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Introduction 
I think one of the most common questions we ask children is what they want to be when they grow up. 
My	youngest last year decided that she wanted to be a zookeeper – and one of my boys thought it would be 
cool to be a volcanologist. I went through a long stint of planning to be a rich artist – until David Hecht, who I 
was in Sunday School with – told me straight up that all the rich artists were dead. It was a bit deflating.  
 
My mom was a preschool teacher, and after she asked students what they wanted to be – they would always 
ask her the question back –what did she want to be when she “grew up?” Her standard answer was that she 
wanted to be a ballerina. One year a rather starry-eyed little girl said to her “Oh, Mrs. Behee, be a famous one 
– you can do so much more.”  
 
A child’s answer to this question is often a reflection of what they love, or what they enjoy doing. But it also is 
a reflection of our inherent desire as people to live a life that means something. We want our lives to be a part 
of something that matters. You can see how central this question is when you participate in a Memorial service 
for someone. Our desire when we remember a person that we loved is to declare that their life, however long 
or short, mattered.   
 
We are continuing our slow walk through the Gospel of Luke today—which means that we’re back in that place 
of really looking at and listening to Jesus – seeing what He does and hearing what He says – what He invites 
us into – and how He calls us to follow Him.  
 
One thing that becomes clear is that when we follow Jesus we are entering into a life that matters – that is 
significant. Because Jesus is at work in the world – bringing about something entirely new – something the 
gospel writer Luke calls the Kingdom of God.   
 
 
One of the things I had hammered into my head in my 20’s was that if I wanted to understand who Jesus was 
and what he was about, I needed to understand what he meant when he was talking about the Kingdom of 
God. When you start to look for references to it, you realize that Jesus is trying to give us a sense of what it is 
all the time. It’s the punchline of every parable, what He’s trying to describe in every sermon – and it’s what 
He’s living out, day in and day out, before the lives of His followers.  
 
What’s important for us to understand is that Jesus came to inaugurate something entirely new. A new way of 
living – a new way of being. Sometimes when we hear Jesus say “I must preach the good news of the kingdom” 
– we think the sum total of that good news is that Jesus came and died for our sins. His death and resurrection—
is the climax—the critical act that shifted the ultimate victory of the Kingdom of God from a hope to a certainty. 
And it’s the moment where we most fully see the character of our King on full display. But that act is part of a 
larger story.   
 
And the larger story has all the makings of an epic fairy tale. Luke did a great job last week of describing Jesus 
as a person who acted and spoke out of an obvious authority. Jesus has that authority because He is the 
rightful King of this world. Jesus is essentially the rightful king returned to his kingdom – born in obscurity and 
dressed as a commoner – but the king, nonetheless -- returned to redeem His people and show them once 
again how to live. His people have been oppressed by an evil tyrant for so long that they have forgotten who 
they truly are – what it means to be human. The coming of Jesus marks the end of the kingdom of darkness – 
and the beginning of something entirely new – the inbreaking of the Kingdom of Light.   
Jesus tells his followers that the Kingdom of God is here—that it’s breaking into the world through Jesus – and 
that it will continue to break into the world through all those who would follow Him. 
 
And that includes us.  
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When I read the Gospels the sense I get of Jesus is that what He’s trying to describe is simply too much for him 
to explain through one story – in one moment—so He uses many stories and images to give us snapshots of 
the Kingdom He’s bringing about. And even more importantly, He lives it out right in front of them and then 
says – see, look—what I just did—how I just treated that person—that is the Kingdom of God.  
 
That’s what happens in this passage:  
 
Last week Luke talked about the story right before our text for today. In that passage  Jesus is teaching in the 
synagogue, and mid-lecture he notices a woman who had been entirely hunched over by a spirit for 18 years. 
Jesus immediately calls her forward and heals her, which makes all the religious rulers angry. They rebuke Jesus 
because he had healed a woman on the Sabbath – a day when he should not have done the “work” of healing. 
Jesus accuses them of hypocrisy because they care more for the welfare of their animals than for the welfare 
of this woman.  
 
The synagogue leaders are humiliated, but the woman is praising God for her healing, and the people in the 
synagogue who aren’t in charge are delighted.  
 
And Jesus grabs a hold of this moment to make sure the people realize that they’ve just seen the kingdom of 
God breaking in. This was a moment where a woman on the margins of society was SEEN – in her pain—and 
the compassion and power of God broke out and made her well. And this was a moment that could not be 
quenched by the legalities and systems in the synagogue. Jesus allowed the power of God to break forth 
through his life, and was unapologetic about the disruptions it made. 
 
And then he says this about the Kingdom:  
 
18	Then Jesus asked,	“What is the kingdom of God	like?	What shall I compare it to?	19	It is like a mustard 
seed, which a man took and planted in his garden. It grew and became a tree,	and the birds perched in 
its branches.” 

20	Again he asked,	“What shall I compare the kingdom of God to?	21	It is like yeast that a woman took and 
mixed into about sixty pounds[a]	of flour until it worked all through the dough.” – Luke 13:18-21 

Jesus is giving us two different images of the kingdom here, and both of them describe how the kingdom of 
God grows – how it spreads in its influence in the world.  

Let’s start with the mustard seed:  
To be honest I’ve always found this parable to be a bit underwhelming, because the mustard plant just isn’t 
that huge – it’s a spice that can grow to be about 20 feet tall. A mustard seed is about 1-3 mm in size – which 
is small. But there are more impressive trees – I mean, real trees, that Jesus could have used for this example! 
How about those Cedars of Lebanon we hear about when Solomon builds the temple in the old Testament – 
they can be 60’ tall . . .  
 
But Jesus is smart, so I have to assume that Jesus isn’t just saying through this example that the Kingdom of 
God starts really small, but grows really big.  
 
I think Jesus is intentionally using a common, domestic images here. Both the mustard plant and yeast would 
have been everyday things. The cedars of Lebanon were a symbol of luxury and wealth, shipped from countries 
like Tyre and Sidon for the temple and the king’s palace in Jerusalem. Mustard and yeast would have been 
found in the kitchen . . . on the dinner table (you might find both on your thanksgiving table, in fact).  
 
Both of these images tell us that Jesus’ kingdom expands in everyday common places, through everyday 
common people doing everyday common things. This should, perhaps not be surprising to us when we think of 
how Jesus lived out his ministry. He spent most of his time in backwater towns, with common people who had 
no power or influence in the world. He poured most of his time into an eclectic and somewhat rough small 
group that traveled with him. We have to make sure that our pictures of Jesus don’t get too shiny. Isaiah 53:2 
reminds us that He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to him, nothing in his appearance that we should 
desire him. 
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When we look at these two images together we can get a sense of what Jesus is saying about how the 
Kingdom grows:  
- It happens in common, everyday contexts 
- The mustard seed image tells us that it may have small, unimpressive beginnings, but that is no indication 

of its ultimate significance. In the end it grows to be great, serving as a place of refuge and support (the 
birds, remember, rest in its branches).  

- And the yeast image points to the Kingdom of God’s influence: add a very small amount of it, and it will 
by its very nature spread throughout the entire dough, making it different than it was.   

 
What Jesus is giving us here is not really a strategy for how the Kingdom grows, but an encouragement to 
have confidence in Jesus’ ways -- that Jesus’ way is what really changes our world – even if it doesn’t look 
like it at the beginning.  
 
We are, in our world, full of strategies for how to make things happen.  
 
If I google how to become an influencer in my industry I get an 8 step process. If I google how to be a success 
I’ll get all sorts of different strategies and steps. I could have googled how to be wealthy, how to build a 
successful ministry, and a host of other lists that articulate how to build something, or become something, or 
achieve something of significance.   
 
“What do you want to be when you grow up?” 
 
I think our desire to do something meaningful with our lives is a desire that God has given us. But I think that 
desire becomes fulfilled through co-labouring with Jesus in his work in the world (and His work in the world is 
broad – He is at work in all sorts of work, with all sorts of people).   
 
The problem is that it’s very easy for our lives to leave little space for co-labouring with God.  We have 
strategies and plans for success that are built on the social sciences – (sociology, psychology, anthropology, 
economics) and that assume, at their core – that there is no God at work – only people. It’s amazing how 
much we as believers end up being influenced by these ideas – and how much they can shape our understand 
of what it means to serve God.  
 

This leads to us as Christians living in such a way that are working for Jesus rather than following Him. Instead 
of participating in the new work Jesus is doing we make our plans and ask God to bless them. 
 
I know that for me I am constantly needing to unlearn my way of living in order to make space for Jesus – so I 
can hear what He’s doing and be led by Him. This doesn’t mean that I have to pray for hours each day before 
I make a decision. It’s more about me remembering that Jesus is the one with the plans that really matter – 
and that there needs to be space for those plans.  
 
Have you ever gone to sign a group birthday or congratulations card – and there is literally no space left for 
you to write? That’s how I sometimes think Jesus feels about my life. He wants to invite me into His Kingdom 
work, but I have literally left him no space, because in my heart of hearts I still am living under the false 
assumption that if something meaningful is going to happen through my life – it’s up to me.  
 
When I think of Jesus in the synagogue, interrupting his own sermon to heal a woman that no one else probably 
even noticed – this is what I see:  
- I see how Jesus noticed people that others didn’t.  
- I see how Jesus slowed down for people – how He moved at a pace that allowed him to treat each person 

with dignity and love.  
- I see how Jesus was empowered and led by the Spirit. And I think as well about how Jesus said again and 

again that He only did what He saw the Father doing. Jesus’ plans were flexible, enabling him to respond 
to the needs of people – and to respond to the voice of his Father 

- I see how Jesus persisted in loving people and doing what is Father asked even if it caused conflict.  
 
This is the mustard seed approach – the kind of life that works, like yeast, through the whole dough. This is the 
kind of life that is characterized not be leading, but by following – a life that assumes dependence on the Spirit 
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rather than self-sufficiency --  – the kind of life that holds plans with an open hand – ready for an unexpected 
call to love and care for  the people around us.  This is a life that allows space for the kingdom of God to break 
in.   
 
Conclusion 
Our world has all sorts of ideas about what it means to be successful, to be significant.  I find that in our text 
for today, Jesus reassures us that (as Paul writes in 1 Corinthians):  
the foolishness	of God is wiser than human wisdom, and the weakness	of God is stronger than human strength. 
– 1 Corinthians 1:25 
  
Jesus reassures us that the way to transform the world is not through complicated strategies, but through 
following Him and seeking to be like Him – in how He follows the directions of His Father – in how He sees and 
loves people – and in how He pushes against societal systems that would get in the way of treating people 
with the dignity that is fitting for someone made in the image of God.  
 
Don’t worry – He tells us here – follow me and you will see real transformation in your life, your relationships, 
your world.  
 
Our world is very complex and there are a lot of problems – and I can often find myself wrestling with what 
we’re supposed to DO – it feels overwhelming, and it makes me feel small. What do we do about the myriad 
of issues that are facing us as people, as a society – what do we do about all of the brokenness. I mean – I 
can’t even figure out what to do with the brokenness in my own family, or my own person.  
 
We often feel like the answer is for us to figure out the right thing to do – and we look in all sorts of places for 
solutions. But Jesus gives us a solution – we are to follow Him – we are to love people the way He loves – we 
are to respond to the Father the way Jesus did. And the encouragement of these short word-pictures is the 
reassurance that Jesus’ way—even if it seems small and insignificant, ends of bringing about what we’re truly 
longing for – lasting change – true transformation – healing – abundant life.  
 
How refreshing for us to remember – again and again – that we are not God. It’s not up to us to figure 
everything out – it’s up to us to listen to Jesus, to submit to the Spirit, and to become the kind of people He’s 
called us to be.  
 
The way we make a difference in the world is by being like Jesus  
 
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
1. What do you think are the critical ingredients of a life that matters?  
2. Think about the life of Jesus and how he has impacted the world. How do you see the parables of the 

mustard seed & yeast in his life and its impact?   
3. What do you think difference is between working for Jesus and following Jesus?  
4. Where do I need to be encouraged? (The KOG is often brought about through small acts of faithfulness 

and often looks mundane and common, but its affects last). 
5. What is Jesus inviting me to let go of? Where is Jesus inviting me to slow down? To release the quick road 

to success in order to walk a slower, more faithful road? 
6. Pray together 


