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Parables of the Kingdom: The Mustard Seed and Yeast

Luke 13:18-21
Quiz:
1) Which country has the largest population? (China: 1.3 billion)
2) What is the world’s tallest mountain? (Mt. Everest)
3) What type of tree is the tallest? (Redwood)

So far, so good!  Now let’s try the second half of the quiz:
1) Which country has the smallest population? (Vatican City: 920)
2) What is the world’s smallest mountain? (Mt. Greylock, in Massachusetts)
3) What type of tree is the shortest? (Dwarf willow – 2 inches full grown)


The point of that quiz is that we tend to notice and remember things that are BIG -while we tend to think very little of things that are little.  In all kinds of ways, we seem to believe that “bigger is better” – even when it comes to spiritual things.  We think big attendance, big budgets, big buildings, big programs, and big talent is what it takes to do anything significant for God. 

And we tend to think the opposite about small things.  We sometimes feel like God is not doing much through a small church with a small budget and small programs. We may conclude that if it doesn’t look impressive, then God must not be blessing it.  Not only do we think that way about churches and ministries, we also tend to think that way about ourselves. We may feel like we’re not good enough, rich enough, talented enough, or important enough for God to use in any significant way.

I can remember some of the early ministries I was a part of during my college and seminary years.  While at Gordon Conwell, I was an intern at Londonderry Presbyterian in New Hampshire. They had three Sunday morning services, with an average attendance of over 300.  They were also considered one of the 10 fastest growing Presbyterian churches in the nation, during the time I interned there.  Everything there seemed big!
   
When I was at Grove City College, I got involved in one of the smallest campus ministries, New Life, an outreach to George Jr. Republic, a correctional facility for boys.  On a campus of 2500 students, there were about a dozen of us in New Life.  At first, I didn’t know if I wanted to join.  It wasn’t very large.  Its focus was going to a place I knew nothing about.  Many would have reservations about going to a correctional facility every week (maybe that contributed to the small size).  New Life didn’t have the large scale recognition of groups like Young Life, Inter Varsity or Fellowship of Christian Athletes.  But for some reason, the Lord led me there.  And for my freshmen year, our small band, met in a small room for Bibles study, and traveled in even smaller groups to a place where we felt we had little in common with those we were ministering to.  And their trust in us was very little at the start.  Every relationship started small.  


What was the difference between my time at Londonderry and my time with New Life?  It would SEEM that SIZE was the difference.  But is bigger always better? According to Jesus, the answer is a resounding NO.  We see this in our two parables this morning.  We have been looking at Jesus’ parables and what they teach us about the Kingdom of God.  Again and again, Jesus told stories and gave comparisons to help us understand this Kingdom that is not of this world, and how we are to be a part of it. [P]

In the first parable, Jesus says that God’s Kingdom is like a mustard seed.  A mustard seed is very, very small. (How small is it?)  The black mustard seed was the smallest seed ever sown by farmers in Jesus’ time.  But that tiny seed could grow to be 10 to 12 feet high!  


In his second parable, Jesus says God’s Kingdom is like the small ingredient of yeast.  When yeast is kneaded into dough, it influences the entire batch.  But what Jesus describes is not the daily bread that he saw his mother making at home.  Jesus describes a huge amount of flour.  The original Greek says “three satas” of flour.  That’s about 50 lbs – enough to feed over 100 people!  Even though the original ball of yeast was small, it would have an enormous influence.

I found a more ‘recent’ example of the power of yeast.  Anyone remember I Love Lucy from the 50’s?  In one episode, Lucy is mixing some dough.  But she misreads the recipe and puts in 13 packets of yeast instead of just three!  And what was the result? [P] Yeast makes a great example of what the Kingdom of God is like. God uses small things to accomplish big results! When His Spirit mixes with the “bread dough” of our lives, we can “rise” to any occasion!  And the more of Him we have, the bigger the results will be!

We can find this principle all through the Bible: When God created a new people to call His own, He didn’t start with a powerful nation.  He chose one man & one woman: Abraham & Sarah.  When God led his people out of slavery in Egypt, he used a man who was rejected as a leader and spent much of his life leading sheep in the desert. When God wanted a King to represent His people, He chose a shepherd boy named David.  When God came to earth, He came as a baby, born in a barn to an unknown couple. When Jesus chose men to start His Church, not one of them was famous or from a royal family. Instead, he chose common fishermen, laborers, and even a despised tax collector.

This principle is still true today.  God uses small things to accomplish His big purposes.  We need to remember this when we think about the ministries we do here at Riverlawn.  The word “ministry” comes from the Latin root that means “small things” – as in the word “minuscule.”  Most ministry involves small things – little gestures, unseen acts, and everyday service. 

1 Cor. 1:27-29 – “God chose the foolish things of the world to shame the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things of this world and the despised things and the things that are not to nullify the things that are, so that no one may boast before him.”  God uses small things to do great work!

Very few people end up having ‘big lives’ with accomplishments that make the headlines.  The danger is that, as we deal with the many ‘ordinary’ things of our lives and ministries, we can easily lose our enthusiasm.  We can run out of steam because we don’t see the big success when we expect to see it.  If we don’t see impressive results, we can get discouraged, even tempted to throw in the towel.  All because size becomes our focus. 

The problem is when we put all our focus on results, we take our focus off God. We easily forget that God can grow a tremendous tree out of an insignificant seed.  We forget that our God is working powerfully in ways that are unseen – the same way a little yeast can cause 50 pounds of bread dough to rise … Let’s take another quiz:

1) Can anyone here name the last five Heisman trophy winners?
2) How about naming the first five? 
3) Do you know the Academy Award winners for best actor and actress in 1982?


The point is that most of us can’t remember the big winners of even a few years ago.  These were the big shots.  They were the best of their fields.  But how soon the applause dies away … Just one more quiz:

1) Can you remember a teacher who helped you in your early years?
2) What about a friend who helped you through a difficult time?
3) Who was the first person who told you about God’s love?


The people who made a BIG difference in our lives are usually not superstars.  They are probably everyday people that God put in your life at the right moment – but they had a BIG influence on you.  The way we live has a lasting impact in individual lives.  But it goes beyond that!  It makes an impact that is high and long – like the seed that becomes a tree with branches strong enough for birds to nest.  An impact that is deep and wide – like the yeast that makes its way through all the dough. 

It would not take me long to think of many examples of how this has taken place in our midst – over the years, and in recent days.  So many ‘little things’ done out of love for the Lord and love for others.  And the so-called little things that you and others have done, by the power of the Spirit and the grace of God, continue to make an impact – not simply for our church, not only for our community, but for the Kingdom of God! 

Here, Jesus shows us that the Kingdom of God is made of small acts that have a BIG effect.  In Matt. 25, Jesus talks about those who offered small acts of kindness for others – giving them food or clothing, welcoming the stranger, visiting the sick. What is the significance of these “small” acts?  “The King will say, ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me!’” (Matt. 25:40).

What if we all made a point of making the small things a big deal?  What difference could our little church make – the church “down there a’ ways” as you travel between the river and the railroad – there tucked away, unseen by so many?  What difference can we make?  We may seem like a mustard seed, just a touch of yeast, but Jesus proclaims to His followers: the Kingdom of God flourishes on such stuff!  Do you believe that God can use our small acts of ministry to grow His Kingdom? [P]

It’s amazing how a tiny seed could say so much about Christ’s Kingdom.  The very idea of something a little larger than a speck of dust being used to describe the power and the mystery of the Kingdom Christ came to usher in! Something so small representing something so majestic!  There’s nothing on earth that can bury the power that lies within one tiny seed – the seed that God plants – the seed of the Kingdom! [P]

I didn’t share with you the rest of the story about my time with New Life.  Over those 4 years, as relationships grew, as opportunities grew, the group grew.  We went from a dozen to nearly 100.  But it wasn’t about our numbers; it was about what God chose to do with us – more small groups going to more houses, encountering more of the boys who lived there, having more occasions to engage and build relationships, and more opportunities to share the love and life of Jesus Christ!  I had no idea what God would do with our small band.  God went above and beyond my expectations.  Because that is the God we serve – and that is the Kingdom He calls us to advance.  Our God can do immeasurably more than we could ever ask or imagine!  We serve a great God.  We are called to a great work.  And often, that will be shown through the small things.
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