
The purpose of  this leader’s guide is to be a tool for ABF and Life Group leaders to follow the 
sermon series with their group. Our hope is that this guide will give you a head start for your 
study and will allow your group to respond to what they’ve heard and apply it for life.* 

Why Parables?. In Definition the word parable comes the Greek word ‘parabole,’ which means 
“a placing beside” and therefore is a comparison or an illustration. The gospels of  Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke contain about 30 of  these stories while John’s gospel contains no parables but 
does use figures of  speech. A parable is a story taken from real life (or real life situation) from 
which a moral or spiritual truth is drawn. They are not fables (talking animals/walking trees). 
They are not allegories where every detail has hidden meaning.  They are basically an earthly 
story with a heavenly meaning.  
When Jesus began to teach in parables, it represented a new direction in His ministry. We are told 
that from when they were introduced, from this point forward, Jesus typically taught the 
multitudes in this form.  He continued to teach his disciples in a plain manner, but the crowds 
primarily got parables (Matthew 13:11, Mark 4:11). A common misunderstanding is that 
parables were given so that all people could easily understand, but upon further study this may 
not be the case.  Although parables were more relatable because they were stories about real life 
situations, they often had hidden meanings needing further explanation. These hidden meanings 
challenged the sincerely interested to further inquiry, and taught truths that Jesus concealed from 
various groups/people (Matthew 11:25, Luke 8:10). The parables teach us about the Sovereignty 
of  God (11-12), the responsibility of  man (14-15), and the grace of  the gospel (16-17). 

Parables of  the Mustard Seed and Leaven 

Context of  Matthew 13:31-33.  In the first two verses, Jesus tells the parable of  the Mustard 
Seed and in verse 33 he tells the parable of  the Yeast or Leaven.  The main idea for both 
parables is that God’s kingdom grows small/hidden, gradual, and unstoppable.  Jesus again starts 
this parable with ‘the kingdom of  heaven is like.’  As a reminder, the ‘kingdom' of  God means the 
‘rule’ of  God.  We also have to remember that Jesus is telling the parables to a people who were 
expecting a different kind of  kingdom, an earthly kingdom.  They were expecting the Messiah to 
come in power.  They were expecting a kingdom that would be instant, large, where evil would 
be wiped out and the righteous would rule.  Instead they remained on the fringes of  society; 
small, despised, poor, weak.  And so also for us, how are we to understand the weakness and 
smallness of  Christ’s rule at the present in our hearts and in our world in light of  its promised 
future prominence? These parables should answer this question for us. 
Parable of  the Mustard Seed and Leaven shows us three things about growth:        
1) Growth in God’s kingdom begins small/hidden: First, the kingdom of  God begins 
small.  Read Matthew 13:31, 32.  Jesus tells two things about the mustard seed in this parable.  
First, the mustard seed is smaller than all the other seeds.  Second, when full grown it is larger 
than the garden plants.  The mustard seed was not literally the smallest seed.  There were and are 
smaller ones. But is was small for the point of  this parable. The seed represents unimpressive 
beginnings. It represents the kingdom’s tiny beginning.  The same point is emphasized in the 
parable of  the leaven.  Read v. 33.  In this verse, the bible says that the woman hid the leaven in 
three measures of  flour.  The theme of  hiddenness here also refers to the kingdom being so small 
it is almost unrecognizable.  R.T. France says that the use of  the word ‘hid’ by Jesus must be 
designed to emphasize the secret, inconspicuous way the kingdom of  heaven begins to take effect.  

Matthew 13:31-33 



The kingdom of  heaven begins small, hidden, and inconspicuously. God’s work is typically 
unimpressive initially.  Human nature is impressed with strength and power and show. This is not 
to say that God does not work in spectacular, supernatural ways.  But perhaps we have been 
tempted to make visible impressiveness the thing we often seek.  Let’s make it personal.  How are 
individuals transformed by the Gospel? Typically it begins with a seed of  faith.  God gives us a 
new heart at the moment we are born again (John 3:1ff).  But change begins most of  the time in 
small, hidden ways for the believer.  Quietly lusts and various sins are crucified and victory 
comes.  Likewise, great works in church history have begun very small. Just like Martin Luther;  
One small insignificant monk tacks the ninth-five theses on the door of  the parish church and the 
reformation is launched.  
2) Growth in God’s kingdom grows gradually: This point is closely related to the first.  The 
transition from seed to tree is gradual. Jesus speaks of  when the mustard seed is full grown, but 
this takes time.  The transformation from the unleavened to leavened bread takes time.  Growth 
doesn't happen all at once.   Like growth in the physical realm, it is a natural process.  
Sanctification takes a lifetime.  Growth is not instantaneous, it grows gradually  
3) Growth in God’s kingdom is unstoppable (vv. 32):  The mustard seed becomes larger 
than the garden plants.  From the position of  insignificance as the smallest of  seeds, it grows into 
the position of  dominance in the garden.   There would be other plants in the garden, but the 
smaller seed dominates the garden.  It becomes so large that it is called a tree where even the 
birds can nest.  Jesus is not in error in calling it a tree, but he does this in order to underscore the 
contrast between the small beginning and massive ending..  Also, leaven is seen in other areas of  
scripture as a negative connotation.  Here it simply is used in a positive sense, not metaphysical 
but functional.  The kingdom of  God will permeate and transform like leaven does.  Even as 
leaven alters and transforms the whole loaf, so will the kingdom of  God alter and transform the 
whole world.  God’s kingdom begins small, gradually grows, and one day achieves dominion over 
the kingdom of  this world.     
What does this mean for us?:  Three things:  1) Gradual growth is the norm. 2) Sanctification 
is gradual because it is difficult. 3) Victory is inevitable.   
1) Gradual is norm:  Do you often feel like a failure as a believer?  As a professional, as a 
husband, as a wife, as a parent?   Is there perhaps a single habit you cannot overcome?  Or 
maybe you have tried daily devotions and continue to fail. We desire instant change but growth is 
typically slow and gradual.  When we are young we think we have the christian life figured out.  
But the older we get the more we realize how much we do not actually know.  The christian life is 
coming to the realization that the longer I walk with Jesus, the more I realize how messed up I 
am and how much more I need Jesus. 
2) Sanctification is difficult:  We have MUCH to overcome.  Our enemies (the world, the 
flesh, and the devil) are harsh and powerful.  Consequently the christian life is a marathon, not a 
sprint.  We daily put on the armor of  God.  We must have the disciplines of  the christian walk 
present in our lives (prayer, reading the word, community, etc..). The bible says that through 
much tribulation we will enter the kingdom; a picture of  the early church in Acts 14 growing 
through difficulty. It is a daily dying to self.  2 Timothy 2 speaks of  fighting the good fight and 
uses illustrations of  the soldier and farmer.  Most do not see instant, quick growth.  God’s plan for 
most is growth through lifelong, difficult struggle. 
3) Victory is inevitable:  This is the way God works; slowly, with difficulty, but surely.  He will 
have His way with us.  Sin and the old nature will gradually be put to death.  The fruit of  the 
Spirit will become increasingly present in our lives. It may be a long process, but it will come to 



pass (Philippians 1:6). God WILL build His church and will not fail. God causes the growth, we 
cannot boast, God gets the glory (Matthew 16:18).  

General Reflection:  
1) What does this passage teach us about God? 
2) What does this passage teach us about mankind? 
3) What is a command to obey in this passage?  What has God revealed in your life that needs 
changing?  What truth can be applied to your life about the gospel? 

Personal Reflection/Application  
4) What is the contrast being emphasized by Jesus in Matthew 13:31,32 and again in Matthew 
33?  Discuss the difference between how the disciples and Israel viewed God’s kingdom vs how 
Jesus viewed the kingdom.  
5) What kind of  growth can be anticipated?  Talk about growth in God’s kingdom and the 
growth in God’s people. How in both areas it begins small, is gradual, and is unstoppable. 
6)  What kind of  outlook do these parables imply for us today? 

• In regards to personal spiritual progress 
• In regards to God using us to expand His kingdom. 

7) What are some examples in scripture where God starts with the small, the insignificant, the 
hidden, and does great things? 

• Abraham and how God made him a great nation 
• David was the smallest and God made him king over Israel.  Man wouldn't have chosen him. 
• Jesus the carpenter, 12 disciples,  120 followers, 3000 added, countless number of  believers 

and the spread of  christianity. 
• Testimony in your life or someone you know of  God taking the small or weak and doing 

great things?   

Prayer 
Father thank you that our sanctification is not ultimately in our hands but something that you 
promise to accomplish in us.  Help me to live out this truth with the purpose of  expanding your 
kingdom.  

*Resources used for this study guide:  “The parables of  Jesus” by T. Johnson


