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In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN. 

 Our lesson today is a short one but a full one.  In it Jesus gives us two 

parables of the kingdom of God.  The first parable deals with the kingdom of 

God in the world.  The second deals with the kingdom of God in our hearts.  

Before we get to them, though, let’s take a look at where we have been in 

our journey with Jesus on the road to Jerusalem, the cross and the 

resurrection.  Jesus has been urging upon his listeners the necessity of 

repentance.  His message was “repent or perish.”  And so he has told them 

that when disasters strike, they are not to speculate about the spiritual 

condition of those who have perished.  Rather, they are to look to their own 

hearts to make sure they are right with God and ready to meet him should 

something similar happen to them.  He went on to illustrate this truth with a 

parable about a barren fig tree, the import of which was that it was only by 

the grace and patience of God that the impenitent had not yet perished, so it 

was incumbent upon all men to repent while there was still time.  Our Lord 

could not have been clearer than he was.  Turn from sin.  Turn to God.  In his 

message in the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel:  

 Therefore, O house of Israel, I will judge you, each one 
according to his ways, declares the sovereign Lord.  Repent.  Turn 
away from all your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall.  Rid 
yourselves of all the offenses you have committed, and get a new 
heart and a new spirit.  Why will you die, O house of Israel?  For I 



take no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the sovereign Lord.  
Repent and live! 

 But even though Jesus has urged repentance upon all, and has made 

himself abundantly and unmistakably clear, those who opposed him would 

not hearken to his voice nor heed his command.  The hardness of heart Jesus 

encountered was exemplified when he healed a woman on the Sabbath.  

Rather than rejoice in this act of mercy and grace, the ruler of the synagogue 

berated his congregation for putting up with what he considered to be 

Sabbath breaking.  This man had forgotten the weightier part of the law—the 

requirement to act with love and mercy to one another.   

 Now because of this opposition and continuing hardness of heart, 

many began to wonder whether or not the kingdom of God would actually 

be established.  If there was such hatred and opposition to Jesus while he 

was in church miraculously healing a long crippled woman—if his 

opponents had such rage and malice against him—perhaps the kingdom 

would falter and fail.  To address that question which lay on the disciples’ 

hearts, Jesus taught about the triumph of the kingdom using two parables.  

Let’s turn to our lesson and take a look at the first one, a parable about a 

mustard seed: 



 Then Jesus asked, “What is the kingdom of God like?  What 
shall I compare it to?  It is like a mustard see, which a man took and 
planted in his garden.  It grew and became a tree, and the birds of the 
air perched in its branches.” 

 I want to make three points about this parable.  The first has to do 

with growth, the second has to do with shelter and the third has to do with 

surprise.  Growth, shelter and surprise.  Growth.  A mustard seed is very 

small.  It was the smallest seed commonly used in the households of the day.  

It looks insignificant.  Unimportant.  And yet, if it is planted, it will grow 

into a tree.  The sort of mustard seed Jesus is talking about can grow into a 

tree some 10 to 15 feet tall.  It is large enough and strong enough to provide 

shelter and protection for birds within its branches.  Even as a significant 

tree can grow up from what looks to be an insignificant seed, so the kingdom 

of God will grow from what in the world’s eyes seems to be an insignificant 

beginning.   

 I want you to think about that for a moment.  Think of the state of the 

church at the time of Jesus and the apostles.  It seemed feeble, helpless, 

powerless and sure to die out.   

1. Its founder was a poor man who said that while the foxes had their 

dens and the birds of the air had their nests, he had nowhere to lay 



his head.  This man was arrested as a criminal and blasphemer.  He 

was tried, tortured and executed.  He was buried in a borrowed 

grave.   

2. His followers were a small company of the unlearned, described by 

Paul as being foolish, weak and lowly.  His preachers were 

fishermen.  A tax collector.   

3. His ministry was carried out in a despised backwater of the world, a 

petty tributary province in the vast empire of Rome.   

4. His doctrine was calculated to offend, for it was “a stumbling block to 

Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.”   

5. From his earliest days persecutors raged against him.  Pharisees and 

Sadducees plotted against him.  Jewish rulers denounced him.  

Romans executed him.  Persecution after persecution followed.   

 And yet for all that, the progress of the gospel has been steady, 

continuous and unstoppable down through the centuries.  Christianity has 

gradually increased and the hearts of millions have been touched since the 

first century.  Beloved, do not despair of any work of Christ.  It may seem 

small and feeble.  It may seem, in the world’s eyes at least, to be foolishness 

and a waste of time and effort.  But if it is of God, it will prevail.  God will 

do with it as he sees fit and through it will give glory to his name.  Five 



hundred years ago a single monk stood against the arrayed might of the 

Roman Church and the Holy Roman empire and spoke the gospel truth to a 

people who had forgotten that it was by grace alone through faith alone that 

salvation was bestowed, so that God alone would be given glory.  God 

honoured him by using him as an instrument through which revival and 

reformation would come to the church.  Now I don’t know if there are any 

Martin Luthers here this morning, but I do know that in the small battles we 

face every day, battles that can grind us down and discourage us, if we but 

take courage and commend ourselves to the Lord and to his righteousness, 

the small victories that life is made of will be ours.  So take heart.  Believe 

and obey.  God will give the growth. 

 The first point is growth.  The second point is shelter.  A small seed 

grows a great tree, and in that tree the birds find shelter.  So it is with the 

kingdom.  Those who enter the kingdom of God through faith in Christ find 

in him rest from weariness and shelter from the storm.  In Ezekiel there is a 

picture similar to the one painted here, though the Lord speaks, of a cedar 

shoot and not a mustard seed.  This is from Ezekiel 17:   

 This is what the Sovereign Lord says: I myself will take a shoot 
from the very top of a cedar and plant it; I will break off a tender sprig 
from its topmost shoots and plant it on a high and lofty mountain.  On 
the mountain heights of Israel I will plant it; it will produce branches 



and bear fruit and become a splendid cedar.  Birds of every kind will 
nest in it; they will find shelter in the shade of its branches.   

Birds of every kind will find shelter.  People from every nation, tribe and 

tongue will come to the Lord Jesus and find in him forgiveness and life.   

 But note this: the shelter has to be of God’s own making.  As it says in 

Psalm 127, “Unless the Lord builds the house, those who build it labour in 

vain.”  There is a vivid example of that found in the Book of Daniel.  

Nebuchadnezzar has a dream.  He calls Daniel to come and interpret it.  It 

was a dream about a huge tree.  Listen as Nebuchadnezzar speaks: 

 These are the visions I saw while lying in my bed:  I looked, 
and there before me stood a tree in the middle of the land.  Its height 
was enormous.  The tree grew large and strong and its top touched the 
sky; it was visible to the ends of the earth.  Its leaves were beautiful, 
its fruit abundant, and on it was food for all.  Under it the beasts of the 
field found shelter, and the birds of the air lived in its branches; from 
it every creature was fed. 
 In the visions I saw while lying in my bed, I looked, and there 
before me was a messenger, a holy one, coming down from heaven.  
He called in a loud voice: “Cut down the tree and trim off its 
branches; strip off its leaves and scatter its fruit.  Let the animals flee 
from under it and the birds from its branches.  But let the stump and 
its roots, bound with iron and bronze, remain in the ground, in the 
grass of the field.   

Daniel interpreted the dream.  Nebuchadnezzar was the tree.  It represented 

his power, might and glory.  It also represented his pride and self-exaltation.  

God will not let such arrogance stand, for all glory belongs to him.  The tree 



would be cut down and so would Nebuchadnezzar.  He would be driven to 

madness until he acknowledged that the Lord alone was sovereign.  The 

kingdom of God starts small and grows.  The kingdoms of men may be large 

and glorious but they are all perishing and will fade away.  Zechariah put it 

this way: “‘Not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit,’ says the Lord of 

hosts.” 

 Growth.  Shelter.  The third point is surprise.  The kingdom of God 

comes in a surprising way.  Jewish expectations at the time had been of the 

magnificent arrival of a grand kingdom all at once.  It didn’t happen that 

way.  The kingdom does not come with pomp and circumstance, but with 

humility and meekness.  It does not come with conquering armies, but with a 

Lord who conquers one human heart at a time and turns it from selfishness 

to obedience.  And that brings us to the second parable.  While the first 

speaks of the advance of the kingdom in the world, the second speaks of the 

advance of the kingdom in the heart. 

 And he asked, “What shall I compare the kingdom of God to?  
It is like yeast that a woman took and mixed into a large amount of 
flour until it worked all through the dough. 

 As with the growth of the kingdom in the world, the work of grace in 

the heart of the believer has a small beginning, like leaven in a lump of 



dough.  Think back to your conversion.  What was it that changed your 

heart?  Perhaps it was a single text from Scripture.  R. C. Sproul was 

converted on reading this verse from Ecclesiastes: 

 Whether a tree falls to the south or to the north, in the place 
where it falls, there will it lie. 

Perhaps someone dealt with you kindly and so turned your heart to Jesus.  

And perhaps it is a kindness that person cannot even remember.  You may 

have run across a religious tract left at the bus station or have been called up 

short by a friend concerned about some bad behaviour on your part.  

Sometimes the beginning of grace in the heart is so small we cannot even 

look back to a particular time when we were changed.   

 If the beginning of the Christian life is often so small as to be 

unnoticeable, it is also the case that the first steps of the Christian faith are 

small ones as well.  Listen to how J. C. Ryle describes it: 

  The first actings of the spiritual life are often small in the 
extreme,--so small, that for a long time they are not known except by 
him who is the subject of them, and even by him not fully understood.  
A few serious thoughts and prickings of the conscience,--a desire to 
pray really and not formally,--a determination to begin reading the 
Bible in private,--a gradual drawing towards means of grace,--an 
increasing interest in the subject of religion,--a growing distaste for 
evil habits and bad companions,--these, some of them, are often the 
first symptoms of grace beginning to move the heart of man.  They are 
symptoms which worldly men may not perceive, and ignorant 
believers may despise and even old Christians may mistake.  Yet they 



are often the first steps in the mighty business of conversion.  They 
are often the “leaven” of grace working in a heart.   

 The leaven of grace in the heart begins slowly and starts off with 

small steps, but it is a work that is exceedingly thorough.  Just as there is no 

part of the dough that the leaven does not affect, so there is no part of the 

believer’s life that grace does not eventually transform.  The conscience is 

made increasingly tender by grace.  The affections and desires more and 

more turn from worldly things to godly things, as the person touched by 

grace looks “not to the things that are seen, but to the things that are unseen, 

for the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are 

eternal.”  The mind is transformed and renewed by grace.  The will begins to 

yearn for greater obedience and a more sure devotion to the Lord who broke 

the chains of guilt and sin.  Paul put it this way in his Second Letter to the 

Corinthians: “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old 

has gone, the new has come!”   

 You can think of it in this way too.  Because of the nature of leaven—

a little leaven leavens the whole lump—there is not a single area in your life 

that does not belong to God.  You cannot have God in your marriage but not 

in your workplace.  You cannot have God at church but not in your 



recreations.  You cannot have God in your friendships but not in your 

finances.  Our God is an all or nothing God.  That is, he will have all of you 

or he will not have you at all.  The surrender to the Lord must be on his 

terms and the surrender he requires is unconditional.  As our catechism says, 

our only comfort is that we belong to God body and soul, in life and in 

death.   

 Let me close with one last point.  Leaven, once introduced to dough, 

will do its work.  There is no stopping it.  It is a sure thing.  The Apostle Paul 

comments on this a number of times.  In Philippians he writes this: 

 I thank my God every time I remember you.  In all my prayers 
for all of you, I always pray with joy because of your partnership in 
the gospel from the first day until now, being confident of this, that he 
who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the 
day of Christ Jesus.   

In II Timothy Paul writes his young charge from prison.  His life is soon to 

come to an end.  This is what he says: 

 And of this gospel I was appointed a herald and an apostle and 
a teacher.  That is why I am suffering as I am.  Yet I am not ashamed, 
because I know whom I have believed, and am convinced that he is 
able to guard what I have entrusted to him for that day. 

And our Lord said this in John 10: 

 My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me.  
I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch 
them out of my hand.  My Father, who has given them to me, is 



greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my Father’s hand. I and 
the Father are one. 

 Beloved, the kingdom of God, built by God, is advancing step by step.  

The Lord is building his house.  There are opponents.  There are enemies.  

They are at times stronger than we are.  And there are many times when we 

are poor soldiers of Christ indeed.  But they are not stronger than God.  His 

power cannot be successfully opposed.  And he is working in the world and 

in the hearts of his people and his purposes will be accomplished to the 

praise and the glory of his holy name.  So have no fear.  Lift up your head 

and walk in repentance and obedience.  In Christ’s name.  AMEN. 


