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Parables of the Mustard Seed and the Leaven: Matthew 13: 31-35 

Pastor John E. Dubler 
 

 

 

From the pulpit of a fishermanôs boat Jesus taught the crowds who were standing on the beach.  

The multitudes included the sincere, the skeptical, the savvy and the serpents.  They were not of 

one heart, nor of one mind toward the miracle worker from a few miles away in Nazareth.  After 

relating the Parable of the Tares and Wheat (though not its explanation), Jesus proceeded to tell 

them two more parables before leaving the crowds and going back to Peterôs home in 

Capernaum.  These two parables, the Mustard Seed and the Leaven, are short but loaded with 

meaning.  Jesus leaves it to us to delve into them and extract the meaning, for nowhere will we 

find His explanation given.  But, as we read in Proverbs 25:2, 

 

It is the glory of God to conceal a matter, 

But the glory of kings is to search out a matter. 

 

In this case, the searching will not be arduous nor rancorous among scholars, for there is general 

agreement, at least among conservative, Bible-believing scholars, on the meaning of Jesusô 

words. 

 

The Parable of the Mustard Seed.  Matthew 13:31-32 [Parallel passages are found in Mark 

4:30-32 and Luke 13:18.] 

 

The meaning of this parable 

 

The smallest of seeds produces a very large tree; and it is just so with the Kingdom of God.  A 

small seed, bearing the DNA of the kingdom, when planted in good soil produces amazing 

growth, both in individuals and in the Kingdom of God taken as a whole.   

 

Recall the small beginning of the kingdom.  Jesus was born in an 

obscure village to impoverished parents.  His mother, Mary, was 

virtually unknown in the world and her husband a common stone 

mason and carpenter.  Yet within 33 years Jesusô life was rocking 

the foundations of the religious and political authorities in occupied 

Israel, and only decades after that the believers had transformed the 

Roman Empire through the blood of the martyrs.  [Photo credit:  from 

truechristian.com] 

 

Thus we quickly extract the meaning:  the small beginning of the Kingdom of God has a much 

larger ending.   

 

A stone becomes a great mountain.  This exponential growth of Godôs Kingdom is the 

fulfillment of Danielôs prophecy concerning the stone which became a great mountain and filled 

the whole earth: 

 

 Mustard  Seeds 
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You continued looking until a stone was cut out without hands, and it struck the 

statue on its feet of iron and clay and crushed them. Then the iron, the clay, the 

bronze, the silver and the gold were crushed all at the same time and became like 

chaff from the summer threshing floors; and the wind carried them away so that 

not a trace of them was found. But the stone that struck the statue became a great 

mountain and filled the whole earth.  Daniel 2:34-35
1
 

   

 

Elements of the parable:   
 

1.  The mustard seed and mustard tree:  A mustard seed is tiny indeed.  In Rabbinical thought a 

mustard seed was proverbial for smallness.  The mustard seed represents the tiny beginning in 

the parable.   

 

Some have taken the mustard seed under the microscope and argued about whether it really is the 

smallest of seeds.   Of course this misses the point entirely.  Here is a small seed, well known to 

the audience and the very soul of a proverbial expression with which they 

would already be familiar.  Though there may be smaller seeds in this world, 

is there a better illustration, or would it grow into so large a plant in the 

Palestine of Jesusô day?  Even if there is a bigger garden plant, would it be 

known to the hearers?    

 

Mustard is mentioned a total of five times in the New Testament, always in 

reference to small beginnings or small faith.  Mustard seed faith does not 

mean ineffective faith any more than a mustard seed beginning means a small and ineffectual 

ending.  The Lord shows us the truth about how effective our ñlittleò can be, as recorded in Luke 

17:6: 

 

And the Lord said, ñIf you had faith like a mustard seed, you would say to this 

mulberry tree, óBe uprooted and be planted in the seaô; and it would obey you.ò  

 

The tree in Palestine which has come to be known as the mustard tree, grows to a height of 10-15 

feet with a stout central stem and strong branches.  

It bears yellow flowers producing minute seeds 

about the size ofðwell, about the size of a 

mustard seed.  In actuality the seed is so small 

that when it is incorporated into jewelry, the 

makers encase it in a glass globe the size of a 

marble, which serves to magnify the seed so it 

may be easily seen. [Photo credit:  Pastor Petersen as 

posted by Rev. Paul McCain on his blog.] 

 

The man and the field:  Here are two elements 

that are not consequential except that they hold the story together, making comprehensible and 

                                                 
1
 Unless otherwise noted, all scripture references are to the New American Standard Updated Version, used with 

permission.   
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visible to the mindôs eye.  The man is any man or farmer, the field is any field.  They hold no 

encrypted meaning. 

 

Exposition of the parable 

 

 Do not despise the day of small beginnings, as the work of God, once planted, will grow into a 

huge kingdom.  God working within a man means that he is merely the farmer, the sower, who 

one day tosses some tiny seeds into the ground, not particularly expecting or looking for results.  

Later he discovers the small seed sown has become a big tree.   

 

It is God who will finish what He has started.  ñFor I am confident of this very thing, that He 

who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesusò Philippians 1:6.   

Or again, as we read in Isaiah 55:10-11: 

 

For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, 

And do not return there without watering the earth 

And making it bear and sprout, 

And furnishing seed to the sower and bread to the eater; 

So will My word be which goes forth from My mouth; 

It will not return to Me empty, 

Without accomplishing what I desire, 

And without succeeding in the matter for which I sent it. 

 

 

When the Kingdom first appears it is small, but later on, after accomplishing Godôs good 

purposes, the Kingdom fills the whole earth, and the second coming of the messiah to claim His 

seat of governance over all the kingdoms of the earth is anything but small and inconsequential.  

His appearing at the end of the age will be cataclysmic.  Then there will be earthquakes and fire.  

Menôs hearts will fail from fear as huge hailstones fall from the sky.  Every eye shall see Him; 

every knee shall bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the 

Father.  The concluding act of the kingdom is not something acted out in a corner, unnoticed by 

most and derided by many. 

 

 

The Leaven.  Matthew 13: 33 [A parallel passage may be found in Luke 13:20.] 

 

 

Meaning of this parable 

 

The parable shows us how transforming the Kingdom of Heaven becomes, once the small start 

has been made.  The meaning is basically the same as the Parable of the Mustard Seed, but with 

an important change in emphasis.  Both parables tell us that the kingdom produces results 

entirely out of proportion to their insignificant beginnings.  The Mustard Seed shows us 

extensive growth from a small beginning, but The Leaven shows us extensive transformation.  

Therefore the difference in the two parables is not nearly so pronounced as the similarities.  The 

mustard seed grows, the leaven transforms. 
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Leaven is known for its amazing power to transform substances inside out.  So it is with the 

kingdom.  Once a man has the seed of the Kingdom of Heaven within himself, the 

transformation begins. 

 

Elements of the parable 

 

1.  Leaven:  Usually, but not always a metaphor for sin, leaven in this case is a metaphor for 

positive transformation.  Here is leaven representing not sin but the Kingdom of Heaven.  

Sometimes Jesus surprises us with His choices for metaphors.  Certainly, in this case the choice 

is eye-popping, making us stop dead in our tracks and read it again.  The Kingdom is like 

leaven?  How can this be?  Because the kingdom of heaven, once received in manôs heart works 

like leaven.  And yes, sin works in the same way.  ñA little leaven leavens the whole lump of 

dough,ò Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 5:6 and Galatians 5:9.  In those passages, and in most of the 

Old Testament as well
2
, it is the leaven of sin that permeates the dough producing a negative 

result.  But here, the opposite is true. 

 

It should not be considered incongruous that a symbol for sin 

can likewise be a symbol for the righteous Kingdom of God.  

After all, other symbols likewise find opposite expression.  

Satan, for example is referred to as ñlike a lionò seeking whom 

he may devour.  But Jesus is referred to as ñthe Lion of Judah.ò  

The lion metaphor is inverted in these cases without losing its 

usefulness in understanding its subject. 

    

2.  The woman.  Like the man and the field in the Parable of the Mustard Seed, the woman is not 

particularly relevant to the parable, other than to give it the kind of mental glue that holds the 

story together and makes its visualization more poignant. Who, after all, has not seen a woman 

mixing leaven into dough?  Well, perhaps in our fast food society there are more than we would 

like to think.  Nonetheless, the image of a woman kneading the dough, the dough set aside and 

rising until the entire batch is leavened is imminently imaginable. 

   

3.  Three pecks of flour.  The fact that there is three pecks of flour is not germaneðdo not look 

for extra meaning in the number three.  The volume of the flour is the point.  Three pecks 

amounts to about 36 liters of dry measure.  The word for ñpeckò in the Greek is  (sata) 

about 12.3 liters dry.  The point is this:  37 liters (3 pecks) of wheat flour is a huge volume of 

flour.  Nonetheless a very small volume of leaven leavens the whole lump of dough. 

    

  

                                                 
2
 Leaven in the Old Testament is not always representative of sin.  Consider, for example, Leviticus 7:13 where the 

peace offering is leavened and Leviticus 23:15-18 where we find the wave offering likewise leavened.  Thus, in 

these cases, leavened offerings are used as symbols for the expiation of sin. 

 


