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Introduction 
 Do you ever feel defeated in life?  Do you ever question whether God is real?  Do 
you ever get beaten down by the constant barrage of struggles, confusion, opposition?  
Do you ever get discouraged by how messed up the world seems to be and find it hard to 
believe that Jesus is really on the throne?  I think we all do, from time to time.  We can 
all be filled with doubts about whether or not this Christian view of things really squares 
with reality. 

But today’s text reminds us that even if things don’t appear to be going as we 
expected, even if it looks like this whole Jesus thing is just a pipedream, in the end we 
won’t be disappointed.  Although it may not look like it now, Jesus is ruling and in the 
end the curtain will be pulled back and it will be obvious to everyone that Christ is king.  
The crucial point of today’s sermon is just this: Don’t be discouraged because even 
though the kingdom looks small and insignificant now, one day God’s reign will be 
supreme. 

Today’s text can be extremely encouraging and exciting.  It’s really important, I 
think, that we grasp this profound mystery of the kingdom that is spelled out for us in 
today’s text.  Now some of you may be a little confused when I mention this term 
kingdom of God.  So before we get into explaining this text and seeing how it should 
shape our view of the world, let me just try to give some background and some 
perspective. 

We as Christians believe that history is linear and that there is an overarching 
purpose to it.  We believe this because the Bible presents history in such a way.  There is 
a beginning point and there is a sovereign, loving God who is guiding history according 
to his plan towards its culmination.  In the beginning, God created the heavens and the 
earth and his crowning achievement was the creation of humankind in his own image.  
He made man and woman to know him and to glorify him by enjoying him forever.  He 
made them in a perfect state of submission to his authority, reigning benevolently over 
the rest of creation, and in harmony with each other.  All was very good. 

But the man and woman revolted against God, seeking autonomy and 
independence.  Such efforts, however, were to their own detriment.  The result of their 
defiance was disorder and anarchy.  Their relationship to the rest of the created order was 
thrown out of whack.  The intimacy they shared with each other was broken.  And most 
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of all their actions incurred God’s wrath; their betrayal put them at odds with their 
Creator.  God’s peaceful reign over his people in Paradise was turned into a world in 
rebellion against God and full of violence, depravity, meaninglessness, pain, and death. 

Thus began God’s long plan of redemption, to get things back to the way they are 
supposed to be, to restore a people to himself, to return people to that proper relationship 
with God and others and nature.  The whole Old Testament is about God working this 
plan out.  It’s a long story about how God was working through different means and 
methods to set the stage for his ultimate answer to man’s problem.  God was 
orchestrating all of history to point to this final culmination where the God of the 
Universe would act decisively to usher in his perfect reign over a previously disobedient 
world (or you could call it kingdom). 

This is the framework that I want everyone to have impressed upon their mind.  
This is the lens that the Bible teaches us to see our world through.  We have to keep this 
meta-narrative of Creation-Fall-Redemption in mind when we read the Bible, especially 
when we seek to understand Jesus.  You see Jesus stepped on the scene, as the Bible says, 
“in the fullness of time” (Gal. 4:4; Eph. 1:10).  He stepped into space and time in the 
lowly region of Palestine, as a baby over 2,000 years ago. 

This baby grew up and became a traveling preacher.  And this man’s message was 
that in him the kingdom of God had come; that he, the son of a carpenter, was bringing 
this end-time era of God’s rule over a redeemed people when the world’s wrongs would 
be set right; that the long anticipated age to come was here.  Jesus claimed to be this 
ultimate deliverer that had been foretold and foreshadowed ever since the beginning. 

So when we use the term kingdom of God, then, we are referring to this golden 
age in history when the effects of man’s fall are reversed and righteousness and justice 
and peace are fully attained.  That’s the kingdom of God, that’s what every human soul 
deep down is longing for.  Jesus by his words and deeds claimed to be bringing that 
kingdom. 

But not every human soul believes his claims. 
 
Text 
 So with all of this in mind let’s look at this text to see more fully how Jesus 
explains the reality of this kingdom of God he came to bring.  If you’ll remember, two 
weeks ago we saw how Jesus demonstrated that in some sense the kingdom was finally 
here by healing a bent-over woman and releasing her from Satan’s grip.  A miracle and a 
defeat of evil!  And everyone was excited and said, “Look this has to be the one we’ve all 
been waiting for.  Let’s follow him!”  Right? 
 Wrong.  What happened?  He drew the disapproval of the religious leaders, 
remember?  That story closed with the response to Jesus being mixed.  Some people were 
excited about him, but some, even though Jesus beat them with his arguments, were 
infuriated by him and opposed him.  He just wasn’t fitting the mold.  This guy couldn’t 
be the Messiah.  “He’s not a mighty warrior.  He’s just the son of a carpenter.  The 
Messiah is going to come all at once and in one fell swoop make everything right.  This 
guy’s not doing that.  He’s messing around, teaching radical ideas.” 

This is what many people were thinking – when the kingdom of God would come, 
the kingdom of God would come; there would be no mistake.  Therefore [the NIV totally 
misses the fact that there is a logical connection between vv. 10-17 and vv. 18-21; the 
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connecting word is actually “therefore,” not “then”], since the response was split 
concerning his message many people may be thinking that this can’t be the real thing 
because if it were everyone would be on board.  So Jesus said, “What is the kingdom of 
God like and what could I compare it to?’” 

In other words, Jesus is saying, “Okay, you’re still not really getting me.  You’re 
still a bit confused about what God’s plan of redemption really entails.  You still think 
that ultimate redemption/the kingdom of God is going to come all at once and that it will 
be wide reaching.  How can I illustrate the kingdom of God?  What analogy can I employ 
that might help some people get this?” 

Then Jesus says, “Okay, how about this one: the kingdom of God is like a 
mustard seed, which a man took and planted in his garden.”  Luke doesn’t tell us what 
Mark tells us in the parallel account – that a mustard seed “is the smallest seed you plant 
in the ground” (Mk. 4:31; cf. Mt. 13:32).  He doesn’t tell us that because he assumes 
everyone is familiar with the fact that mustard seeds are very tiny.  Now we know 
scientifically that there are smaller seeds than mustard seeds, but in the first century 
world it was proverbially the smallest seed. 

So Jesus says the kingdom of God is kind of like a teeny-weeny mustard seed that 
has been planted but Jesus says despite its small beginnings, “It grew and became a tree, 
and the birds of the air perched in its branches.”  Something small and unnoticeable like a 
mustard seed in the end could become a tree-like shrub that’s 8-10 feet tall where birds 
could come and land. 

The point to grasp is that something so small and insignificant in the beginning 
could at the end turn out to be large and formidable.  We’re supposed to see this as a 
before and after picture – small seed, big tree.  We’re not supposed to focus on the 
growth of the tree, but the contrast between little beginnings and the great, end result. 

Jesus gives a parallel example which illustrates the same point, just using a 
different analogy.  “Again he asked, ‘What shall I compare the kingdom of God to 
[what’s another way I can put this]?  It is like yeast that a woman took and mixed into a 
large amount of flour until it worked all through the dough.”  More specifically the text 
should read “a pinch of yeast that a woman took and placed into 50lbs of flour.” 

Now I’m not a cook.  I don’t know how these things work entirely, but I see that 
the point Jesus is making is that just a small amount of yeast is able to in the end leaven a 
large amount of flour.  The commentaries were saying that this was enough to feed 
roughly 150 people.1  Again, the emphasis is not really on how the yeast permeates 
through the dough, but rather on the smallness of the yeast in the beginning and the 
bigness of the bread at the end.  As George Eldon Ladd, a man who has done more to 
shed light on the topic of the kingdom of God than anyone except Jesus, puts it this way: 
“The parable of the leaven embodies the same basic truth as that of the mustard: that the 
Kingdom of God, which one day will rule over all the earth, has entered into the world in 
a form that is hardly perceptible.”2 
 
Doctrine 
 So Jesus is trying to say that despite the fact that this doesn’t look like the 
kingdom of God you expected, despite the fact that there is only a rag-tag, little band of 
disciples following me and there are many people are opposing me, despite the fact that 
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this looks like small potatoes, just wait.  In the end this is going to be big.  Don’t be 
fooled by appearances, the kingdom of God is here. 

The parable of the mustard seed shows that the kingdom is just here in seed form.  
Jews expected the kingdom of God to be a large, multi-national new world order and that 
is what Jesus says it will be – the description of the mustard tree has definite OT allusions 
to such a thing.  In the OT such tree imagery emphasized a universal empire and birds of 
the air symbolized other nations (i.e. Ezek. 17:22-24, 31; Dan. 4:10-12, 20-27).  The 
kingdom inaugurated by Jesus, the book of Revelation tells us, will one day be composed 
of people from every tribe, tongue, and nation.  But before the tree comes the seed. 

The parable of leaven has the same point.  Just as the yeast in the end dominates 
and conquers all of the dough, so too will God’s unchallenged reign be all-pervasive and 
span the whole earth.  But first, it just looks like a small little pinch of yeast enveloped by 
a large amount of unleavened dough. 

In these parables Jesus is saying something about the already, but not yet nature 
of the kingdom; the inaugurated but not yet consummated reign of God, the two stages of 
the kingdom – Jesus’ 1st coming and his 2nd coming.  He comes the 1st time to plant the 
seed and insert the yeast.  When he returns the 2nd time there will be a tree and bread.  In 
the meantime the kingdom of God/the age to come will coexist with the present age – 
wheat and weeds together, to borrow from another parable. 

I love the fact that Jesus used similes and metaphors and illustrations to 
communicate truth.  It helps to make a point in a way that simple, straightforward 
propositions can’t.  Using clever analogies is an area I’d like to grow in.  When it comes 
to explaining the already/not yet kingdom reality, analogies are really the best way.  Now 
of course at some point analogies break down, but they’re still immensely helpful for 
grasping the main idea. 

I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about the kingdom of God and trying to explain 
this concept; trying to think of analogies.  I’ve explained it like an engagement.  When 
you’re engaged to someone that person is yours, but he or she is not fully yours yet; 
you’re together, but the relationship is not fully consummated like it will be when you’re 
married. 

I’ve tried to explain the already/not yet kingdom of God like an expectant mother.  
In a very real way if someone is pregnant, she’s a mother, but in another sense she’s not 
really a mother yet.  You know?  This already, but not yet idea is, I think, woven into the 
fabric of our lives in many ways.  And so to use analogies from life is very helpful. 

This week I was trying to think of a new way to illustrate this – something that 
would illustrate the same thing Jesus is trying to illustrate with the two parables of the 
mustard seed and the yeast; something that would be analogous to how the kingdom of 
God is really here, even though it looks small.  I came up with something, but I just want 
to say up front that it’s merely an analogy.  I don’t want in any way to confuse the United 
States with the kingdom of God or George Bush with Jesus; that’s not the point so please 
don’t hear that.  Let me give this a try. 

Do you remember May 1st, 2003, when President Bush landed in a fighter jet on 
the aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln?  Under a banner with the words “Mission 
Accomplished” emblazoned on it he declared that only 6 weeks after the start of 
Operation Iraqi Freedom “major combat operations in Iraq [had] ended.”  He made a bold 
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statement that victory had been won in Iraq, that the reign of terror there had ended, and 
that the reign of freedom had begun. 

Such a statement was met with approving cheers from some, but skepticism and 
criticism from many others.  Over a year later with Saddam Hussein being held in prison 
and with an interim Iraqi government in charge the number of people who think that Iraq 
is not a better place has never been higher.  How can we claim victory when the whole 
thing seems to be such a mess, when over 1,000 Americans and 10,000 Iraqis have been 
killed since President Bush declared an end to the war, when heads are literally rolling, 
when car bombs are exploding, when almost all the signs seem to point to a totally 
different conclusion? 

Was President Bush premature in declaring “Mission Accomplished?”  Are the 
Iraqi people really liberated?  Or is the whole thing just a hoax, a failed idealistic 
attempt?  Now here’s where the analogy starts to fail: I don’t know for sure if this will 
happen, I pray and hope that in some ways it does, but in reality I know that in a fallen 
world it will never happen perfectly, but let’s suppose that in 5 years democracy has 
taken hold in Iraq, the insurgents have been completely silenced and rooted out, and all 
the Iraqi people enjoy freedom and liberty and peace and Iraq has become a paragon of 
democracy in the Middle East. 
 For the sake of the illustration let’s assume that this turns out to be the end result.  
How would we look back at May 1st, 2003?  We would see the mission as having been 
really accomplished there, wouldn’t we?  And the next few years were just mopping up 
operations as the concept of freedom caught on and that it just took one last battle for all 
the terrorists to be captured and Iraq to be completely stabilized as a free, democracy.  If 
that’s what happens (or even something a little bit less than that turns out to be the case), 
then we would all look at the end result and then we’d look at the beginning and we’d see 
how victory was achieved even though it looked small and the tenuous at the time. 
 Let me draw the connections for you.  Jesus boldly started his ministry by saying, 
“The time has come…  The kingdom of God is near.  Repent and believe the good news” 
(Mk. 1:15)!  In an ironic twist of fate, however, the messiah, the king was killed, 
crucified on a cross.  But the irony gets thicker because it turns out his death was in the 
battle plan all along.  On the cross he would take all of his people’s sin upon himself and 
bear the punishment – the sin humans have carried ever since Adam and Eve in the 
beginning, the punishment that was rightly ours.  “He himself bore our sins in his body 
on the tree” (1 Pet. 2:24); in that awesome and awful event he redeemed us from our 
greatest captivity – sin. 
 And on the cross he defeated our greatest enemy – Satan.  Colossians 2:13-15 
says, “When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature, 
God made you alive with Christ.  He forgave us all our sins, having canceled the written 
code [“record of debt” ESV], with its regulations, that was against us and that stood 
opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross.  And having disarmed the powers 
and authorities [that is the Satanic powers], he made a public spectacle of them, 
triumphing over them by the cross.”  The Bible tells us that the evil tyrant has been 
dethroned and bound at the cross; there’s been a regime change. 
 Jesus’ last words on the cross were, “It is finished;” “I have done what I came to 
do;” “Mission Accomplished!  Operation Humanity Freedom is completed.”  And then 
“he bowed his head and gave up his spirit” (Jn. 19:30).  “Mission accomplished!?!?,” we 
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say.  “Mission accomplished in a dying savior?  What kind of victory is that?”  It looks 
like a mustard seed victory, doesn’t it?  A Christ, a king that is crucified is foolishness to 
the world (cf. 1 Cor. 1:23).  It looks like the kind of victory that allows 1,000 Americans 
to get slaughtered in Iraq – a sham victory. 
 But there is more.  This Jesus came back to life on the third day.  A historically 
believable fact.  His body was resurrected to live forever.  He “was declared with power 
to be the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead” (Rom. 1: 4).  Christ not only took 
away our sin that Adam had introduced, but he reversed the curse of death that came 
through Adam by coming back from the dead (cf. Rom. 5:12-19).  He appeared to over 
500 people at one time (1 Cor. 15:6) legitimizing his declaration of victory on the cross.  
He reigns over his inaugurated kingdom right now at the right hand of God the Father in 
heaven. 
 Many people still say, “Mission accomplished?!  Kingdom of God?!  Yeah, right!  
C’mon, where’s the peace on earth, why’s there all this death and violence and tragedy.  
Just look at the 4 hurricanes that have come to Florida in the last month and how the 
people in Haiti can smell the stench of unburied corpses that litter the streets.  There’s too 
much cancer, depression, unemployment for anyone to tell me the kingdom of God is 
here.  And don’t even get me started about all the evil that has been done in the name of 
Christianity through the ages.”  We still have to admit it looks like a little pinch of yeast, 
doesn’t it? 
 But there are small pockets of believers scattered around the world who have 
bowed the knee to king Jesus, who submit to his reign, and who have experienced 
forgiveness of sins, new life, peace with God, freedom, genuine community with others, 
the power of the Holy Spirit.  There’s something happening.  That’s what we’ve 
experienced. 

And we who have experienced this foretaste realize that Jesus is just the firstfruits 
(cf. 1 Cor. 15:23), “the first-born from among the dead” (Col. 1:18).  We know that “by 
his power God raised the Lord from the dead, and he will raise us also” (1 Cor. 6:14), that 
when Jesus comes he “will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his 
glorious body” (Phil. 3:21).  We have the surety that one day, when Christ returns in 
glory, “every knee will bow… and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the 
glory of God the Father” (Phil. 2:10-11), even if unwillingly.  No one will be able to 
resist. 

When this happens, everyone will see that what started in Roman ruled Palestine 
in the 1st century as a seemingly small thing was the beginning of the end.  “The kingdom 
of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall reign for 
ever and ever” (Rev. 11:15).  Jesus’ words on the cross, “It is finished,” will be validated.  
Those who refused to accept Jesus as Lord of lords and King of kings will be cast into the 
lake of fire.  And redeemed men and women from every nation on earth will know God 
perfectly and glorify him by enjoying him forever.  We will be in a perfect state of 
submission to his authority, reigning with him benevolently over the rest of creation, and 
in complete harmony with each other.  All will be very good again. 

This is reality.  Therefore, don’t be discouraged because even though the kingdom 
looks small and insignificant now, one day God’s reign will be supreme.  The kingdom of 
God is like a mustard seed, which a man took and planted in his garden.  It grew and 



7 

became a tree, and the birds of the air perched in its branches.  It is like yeast that a 
woman took and mixed into a large amount of flour until it worked all through the dough. 
 
Application 
 Now how should this truth affect us?  How does the truth of this text apply to us?  
I think that grasping what Jesus is saying with these two short parables should cause his 
followers living in the already, but not yet kingdom to not be too optimistic (that is about 
what will happen before Jesus returns) and to not be too pessimistic or discouraged. 

In the August issue of Christianity Today there was a point-counterpoint style 
piece entitled, “The Christian Future of America: Two Views.”3  One writer cited 
statistics such as the box office success of The Passion of the Christ and The Purpose-
Driven Life’s place on the New York Times best-seller list to bolster his argument that 
America is becoming more and more Christian.  Such Pollyanna ideas were countered by 
a doom and gloom article about how America had fallen over the precipice into the abyss 
of paganism.  I believe reality is somewhere in the middle and that these parables should 
balance us between these two extremes. 

First of all, let me just say that we should not hear these parables to be promising 
a slow takeover of the world by the church.  Many people have misinterpreted them in 
this way and made them say something more than Jesus intended.  Some people, 
especially in the past, have seen here a ground for what’s called post-millennialism. 
 Post-millennialism erroneously sees the kingdom and the church as the same 
things and holds that the church started out as a small group of people in Jerusalem and 
over the past 2,000 years has steadily grown to span the globe.  It’s an exceedingly 
optimistic view that believes that the church’s growth and expansion will slowly, but 
surely come to dominate the entire world and usher in the golden age, the millennium, the 
full-fledged kingdom of God. 
 Such was the view of many of my theological heroes and it was very popular in 
the church in the 18th and 19th centuries.  During that time Christianity was virtually 
synonymous with Western civilization and as Western civilization was exported through 
colonialism and as the church enjoyed great wealth, influence, and power people really 
believed that eventually the whole world would become Christianized. 
 To see this kind of thinking in this text is an over-reading but in some ways it 
took the two world wars of the 20th century to virtually rid us of the idea.  With those 
horrors it became obvious that the world was not getting progressively better as the 
church grew.  However, some still read this text and think it promises that the church will 
grow and grow and grow and someday take over the world.  In commenting on the 
parable of the mustard seed one commentator put it clearly, “The contrast is not, as is 
sometimes thought, between the Church’s insignificant beginnings and the widely-
spread, powerful organization it was to become; it is rather between the present 
veiledness of the kingdom of God and its future glorious manifestation in the Parousia.”4 
 All we are meant to see here is that what started out small and continues to be 
small, relatively speaking, will reign unrivaled when Christ returns.  We must not delude 
ourselves into thinking that as long as this present age persists we will ever achieve 
greatness.  We will always be “aliens and strangers in this world” (1 Pet. 2:11).  Until 
Christ returns the kingdom of God will be dismissed, demeaned, and disregarded as small 
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and inconsequential.  This should prevent triumphalistic ideas of winning our cities, 
countries, or world to Christ. 
 Ever since Constantine, the church has been tempted to think this way.  And if 
you think this way I think you will eventually become disillusioned and discouraged 
when you face opposition and failure in efforts to reach people with the gospel.  The 
kingdom is just here in seed form. 

But these parables also prevent us from being too pessimistic and defeatist 
because the kingdom is here.  We won’t win the whole world to Christ, but neither will 
the church fade into extinction.  We shouldn’t stop praying for revival and sharing our 
faith because the kingdom power is present and God is about expanding his kingdom.  
Like leaven in bread, God will not fail to become all in all (1 Cor. 15:28).  This is why 
Jesus tells these parables – to reassure his followers that the kingdom has come and to 
give us a sure hope that we will not be disappointed in the end. 
 
Conclusion 

For believer’s who may be struggling with their faith or experiencing difficult 
circumstances I hope that as we’ve looked at these 4 verses this afternoon you’ve been 
able to get a better understanding of what the kingdom of God is like.  If Jesus’ work on 
the cross was like D-day then we still await VE-day when he will come again to 
consummate the kingdom, but the victory is won, the fate of the enemy is sealed, these 
are just mopping up operations.  We can have confidence that even though the kingdom 
looks small and insignificant now, one day God’s reign will be supreme. 

For those who may be here today and have not put their faith in Christ, let me just 
close with one more illustration: 

If you could rewind back to 1965 when McDonald’s went public with the 
company’s first offering on the stock exchange you could buy a hundred shares of stock 
costing $2,250.  Fast-forward to 2003 when those 100 shares would have multiplied into 
74,360 shares, worth over $1.8 million.5  In 1955 McDonald’s was just Ray Kroc and a 
hamburger stand in Des Plaines, IL.  Today the golden arches span the globe.  Wouldn’t 
you love to go back and invest in McDonald’s when it was small? 

How much more sense does it make to invest in the kingdom of God today.  In 
some ways the cost is free, because it just takes faith.  But I should be honest because the 
price of faith is giving your whole life, but the payoff is worth it.  The dividend in the end 
is more than money.  It is eternal life and joy in God’s perfect kingdom that will span the 
globe and never end.  And the alternative is worse than missing out on $1.8 million.  It’s 
an eternity full of pain and suffering and devoid of the greatest good in the universe - 
God.  Don’t be fooled by the small beginnings someday it will be big. 
 
Benediction 
Hebrews 2:8bff 
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