
Some Parables of Jesus Found in the Gospel of Matthew 

A Study in Eight Lessons 

Wednesday Evening Studies 

Lesson Three 

 

Matthew 13:31-32 

Matthew 13:33 

  

Parable of the Mustard Seed 

Parable of the Yeast 

 

Read the Two Parables 

 

 Before getting into some of the traditional interpretations of these two parables, let's think 

together about what has come right before them.  

 According to Matthew, Jesus tells the Parable of the Wheat and the Weeds; then he tells 

the Parable of the Mustard Seed; then he tells the Parable of the Yeast.  

 What do these three parables have in common?  

 

 We learned last week about the invasive weeds. I wonder: Could the mustard seed and 

the yeast also be considered invasive? Stanley Saunders says that the parables are meant to 

surprise the readers or hearers. But what is the surprise? "Are they about the surprising nature 

and power of God's reign, or about invasion and contamination? Is the contamination a good 

thing or a bad thing? Does the growth each story depicts represent promise or threat?"1  

 

 In a provocative comment during a class on Gospel parables, Saunders asked, for 

example, "Is Jesus saying that he is the mustard seed?"2 

 

 Let's discuss just that possibility and see where it takes us. 

 

 1. In what ways might Jesus be like that mustard seed? 

 2. If the mustard is an invasive plant, what does that say about Jesus as mustard seed?  

 

The Mustard Seed 

 

 Traditional interpretations of the Parable of the Mustard Seed stress the tiny beginning 

that results in a surprisingly big ending: the small seed growing into the large shrub. Some other 

less traditional interpretations have emphasized "politics rather than piety" and, instead of urging 

a sense of awe and encouragement at the remarkable growth, those interpretations might portray 

mustard as a poisonous weed, undesirable to have in one's garden or field, says Amy-Jill Levine.   

                                                           
 1 Saunders, Preaching the Gospel of Matthew, 128. 

 2 Saunders, class notes, July 2017 



 However, she points out that "mustard is a curative, and one available to anyone."3 For 

Levine, the parable might be better interpreted by its revelation of God's bountiful creation, the 

world as a place where "like the sun, which insists on shining, the seed insists on growing, to be 

used by anyone who finds the plant."4  

 What do you think? Keep all these thoughts in mind as we move on to the Parable of the 

Yeast. Like the mustard seed, the yeast grows out of sight, hidden away in the dough. Is that 

important to the parables? 

The Yeast 

 The Parable of the Yeast (13:33) naturally fits into a lesson with the Parable of the 

Mustard Seed. In fact, both Luke and Matthew place these parables together. One theme the two 

parables share is the large outcome that begins in a very small way.  

 Levine points out that both parables take place in domestic settings; that "the seed parable 

is set in a garden or local field; the yeast parable is set in a village oven." Therefore, she says: 

"The kingdom of heaven is found in what today we might call 'our own backyard' in the 

generosity of nature and in the daily working of men and women."5  

Digging Deeper into the Parables 

 The parables of mustard seed and yeast provide a good place to stop and talk about a 

feature of many of the parables of Jesus -- the ambiguity! Does it mean this? Or does it mean just 

the opposite? Or can it be pointing to both?  

 Saunders has written about what he calls the "Janus" effect in Matthew, the idea that 

many of the stories are "two-faced" like the Roman god Janus. Saunders says that in Matthew the 

stories often seem loaded "with more than one meaning, leaving the audience to sort out for 

themselves which way to read the image, reference, or story."  

 This feature is an important one in the parables, he says, as the parables so often 

described as simple really are not: Instead of simple comparisons, "the juxtapositions turn out to 

be more combustive than comparative. When the parables explode, they produce both smoke and 

light."6 As we examine the parables of mustard seed and yeast, where do we find such 

explosions? We find both judgment and salvation, seemingly meant to confuse our conclusions!  

Interpreting the Mustard Seed and Yeast  

 With the Janus effect in mind, look again at the Parable of the Mustard Seed. "Does the 

mustard seed represent something positive" as you read this parable, or "is it an invasive 

                                                           
 3 Levine, 168. 

 4 Ibid., 181. 

 5 Levine, 182. 

 6 Saunders, 862 Gospel Parables class handout, 1. 



contaminating force?"7 What about the yeast? First, know that the Greek word used in the 

parable that may be translated "mixed in with" means "hid in." Let's discuss. 

 1. Where do you see the positive represented in each parable?  

 2. Where do you see the negative? 

 3. How does each make you feel? 

 4. What do you think all of this has to do with "the kingdom of heaven is like"? 

 5. Can you imagine now that explosion of smoke and light? What do you think? 

 In Sunday school lessons there will be further exploration of these parables. Keep reading 

and thinking as you prepare for Sunday lessons and worship. 

  

                                                           
 7 Ibid, 2.  



Congregational Study of the Parables in the Gospel of Matthew 

First Presbyterian Church of Natchez, Mississippi 

Eight Parable Lessons for Adult and Teen Sunday Study  

Lesson Three 

 

Parable of the Mustard Seed: Matthew 13:31-32  

 

Parable of the Yeast: Matthew 13:33  

 

Teachers: Have the class read aloud the parables from the Bible. Ask for any comments that 

your class might want to make about the parables -- like, don't like; confusing message, clear as 

a bell? What do your class members have to say? 

Old Testament Parables Can Shine Light on the Parables of Jesus 

 Earlier in our study, we discussed parables found in the Old Testament. Here is a good 

time to return to that!  See the parable of the cedar found in Ezekiel 17:22-24. In that short story, 

God removes the topmost part of a great cedar tree and plants it so that it might become another 

very large tree, where birds will live beneath it and in its branches. God accomplishes this to 

make known his creative power and his lordship over all. Does this theme continue in the 

parables of Jesus, I wonder? Where do we see God's creative power and God's sovereignty in the 

Parable of the Mustard Seed? 

 The Parable of the Mustard Seed does inspire us to see the possibilities of great results 

from small beginnings, especially with regard to understanding what God's kingdom is like. Still, 

there are specific kingdom qualities teachers might point out, such as hospitality (the plant 

hosting birds); inclusiveness and generosity (God's creation provides for all); beauty (plant, bird, 

field, all the natural world). The Parable of the Mustard Seed has the power to call up wonder, 

thanksgiving, and gratitude for God's great Creation. 

Mustard and Yeast: Negatives and Positives (Two-Faced?)  

 On Wednesday evening, we discussed the ambivalence found in parables. Sometimes we 

see more than one meaning; in fact, most of the time we should see more than one meaning. In 

the history of the interpretation of parables, this has been a challenge for scholars. Some have 

wanted to focus on just one meaning per parable. Others have said: Look first at what that 

original audience might have heard. Many have said: See how the parable speaks to the life of 

the disciple and the church and the world today. All of these are important as we look together at 

meanings we take away from the words of Jesus spoken in parables. 

 Like the mustard parable, the yeast parable also has had its commentators who chose 

negative interpretations, reminding readers of times when Jesus himself used the word in a 

negative sense: for example, "yeast of the Pharisees" (Matt. 16:9-11). Yeast itself is not impure. 

In the parable, Jesus speaks of leaven used in making bread, an enormous amount of bread! 

There we see a theme of generosity and joy. 

 The Parable of the Yeast reminds us of other stories about an abundance of food. For 

example, we read about the feeding of huge crowds of people in all four gospels! Read this story 



of how the loaves multiplied miraculously on the day Jesus found himself surrounded by a 

hungry crowd (Matthew 14:14-21; 15:32-38). The parable becomes Jesus himself! 

 The Parable of the Yeast, like the mustard parable, invites wonder. The subject is bread, 

and the Bible has plenty to say about bread! Read the instructions to the disciples about how to 

pray (Lord's Prayer, Matthew 6:9-14). Jesus teaches us to pray every day for enough bread -- 

enough bread for ourselves; enough bread for all! This is the kingdom way! What do you want to 

ask Jesus this morning if he could answer our questions about these two parables? 

  



Lessons of Love and Hospitality in the Gospel Parables: 

How Jesus Leads the Church to Love, Welcome, and Serve Our Neighbors  
 

Devotionals by Rev. Joan Gandy 

Based on Parables of Jesus Found in the Gospel of Matthew 

 

Dear Brothers and Sisters in Christ, 

 I am excited to offer devotional guides for your use during the eight weeks we will be 

studying Parables of Jesus found in the Gospel of Matthew. These devotionals may be used by 

one person, two, a family of five or a room full of relatives and friends! The important thing is to 

use them faithfully, each week. Of course, have a Bible nearby, also!  

 The devotionals, it is hoped, may deepen your spiritual experience of reading and 

studying the beautiful parables of Jesus. If you are able, it is helpful to have a particular time of 

day when you devote yourself to reading and reflecting. Try to create a space where there are 

few distractions. Seek God's presence by devoting mind, body, and strength to listening for that 

divine voice to speak to you through Scripture and prayer. And be with one another, taking time 

to talk about what you are reading and feeling as you devote yourself to this informal worship 

time. 

 There are three devotional readings for each of the eight weeks we will study selected 

parables in Matthew. Choose the same three days each week to share these little devotionals in 

your family circle -- maybe Thursday, Friday, and Saturday.  

 Here is how the devotionals are arranged: In addition to a verse or two from the Gospel to 

guide your spiritual experience, there also is a verse from Psalms that helps perhaps to expand 

the meaning of the Gospel reading. The devotional concludes with a short prayer that you may 

read together. Then it is hoped that you will have your own family prayers together. If family 

prayers are not a habit you have cultivated, this is a great time to try that helpful practice. So: 

three times a week, devotionals are provided. Use them on whatever days you wish, but do try to 

enjoy the devotionals during the week designated if possible. 

 I leave you with these readings with a prayer that God will be with each one of us as we 

make this journey through parables together in the weeks ahead.  

 

In Christ's love, 

Joan 

  



Week Three: May 13-19, Matthew 13:31-32; 13:33  

 First Devotional 

 

Gospel Verse for the Day: 

 "The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in his field" 

(Matthew 13:31). 

 

Psalm Verse for the Day: 

 "You cause the grass to grow for the cattle, and plants for people to use, to bring forth 

food from the earth, and wine to gladden the human heart and oil to make the face shine, and 

bread to strengthen the human heart" (Psalm 104:14-15). 

 

 The little child tugged at my robe just before worship was to begin. "You should see our 

garden," she said. She had taken a minute between Sunday school and morning worship to visit 

the small garden in the church yard planted by the church children in late spring. "The flowers 

are huge," she said. I asked her how big the flowers had grown, and she put her arms up in a 

circle above her head, stretching as high as she could, and said, "This big. They are like a big 

bouquet!" Bouquets for God, I thought. What a wonderful description of what we want our seeds 

to become when we plant them and ask God's blessings upon them. Bouquets for God might be a 

way to imagine the growth of the mustard seed, tiny as it is, becoming a huge shrub. It becomes a 

place for rest for birds; a shady place for workers in the field to stop and take a break; a tree that 

has the power to speak to those who watch it grow, saying, "It is God who has done this!" The 

mustard plant was never one to be highly regarded in the day of Jesus' ministry. So we do 

wonder why he selected the mustard seed as the central focus of one of his parables. But, of 

course -- we know that Jesus surprises us with his stories just as he surprises us with his grace. 

Reflect with your family today on how you serve God in what may seem tiny ways. How has 

that service helped to produce something surprisingly big and beautiful? 

 

Pray this prayer together; then continue your family's prayers: 

 God, Creator of all the universe, we look to you for our food and all the things we need in 

our life. Thank you for the ways you show us that a small seed may produce a large tree; that our 

small acts might serve you in powerful ways. Humbly we pray for your guidance in all we do as 

we seek to follow your Son Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

 

Notes and Questions  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 



Week Three, Matthew 13:31-32; 13:33  

Second Devotional 

Gospel Verse for the Day: 

 "The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and mixed in with three measures 

of flour until all of it was leavened" (Matthew 13:33). 

 

Psalm Verse for the Day: 

 "O taste and see that the Lord is good; happy are those who take refuge in him" (Psalm 

34:8). 

 

 Making bread is taking the goodness of God's earth and turning it into the staple of 

human livelihood. It is a sacred task, for some bread makers! The woman we meet in the Parable 

of the Yeast seems a happy maker of bread -- pounds of flour on her table or in her bowl! She 

has dough enough to make bread for dozens and dozens of people. Perhaps she is baking for a 

community dinner. Maybe she bakes and takes her loaves to neighbors who are ill or aging. We 

don't know. And Jesus doesn't tell us. But Jesus gives us this image of a woman who is starting 

with what might be compared to a "sour-dough starter" and she is putting it into the flour and 

kneading and folding and folding and kneading until it is ready to be formed into loaves and 

made ready for the oven. Enough bread for many more than her own family, it is assumed, will 

be produced from this dough. Think deeply about what Jesus might want us to imagine as we 

hear this very brief parable. How can the hiding of leaven (yeast) in all that flour be similar to the 

kingdom of heaven? The yeast causes the dough to grow and expand. The woman is carefully 

mixing it into all the flour. Meditate silently for a moment as you consider the small bit of yeast 

it takes to leaven so much flour! God's kingdom is like that? Are you yeast? Are you a maker of 

bread? Are you one who will praise God for the loaf that comes to your table? 

 

Pray this prayer and then continue with your family prayers. 

 Our Father in heaven, we look to you for daily bread. We thank you for it. We thank you 

that Jesus tells stories that help us find new ways to hear your messages to us. Bless us in our 

reading of your Scripture and in our family time devoted to prayers and meditations. We praise 

you for your sovereignty over our lives. We pray in the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.  

 

 

 

 

 

Notes and Questions  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 



Week Three, Matthew 13:31-32; 13:33  

Third Devotional 

Gospel Verse for the Day: 

 "Therefore every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like the master 

of a household who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old" (Matthew 13:52). 

 

Psalm Verse for the Day: 

 "I treasure your word in my heart, so that I may not sin against you" (Psalm 119:11). 

 

 Old things and new things: Jesus says that both are good; both go into the treasure chest 

and we draw from both when we need sustenance, comfort, and direction. Jesus has just asked 

the disciples a most interesting question: "Have you understood all this?" And the disciples 

answer him, "Yes" (Matthew 13:51). I think we cannot help wondering: "Did they really 

understand all that Jesus has been saying? Probably not!" As people who study and draw strength 

from the Bible, we might understand this interesting little parable as instruction not to throw out 

too quickly the parts of the Hebrew Scripture that sometimes seems irrelevant to us but, rather, to 

find its fit in the words and actions of Jesus. What we find in the life of Jesus is a deep reverence 

for the old embedded in the new. As we remember those in the faith who have gone before us, 

we know the rich blessings they have been in our lives. Take some time now as a family and 

recall some of your own family members who were important role models in the faith. Exchange 

stories with one another. Give thanks to God for those heroes of the faith who have been 

important in your life. And thank God for the incomparable gift of Jesus Christ. 

 

 

Pray this prayer together; then continue with your family prayers. 

 Dear God, help us to remember that new things build upon the old. Give us reverence for 

the old and deep gratitude for those who have gone before us. Keep us ever aware of all the new 

things you are saying to us in the living word, the Holy Bible. We pray in the name of Jesus 

Christ our Savior. Amen.  

 

 

Notes and Questions  

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 


