, likely because the simplicity of the stories 
makes the point so immediately apparent. However, it is often the simplest things 
which are hardest to see clearly. 

These parables, although simple, contain a truth, which if apprehended can shift the 
way you view your entire life. Yet often, they are missed. I think if we grasp these 
parables, not just individually, but as a church. If we truly embrace the claims of these 
parables and build them into the culture of our church, and our thinking and our 
language, then we will be equipped to pursue the kingdom in a way that is consistent 
with our calling. Today we are going to look at these parables for their simplicity, and 
imagine what our church would be like if we trusted that what they taught was true.     

There are basically two ways of interpreting these parables that we are going to look 
at today. The first emphasizes exclusively the contrast and the second emphasizes the 
growth. The proper view is to simply see that the growth creates the contrast.  
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1. The Contrast 
Matthew 13:31–33 He put another parable before them, saying, “The 
kingdom of heaven is like a grain of mustard seed that a man took and 
sowed in his field. 32It is the smallest of all seeds, but when it has grown 
it is larger than all the garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the 
birds of the air come and make nests in its branches.”  

 
Understanding these parables is understanding the connection between the 
seed and the tree. Therefore a key feature to hone in on is the surprising 
nature of the contrast. The beginning and the end are so different that you 
would be hard pressed to see them as the same thing, and yet they are. The 
smallest seed becomes the largest plant. This difference is a key point of the 
parable, and over the 20th century many argued that this is the only point of the 
parable. One proponent of this view is George Eldon Ladd, in his book, The 
Gospel of the Kingdom, he writes,  
 

“The message of this parable is not the way in which the tiny seed 
becomes a tree. Many interpreters have placed great emphasis upon 
the element of growth and have used it to illustrate the gradual 
extension of the Church in the world. This is not the point of the 
parable.”1  

 
Ladd states that the parable is not trying to say anything about the way in 
which the seed becomes the tree, only that the seed becomes the tree. Ladd 
therefore sees an interpretation which expects gradual growth of the church 
throughout history, as forcing onto the text a point which it is not making. Ladd 
sums up the point he views the text as making saying,  
 

“One truth is set forth: the Kingdom of God which one day shall fill the 
earth is here among men but in a form which was never before 
expected. It is like an insignificant seed of mustard, This tiny thing is, 
however, God’s kingdom and is therefore not to be despised.”2  
 

Ladd is making a point worth reckoning with here, and in fact captures a key 
point of the parable which is the surprising contrast between the seed and the 
tree. It is so important to recognize this contrast as it inspires the hope of the 
parable. The smallest seed becomes the largest plant!  
 

                                                
1 Ladd, George Eldon (1959). The Gospel of the Kingdom, (p. 59) Mansfield Centre, CT: Martino 
Publishing  
2 Ladd, 59  
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However, It is too much to say that nothing else can be gleaned other than the 
dramatic nature of the contrast. While the parable does emphasize contrast, 
what makes the contrast surprising is the connectedness. The size difference of 
the mustard seed and the tree are only interesting in that they are in some way, 
the same thing. How one becomes the other, seems like the obvious next 
question. How is this tiny seed the same as that giant tree? The answer is that 
the seed grows into the tree. There are two reasons that Ladd must stamp out 
the obvious insinuation of growth in the parable, and instead promote 
exclusively an interpretation of contrast. The first is his philosophy of 
interpretation, the second is his prior convictions regarding the arrival of the 
kingdom. 
 
With regards to Ladd’s interpretive method, he views parables as necessarily 
containing only one point. Therefore the point that is demonstrated in the 
parable of the mustard seed, or the parable of the leaven, is simply the point of 
contrast. The kingdom of heaven is unsuspecting now, yet will be glorious in 
the future. To press beyond this one point would be to push the parable 
beyond its intended communication.  
 
Secondly, and most importantly for our purposes, Ladd is constrained by a 
preconception of the Kingdom’s arrival. Ladd believes that the Kingdom will 
not arrive gradually and progressively over time, but rather it will remain small 
and unassuming throughout history, as a mustard seed, and then at the return 
of Jesus, will triumphantly appear on the scene. This does convey a reality of 
the kingdom. A theological reflection on the kingdom described as its being 
both already and not yet. Jesus begins his ministry by announcing the arrival of 
the Kingdom of heaven and therefore it is already here. Yet, it is not fully 
realized.  
 
The question however for those of us within this present stage of the church’s 
history, in between Jesus’s initial coming and his second coming, in between 
the Kingdom’s appearance and therefore being here, and yet it not being fully 
manifest, how should we expect the kingdom to operate within this middle 
portion of history? An exclusive emphasis on the contrast shows an expectation 
of current stagnation. The kingdom will merely survive until one day, at the 
second coming, in a flash it will arrive. While it is true that the Kingdom will not 
be fully consummated until Jesus inaugurates it at the second coming after the 
final resurrection, to say that it is merely stagnant now is to neglect an obvious 
and simple aspect of these parables, growth.  
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2. Growth 
Matthew 13:31–33 He put another parable before them, saying, “The 
kingdom of heaven is like a grain of mustard seed that a man took and 
sowed in his field. 32It is the smallest of all seeds, but when it has grown 
it is larger than all the garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the 
birds of the air come and make nests in its branches.”  

 
There was an expectation of growth on behalf of the disciples and who taught 
towards this end. Consider Paul’s encouragement to the Colossians in 
Colossians 1:5-6  

 
“…Of this you have heard before in the word of the truth, the gospel, 
6which has come to you, as indeed in the whole world it is bearing fruit 
and increasing—as it also does among you, since the day you heard it 
and understood the grace of God in truth,”  

 
This is exactly the type of encouragement one would expect to see from an 
apostle who had an expectation and an understanding of the gospel’s power 
to grow and spread. In fact, this type of growing and spreading is more akin to 
a mustard plant than it is to a cedar. This expectation of a Kingdom which 
grows in an organic way over time, reflects the experience of the disciples. J.C. 
Ryle remarks regarding the parable of the Mustard Seed in Mark,  
 

“No figure could be chosen more strikingly applicable to the growth 
and increase of Christ’s visible church in the world. It began to grow 
from the day of Pentecost, and grew with a rapidity, which nothing can 
account for but the finger of God.”3  

 
The early church is marked by an incredible growth and expansion, which 
accompanies the growth and expansion of the Kingdom of God. Craig Evans 
quotes first century Roman naturalist, Pliny the Elder, with reference to the 
mustard seed.  
 

“Mustard … with its pungent taste and fiery effect is extremely 
beneficial for the health. It grows entirely wild, though it is improved by 
being transplanted: but on the other hand, when it has once been sown 
it is scarcely possible to get the place free of it, as the seed when it falls 
germinates at once.”   

 

                                                
3 Ryle, J. C. (1859). Expository Thoughts on Mark (p. 79). London: William Hunt. 
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This rapidly spreading and fiery plant seems to capture the character of the 
kingdom spreading through the early church. Just as the gospel seems to 
grow “since the day you heard it,” so too does the mustard seed “germinate at 
once.” John Calvin commenting on the Mustard Seed states,  
 

The Lord opens his reign with a feeble and despicable commencement, 
for the express purpose, that his power may be more fully illustrated by 
its unexpected progress.  

 
The feeble beginnings of God’s Kingdom served the very purpose of 
demonstrating his power in his Kingdoms progress. The progress is where his 
power is demonstrated, and the smallness of the Kingdom’s start merely 
creates more space to demonstrate growth that is only from the Lord. The 
church now ought to move by faith in a kingdom that is promised to grow 
rather than retreat and wait for a kingdom that is functionally disconnected 
from our present reality. The kingdom will grow.  

Lastly let’s look at what our expectation ought to be for the breadth of the 
kingdoms growth. This is revealed in our second parable which we haven’t 
looked at closely until now. 

Matthew 13:33 He told them another parable. “The kingdom of heaven 
is like leaven that a woman took and hid in three measures of flour, till it 
was all leavened.” 

 
Why is it that Jesus provides another parable of growth immediately following 
the parable of the mustard seed. This parable of the leaven provides us with 
this critical insight into the breadth of the kingdoms growth. Leaven, is this 
invisible movement that takes place inside a lump of dough, and by its 
multiplication the entire lump is transformed. There is not a single aspect of the 
dough that is not changed by the leaven. This is our expectation. The kingdom 
will not have its effect merely in the religious part of our minds, so that we can 
access a sort of existential peace in between our pursuit of a work life balance. 
But it permeates and invades and transforms every aspect of our lives.  
 
Our marriages all of a sudden reflect the values of a kingdom lead by a king 
who gives himself up for us. Our careers all of a sudden pursue the restoration 
of a creation that was meant to support the thriving of all peoples. Our art 
shines light on neglected brokenness and reminds numb hearts of beauty. You 
see when people are transformed by a kingdom that touches every part of our 
hearts, then culture transforms. This leaven that leavens the whole lump relates 
to a tree that grows until it is the largest in the garden. The completeness of 
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the Kingdom’s permeation of our hearts becomes a completeness of its 
permeation into culture. Abraham Kuyper says it best, 

Oh, no single piece of our mental world is to be hermetically sealed off 
from the rest, and there is not a square inch in the whole domain of our 
human existence over which Christ, who is Sovereign over all, does not 
cry: "Mine!"4 

We don’t move to bring the kingdom. We move become Christ has promised 
that he is bringing the kingdom, and that it has come, it is growing and one 
day it will be utterly present.  

Don’t neglect the contrast. The kingdom is antithetical to the world as we see it 
and it begins in these incredibly small states, acts of love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness, gentleness, and self-control. And creative risks taken to 
see the kingdoms spreading as God calls us to trust him in the days of small 
things in hope that the growth is coming. 

This is the basis for our church, and it is why we are ready to make some radical 
changes. Not to bring the kingdom ourselves, but because Christ has 
promised to bring it, so let us imagine what it would look like if we trusted that 
he was telling the truth. 

                                                
4 Kuyper, Abraham.  


