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SERMON:  The Kingdom of God is Like 
 
SCRIPTURE: Luke 13:18-21 
 
 Then Jesus asked, “What is the kingdom of God like?  
What shall I compare it to?  It is like a mustard seed, 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.” 
 Again he asked, “What shall I compare the kingdom of 
God to?  It is like the yeast that a woman took and mixed into a 
large amount of flour until it worked all through the dough.” 
 
SERMON: 
 
To begin with, I need four volunteers to come up front with me.  
Thank you very much for helping out!  Okay, we are going to 
divide you up into teams.   
 
Jesus often taught in parables, and parables are word stories 
that try and help us capture something and so actually what 
they are doing right now is they are listening to a song from my 
personal collection on my phone and they are also looking at a 
piece of art that is particularly inspiring to me, and then each 
group is going to come up with 5 words to describe that to you.   
 
But parables are an attempt to capture a reality, we use 
analogy to try and describe something to someone and what 
happens usually is because we have had such a deep, intimate 
experience with it, we almost can’t have the words to describe 
it, so if you’ve ever experienced that moment of being in love 
and your heart’s all aflutter and you don’t know how to really 
capture it, right?  And some of you know that fades a little bit 



but then there’s this deeper love that also comes out in that 
experience as well. It’s after you’ve had that first big fight, and 
you’ve worked through it and you’ve reconciled with one 
another, and in trying to explain that to somebody who hasn’t 
experienced it, is hard and so you come up with all these 
strange analogies and metaphors for it, like when we talk 
about “puppy dog eyes”.  What do we mean by puppy dog eyes?  
Well we mean that you just kind of melt when you look at that 
person, right?  That’s what we’re getting at, or if we think about 
the metaphor that it was “raining cats and dogs” right?  We’re 
not literally talking about sopping wet fur balls, we’re talking 
about a really intense down pouring of rain, but the analogy 
never quite captures the reality of it, the experience of it, and 
so that’s always the challenge.  
 
 One of the reasons that Jesus taught in parables is that He 
came and proclaimed the good news, the gospel that the 
kingdom of God was breaking into the world into His life and 
into His ministry, and it was something that was coming to 
fruition there.  Now what’s key in this is He often described 
this as being something revealed.  Paul talks about something 
that was hidden from all time and now revealed in Christ and 
in the world in our midst, which means that it was here all 
along, we just didn’t have eyes to see and experience it until 
Christ revealed it to us, in His life and ministry especially in his 
ministry on the cross for our behalf, and the continuing work 
of the ministry of Christ through the Holy Spirit.   And what we 
find then is there’s always this gap between the reality and the 
words with which we try to capture it.   
 
So lets see how we’re doing over here:  It’s okay, girls always 
get the assignments quicker than boys. (Laughter) 
 



When we look at the parables that Jesus teaches about the 
kingdom with, He is not literally saying it’s this thing; He is 
making a comparison for a reason.  It’s like this…..He’s trying to 
help us experience it through the words but the words are 
always limited, they always catch just a piece of it and so we 
want to keep that in mind as we look at the parables. 
 
When Jesus is teaching about the kingdom of God and using 
parables, it’s not enough for us to memorize the parables.  IT’s 
not about that.  It’s about experiencing the truth, the reality of 
the kingdom of God in our life as we look for signals and signs 
of it based on the parables that He’s taught us.  So they become 
indicators, they become a road map for us, they become 
landmarks for us to see, “Oh, it’s just like He said, and here it is 
in my lap, and it was here all along, I just never saw it before!”  
That’s what the life and work of parables is all about; it’s 
setting alongside these words, these images, these stories 
alongside of the reality of the kingdom, so that we can get just a 
sense of it, so we can capture just a taste of it, but the real life 
of it is in the experience, it’s “good to the last drop” and we 
want to make sure we catch all of it that we can. 
 
So, we’re going to start with the words from this piece of art, 
and I want you to experience this piece of art from the words: 
Moon, city, mountains, night, stars.  Now, if we ask those of you 
on this side of the room to describe that painting to us, how 
would you describe it, what do you see in your mind when you 
imagine, moon, night, mountains, city and stars?  What does it 
look like to you?   
 
Don’t give me a title of a vast piece of work.  (Laughter)   Use 
your imagination…what does it look like?  There’s a horizon, 
there’s a landscape, is it dark?  Is it light?  See, it starts to fall 
apart really quick.  Lets talk about our music now.  Sacrifice, 



faith, family, completely believing.  Describe this music to me.  
What does it sound like to you?  It sounds like country!  Okay, 
so we got a little twang, we got a little steel guitar in there.  
(Laughter)  What else?  Testimony, so it’s a lived experience in 
a song. 
 
What else?  Is it loud?  Is it fast?  So it’s slow and it’s quiet.  
Okay. 
 
“The kingdom of God is like a mustard seed which a man took 
and planted in his garden.”  Now when he says this in other 
places in the gospel on record, they talk about how the 
mustard seed is one of the smallest seeds ever; it’s this really 
tiny thing.  There’s an element of tininess and smallness, but in 
the parable that Jesus tells, the kingdom of God is like a 
mustard seed that a man took and planted in his garden and it 
grew and it became a great tree to which the birds of the air 
even came and found shelter within it. 
 
Now how many of you have ever planted mustard seed before?  
Anyone?  Mustard seeds are small; they’re really small aren’t 
they?  When they grow, has anyone ever seen a picture of a 
mustard plant?  Does it look like a tree?  It does not look like a 
tree.  Jesus is already messing with the parable; He’s pushing 
His audience.  They would know what mustard plants look like, 
it was very common in their area and so what He is saying is, 
“Well it’s like this, but it’s also different from this” so it’s like He 
takes this mustard seed, notice that it’s singular.  He doesn’t 
talk about He has this handful of seeds that He tosses out.  It’s 
just this one seed isn’t it?  It’s interesting.  He puts one seed in 
the garden and it grows into this big tree, so big that the birds 
of the air could come and dwell in its branches. 
 



Now, I want you for a moment to imagine, you are all a seed.  
Okay?  You see a bird coming, what’s your thought?  (Laughter)  
Someone’s covering their head back there!  (Laughter)  You’re 
a seed – what do birds do with seeds?  They eat them and then 
they transport them and fertilize them. 
 
Seeds and birds would not be seen as friends, would they?  
Right?  They would be enemies.  So this kingdom of God is this 
thing that starts really small, one seed in fact, and it grows so 
that everybody can see it, including the enemies and the 
enemies can come and find shelter in it. So it has an air of 
hospitality for its enemies even, and it becomes big, and you 
know what, there’s something else really interesting about 
mustard, it was a nuisance.   Pliny the elder, around the time of 
Jesus writes about mustard being the most annoying and 
pervasive plants there is.  There were strict rules on where you 
could plant it and where you couldn’t; in fact, the mission of 
about 200 A.D. lays down a law saying, you can’t plant it in 
your garden or someone else’s garden, you need to find a field 
away from everyone else’s field before you plant it.  The reason 
being, it’s like a weed; it just grows and it grows and it grows 
and it spreads and it takes over everything and chokes out 
everything else around it. 
 
So when it says he is going to plant this in his garden, what is it 
going to do to the rest of the garden?  It’s going to drive out the 
rest of the plants.  There will be no plants left besides the 
mustard.  This one small seed is going to take over the whole 
garden. 
 
How much of the garden is left that isn’t covered in mustard by 
the time he’s done with it, none of it.  It’s all covered in mustard 
plant and the enemies can come and find shelter in the tree.   
 



Something else about mustard – how many of you like 
mustard?  You use it, right?  Why do you use it?  It tastes good, 
what does it taste like?  Okay, it tastes like mustard!  
(Laughter)  What does mustard taste like?  Savory!  Spicy!  A 
little bitterness maybe! 
 
How many of you have used Vick’s Vapor rub before?  Before 
there was Vick’s there was mustard.  You take the seed, you 
crush it down, you put it on the chest, it burns a little and it 
creates this aromatic that cleans and benefits and heals.  So 
there’s this element of burn and there’s also this element of 
healing with mustard and what we do with mustard, and it 
tastes great, like mustard!  (Laughter) 
 
So when we look at this parable and we look at this idea, the 
kingdom of God is something small, like a seed that gets 
planted.  We know that for a seed to produce life it really has to 
die as a seed, it needs to grow into the actual plant, so it goes 
into the ground.  It dies in the ground and then coming out of it 
comes this massive tree that drives out all the other plants in 
the garden so this is the only thing left.  The only thing left is 
the kingdom of God in this parable and even the enemies of the 
kingdom of God can come and find shelter in the kingdom of 
God if they will repent out there and come in to its branches 
they will find shelter and hospitality and everything they need.  
This is a parable that Jesus is telling to these people.  
Something small that becomes something big; all 
encompassing; it brings it all in.  Not just other plants but also 
the birds of the air, the natural born enemies of it and it brings 
them all in.  Small to large, shrub versus tree. 
 
Remember what Pleny the elder said?  So there’s also this 
element of nuisance that the kingdom of God disrupts the 
orderly way we have everything set up because it brings in a 



newness of life, it changes the trajectory of what we’ve set up.  
It reconciles with enemies and the seed must die, it must be 
crushed to bring the real benefit of it.  It’s a contagious weed, 
it’s a healing balm and it’s upside down sort of power, it 
doesn’t get power by dominating the birds of the air, it gets 
power by dying to itself and rising in a tree. 
 
Again he asked, “What shall I compare the kingdom of God to?  
(How shall I get my message across?  How can I help you 
understand this experience I’ve got) It is like the yeast that a 
woman took and mixed into a large amount of flour until it 
worked all through the dough.” 
 
So, over here, with your neighbor, large amount of dough.  
What does that mean?   
 
Over here, with your neighbor, large amount of dough, what 
does that mean?    (Laughter) 
 
It’s not greenbacks!   
 
Rising, a formless mass of goo!  How big?  Countertop?  Oven 
full?  Lot’s of bread!  Counters full of loaves! 
 
How much?  A 5 lb. bag of flour.  There are 16.  That’s the exact 
language that He’s using here.  That’s how much flour, that 
large amount of flour that is being used here.  This peasant 
woman has the equivalent of 16-5 lb. bags of flour.  When you 
add the water and the yeast and everything in it to become the 
dough, it’s somewhere around 100 lbs.  A lot of dough!  That’s 
lots and lots of bread, right? 
 
So this woman isn’t just making her daily bread for that day, 
she’s making enough bread for everybody!  It’s a large amount 



of dough; it’s something that starts small, then it grows and it 
expands.  How many bakers do we have in here, who really 
enjoy baking, whatever it is?  Hands high be proud! Okay, you 
all are going to get an assignment after service!  (Laughter)  
You’ll like it, I hope! 
 
So, the woman mixed into a large amount of flour a little bit of 
yeast, and what happens to yeast when it goes into the flour?  It 
expands throughout, right?  It just permeates throughout the 
entire thing. 
 
Now what if I told you again, so the mustard plant was 
considered what to people?  It was kind of a nuisance wasn’t it?  
In Israel as you go through their traditions, especially around 
Passover time, they would have unleavened bread.  What does 
unleavened bread mean?  No yeast in it!  Why was this 
important for them?  For them, yeast was a sign and symbol of 
sin.  Because sin, impurity, just tends to permeate the whole 
thing, so we want to root out all that corruption. 
 
There is actually a game the Jewish children would play, where 
they would go around the house to find the yeast and expel it 
from the house.  It was one of the ways that parents taught 
their kids to expel that sin, that disobedience from their own 
life as well and from their household.  So they would bake this 
bread without yeast as a sign of their purity as the people of 
God in the world for the sake of God. 
 
Yeast is a sign and reminder of sin and the way that it 
permeates and pervades the world, and Jesus says, “The 
kingdom of God is like yeast that a woman mixes into a large 
amount of flour so that it becomes this massive amount of 
dough.”   
 



In advent, we sing a hymn and one of the lines in that hymn is 
the concept that the blessing, the grace of God will flow as far 
as the curse is found.  As pervasive as sin, evil and injustice is 
in the world, and we see a lot of it right now, the kingdom of 
God is all the more pervasive and it infiltrates all the corners of 
the dough. There’s nothing that’s left outside of it, it’s 
something that is working and being revealed.  It permeates 
throughout, and in permeating throughout the flour and the 
water, what does the yeast do?  It begins to change it, doesn’t 
it?  It begins to create this warm breath within it even, right?  
And it begins to rise and then it begins to produce something 
as well with it.  It requires a lot of patience to make bread, 
because you can’t force it along, you’ve got to let it do its thing 
before you put it in.  What happens if you put it into the oven 
and you haven’t allowed the yeast to expand yet?  Help me out 
here, I don’t do this!  What does it do?  It flattens out!  You lose 
it! 
 
What happens if you put your bread into the oven and every 5 
minutes you’re opening the oven door to check on how your 
bread’s doing?  It doesn’t work, does it?  Baking requires 
patience and discernment.   
 
When you receive the kingdom of God, when you are looking 
for the kingdom of God, you recognize that often times it can be 
something really small from long ago, and it just takes time for 
it to catch the energy for it to really catch in the person and 
begin to really rise up, and this idea that there’s a reaction 
within it and it creates this warm gas throughout it that causes 
it to rise, right?  Man!  If only there was a word that meant like 
“warm breath” and spirit, if only there was!  But the ancients 
new something and that’s why it’s the same word for them, 
pneuma.  It’s the breath of God that breathes into the world 
and brings about creation; it’s the breath of God that renews 



and restores.  It’s the warm breath of God that transforms us, 
and it’s the same word for Holy Spirit.  It’s the same word for 
the wind that blows through the trees; it’s the same word for 
the warm air that would be going on in that oven, and again, 
lots of dough!  Something for the whole world, something for 
the whole garden. 
 
Let’s do our reveal:  You heard words earlier, trying to describe 
the experience of a piece of art, and if we could hear a song that 
has sacrifice, faith, family, completely and believing in it.  If we 
could hear that song now. 
 
Sacrifice, faith, family, completely, believing, moon, city, night 
and stars – how about a round of applause for volunteers who 
helped us with the words!  (Applause) 
 
As good as their words were, it’s different to experience it, isn’t 
it?  AS good as the parable is, it’s different to experience the 
kingdom of God, there’s something deeper within it and we 
find that these things become beacons for us, beacons of hope 
in dark times, beacons that point us to the reality of the 
kingdom of God that keep us going, that help remind us that at 
the end of every night comes the rising of the son, that hope 
breaks forward in those moments and there’s an experiencing 
an awareness there where we begin to realize that it really is 
like a mustard seed and all of a sudden it came out of nowhere 
and it was big enough to reconcile me to my enemies.  And we 
find out that it really is like yeast that just spread throughout 
dough, and it took a long time, longer than I wanted it to, but 
ultimately that bread turned out pretty good and nourished me 
in exactly the same way that I needed it to.  There’s a humble 
trust and hope at the heart of what Christ is inviting us into as 
followers of Jesus. 
 



The artist who painted, “Starry, Starry Night” wanted to be a 
missionary and a pastor and the church said, “No, you’re not 
qualified to, you’re just not talented enough.”  Boy! They 
missed that one, huh? 
 
You’ll notice as you look at this, this is actually his view outside 
of the window of a sanitarium he was in because he had mental 
health issues throughout his entire life, and during a deep, dark 
time in his life, he painted this from memory later on; this was 
his view out the window. Except this little village he looked out 
upon, there was this one place in this that he added.  The 
village he was looking out on doesn’t have a big church in the 
middle of it.  He intentionally added that along. 
 
Now for Van Gogh, yellow was the symbol of God; everywhere 
in his paintings, he loved putting yellow throughout it because 
he saw God in all the most unlikely places and so when you 
look at this, you see the hints of yellow throughout it, right?  
You see the moon is a really deep yellow reflecting the light of 
the sun down on the rest of it, the stars.  Starry, Starry Night.  
There is yellow all throughout this.  Where else do you see 
yellow?  All the homes down below.  The hillside is accented 
with light, isn’t it?  All through God’s creation even the really 
dark tree that’s kind of jutting up there, you can see hints of 
light in that darkness, right?    There’s one place in the whole 
painting that doesn’t have yellow.  Can you see it?  The church.  
Do you think Van Gogh was working out some issues?  Yeah!  
The only place he didn’t experience the love of God or the 
presence of God was in the church of that day.  It becomes a 
powerful reminder and message for us because if there’s one 
place people should experience the hope of Christ and the love 
of Christ it should be where?  The church.  So it’s a good 
reminder for us to make sure that we are lighting our candles 
and carrying that hope and that love, that justice and truth out 



into the world with us because we recognize that it is a single 
seed and just as Christ allowed Himself to be buried in the 
ground for our behalf, His kingdom that comes out of His 
resurrection is something that has room for us and for our 
enemies because we were once the enemies of God; that’s what 
Paul writes in his letter to the Romans and throughout his 
letter to the Romans he talks about hope. 
 
Romans 5:2-5:  We have gained access by faith into this grace 
in which we now stand.  And we rejoice in the hope of the glory 
of God.  Not only so, but we also rejoice in our sufferings, 
because we know that suffering produces perseverance; 
perseverance, character; and character, hope.  And hope does 
not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our 
hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us. 
 
Glory of God was something from Isaiah’s prophesies.  The 
presence of God would fill the entire earth.  That’s the hope 
that Paul is referring to, that God would fill earth with His 
glory. 
 
Romans 8:24-25: For in this hope we were saved.  But hope 
that is seen is no hope at all.  Who hopes for what he already 
has?  But if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it 
patiently.   
 
Some of us more patiently than others because hope causes us 
to yearn for a day when every tear is wiped away; when there’s 
no more injustice, when there’s no more pain, when there’s no 
more suffering but hope also fuels us to be part of recognizing 
those moments day by day and trying to help them occur. 
 



Romans 12:12:  Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful 
in prayer.  Share with God’s people who are in need.  Practice 
hospitality. 
 
Romans 15:4:  For everything that was written in the past was 
written to teach us, so that through endurance and the 
encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.  
 
And again in verse 13:  May the God of hope fill you with all joy 
and peace as you trust in him, so that you may overflow with 
hope by the power of the Holy Spirit. 
 
Earlier we recited the Lord’s Prayer together and we prayed 
that God’s kingdom would what?  Our Father, who art in 
heaven, hallowed be your name, your kingdom come, your will 
be done on earth as it is in heaven. 
 
The Christian hope is about seeing the kingdom of God 
revealed in our midst here on the very earth that God had 
created; that this earth would be renewed and transformed by 
hope, faith, love and truth that it would be the creation that 
God has intended it to be that it would become not just this 
small seed, but this great wonderful tree, that even the birds of 
the air can find roost in; that it wouldn’t be just this little bit of 
yeast, but it would permeate throughout the whole dough to 
create enough bread to feed the whole village and throw a 
giant party with. 
 
In Hebrews, we learn that faith is being sure of what we hope 
for and certain of what we do not see.  If that is our hope then, 
how do we live in the day-by-day moments of our lives?  We 
look for God’s presence in the day-by-day moments.  We 
patiently suffer through things with people and through our 
own lives, looking for the light on the edge of the night.  



Helping them to see it, helping them to feel solidarity and 
encouragement, helping them to experience the presence of 
Christ through our very own presence as well because we 
know and trust and believe where two or more are gathered 
together, Christ is with them also. 
 
So we gather around those who are hurting and suffering.  We 
celebrate with those who are celebrating and in doing so, by 
bearing one another’s burdens, both joyous and hard, we are 
fulfilling the law of love and we are reflecting God’s glory in the 
world around us. 
 
So, those of you who enjoy baking, I would love to give you a 5 
pound bag of flour and what I would like you to do is to take 
some time with some close friends or family members that you 
like, that you appreciate, that you are grateful for in your life. 
And invite them to come over with you and do some baking, 
and I want you during that time to verbalize to them that they 
mean a lot to you, that they have been an encouragement to 
you, that you are grateful that God has put them in your life 
and then as you are baking this together, you bake whatever 
you want, if you want to do bread, you do bread, if you want to 
do cookies, do cookies, if you do desserts, call me!  (Laughter)  
But I want you to take it then and if you’re able to do this 
together, all the better, but I want you to remember somebody 
in your circle; it doesn’t have to be somebody in your family, it 
can be somebody in your friends network, it could be 
somebody across the street that you don’t particularly like, it 
could be somebody who is a complete stranger, but you look at 
them and you see, “They look kind of lonely and this time of 
year could be hard for them.” And I want you to take some of 
those baked goods over to them and I want you to tell them 
how much you appreciate them being in the neighborhood or 
in your circle or whatever it is, that you thought of them and 



you wanted to share this good gift with them and see what 
happens when you take those little seeds of something you 
enjoy doing as a hobby and something you love and share it 
with others and see what happens in those conversations. 
 
So these will be up here for you and you are welcome to come 
get them if you want to do that.  The only thing I do ask is that 
you invite others along in the process because ultimately that’s 
how things spread and grow. 
 
So with that, I want to invite our song leaders to come up to 
lead us in our closing song.   
 
And as they are doing so, those of you who aren’t into baking, 
don’t think you’re getting off the hook either.  I want you to 
think and see, have eyes that are open wide to generously see 
people around you who need hope this season and see the 
strength that is within you to come alongside of them and be a 
vessel of hope for them in this moment. 
 
 


