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Pre-Sermon Set-up: Before we jump into today’s message, I want to let you know 
that I’ve left some time for reflection and sharing at the end of my sermon today. I’ll 
leave a little bit of space for us to absorb the parable, and then I’m going to invite you 
to share where you have seen God’s activity among what is at first glance, seemingly 
insignificant.  So, hold on to that question, and we’ll return to it later in the service. 
Let’s hear now our reading from Luke 13:18-19.   
     
Scripture Reading: Luke 13:18-19 (NRSV) 

18 He said therefore, “What is the kingdom of God like? And to what should I 
compare it? 19 It is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in the 
garden; it grew and became a tree, and the birds of the air made nests in its 
branches.” 

 
Sermon: 
So, quick horticulture lesson here. Though Luke does not mention it here, a mustard 
seed was known to be rather small in size, but grew to be comparatively robust as far 
as herbs go.  That said, mustard was not exactly the most impressive vegetation that 
Jesus could have chosen for this parable. It was a common plant, so everyone 
listening to Jesus would certainly have known what it was, but it’s not like it was a 
reference to beauty or strength. Nor would it have alluded to careful cultivation or 
bountiful harvest, like olives or wheat.    
 
Now, if Jesus wanted to go for some oomph, he might have gone with an impressive 
plant, like the Cedars of Lebanon.1 Now that would have resonated with his listeners!  
The Cedars of Lebanon would have conjured up for Jesus’ audience the language of 
the psalmists and the prophets; 

"The righteous flourish like the palm tree and grow like the cedar in Lebanon" 
(Psalm 92:12) 

"Behold, I will liken you to a cedar in Lebanon, with fair branches and forest 
shade" (Ezekiel 31:3) 

                                                 
1 Thomas Keating explores this juxtaposition of imagery in Meditations on the Parables, (New York: 
Crossroad, 2010), p. 7-8. 
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Surely this would have been a more fitting metaphor for the Kingdom of God. 
Remember, Jesus was speaking to a Jewish audience who was under Roman 
occupation, who would justifiably looking for some hope in the midst of oppression. In 
that context, I’d want to hear about God’s strength, God’s provision and protection, 
maybe even a little bit of vindication for all of this oppression that my people had 
experienced. I mean, I’d want to envision myself like one of those birds, nesting and 
resting in the shade of a strong and towering tree.   
 
But that’s not what Jesus gives them.  Instead, he gives them a mustard seed, which, 
at best grew to 9 or 10 feet tall. Not a towering tree, more like a bush, underbrush. This 
is not an impressive plant. The ancient writer Pliny commented about the mustard plant 
that; 

“mustard… is extremely beneficial for the health. It grows entirely wild, though it 
is improved by being transplanted: but on the other hand when it has once been 
sown it is scarcely possible to get the place free of it, as the seed when it falls 
germinates at once.”2 

 
So, from Pliny, we learn that mustard, while having some health benefits, is a wild 
plant, and rather invasive. In fact, I would imagine Jesus’ audience, who would likely 
have been familiar with the day to day challenges of agrarian life, would have seen 
mustard plants as annoying!  I mean, it kind of sounds like Jesus is saying that the 
Kingdom of God is like a weed. And what’s worse than a weed? A really big stinkin’ 
weed!  I mean, this thing grows the size of a small tree for crying out loud.  
 
So much so, says Jesus, that the birds come and make their nests in it. And while 
birds would indeed like the seeds of mustard bushes, they are plentiful, it’s unlikely the 
mustard branches would actually make for good nests.  So Jesus is using a little 
hyperbole here.  Not only is the Kingdom of God like an annoying bush, but it’s like a 
really, really big annoying bush, that you didn’t intend to plant, and is taking over your 
garden, filling it with birds who are likely eating half of the things you actually wanted to 
grow.   
 
Now, I’m not a gardener, I mostly kill plants, don’t worry… not intentionally, I’m not a 
monster! I’m just not great at taking care of them. The only thing I can’t seem to kill is 
the 50 or so square meters of creeping charlie that is my lawn.  My neighbor Katie, 
however, is like, a master gardener. That’s not just an adjective, she’s literally certified 
                                                 
2 In a sermon given at Duke University Chapel on Sept. 14, 2014, Rev. Dre Brian Blount quotes Pliny the 
Elder’s description of mustard plants in Natural History. https://chapel.duke.edu/sites/default/files/Blount--
09-14-14.pdf      
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as a “master” gardener, which, I didn’t even know existed until I met her. And she 
means business.  She even wears a t-shirt when she gardens that says, “Die 
Buckthorn Scum!”  She may be in her late 70’s, but if you see her in that t-shirt with her 
gloves on and one of those little prongy things, I wouldn’t mess with her!  
 
Maybe that would be a better suited analogy for a modern day interpretation of this 
parable. What is the kingdom of God like? To what should I compare it?  It is like 
buckthorn that someone planted in their garden… 
 
Everyone listening would be like, what?!  What kind of idiot would plant buckthorn in 
their garden?!  At the very least, comparing the Kingdom of God to a mustard seed 
would have caught the attention of Jesus’ hearers, and probably struck them as 
ridiculous. So, the obvious question is, why would Jesus do this? What is Jesus getting 
at?  
 
Well, to get to that we might need to back up just a little bit. You see, there are actually 
4 versions of this parable; 3 in the synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) and 
another in the Gospel of Thomas. Most of the differences between the 4 accounts are 
rather inconsequential.  What is most interesting to me in Luke’s account is his 
placement of the parable within the narrative.  You see, Matthew and Mark place the 
parable within a group of parables, like a set of similar teachings but unrelated to any 
particular event.  Meanwhile, Luke situates this parable and the parable of the leaven 
directly after an encounter that Jesus has in the synagogue, and he connects to 
parable to the event which precedes it with the phrase, “He said therefore.”   
 
“Therefore” is a clear sign that this parable relates to the encounter that was just 
described. So, what was the encounter? Well, the story goes that while Jesus was 
teaching in the synagogue on the sabbath, a woman arrives who has “a spirit,” so the 
text tells us, which has crippled her for 18 years, such that she could not stand up 
straight.  Jesus, as he does, notices her, calls out to her and then lays his hands on her 
and at once she is healed.  No surprise, the leader of the synagogue is indignant that 
Jesus would have the audacity to heal on the sabbath.  Upon which Jesus responds, 
“you hypocrites!” and then proceeds to point out to them the nature of their hypocrisy.  
 
The text then tells us that;  

“When he said this, all his opponents were put to shame; and the entire crowd 
was rejoicing at all the wonderful things that he was doing. He said therefore, 
‘What is the kingdom of God like? And to what should I compare it? 19 It is like a 
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mustard seed that someone took and sowed in the garden; it grew and became 
a tree, and the birds of the air made nests in its branches.’” 

 
This is fascinating. The way Luke tells the story (which is full of intention!), Jesus is 
back in the synagogue, for the first time in the narrative since he started his ministry 
back in Luke chapter 4 when he proclaimed;   

“The Spirit of the Lord is on me, 
    because he has anointed me 
    to proclaim good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners 
    and recovery of sight for the blind, 
to set the oppressed free, 
19     to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” 

 
If you recall, that speech didn’t go over well, and they tried to throw him off of a cliff.  
Now, Jesus is back teaching in the synagogue, on the sabbath. He heals a woman, 
and some are furious, while others rejoice. It actually sounds eerily similar to the earlier 
episode in Luke 4, only this time, those who oppose Jesus are not so much angry 
about what he said, but rather what he did. And, after rebuking his opponents for their 
lack of concern for the real human being standing in front of them, he paints for them 
this image of the Kingdom of God being like a mustard seed, almost as if to say, if 
you’re offended by me showing this woman compassion merely because it is the 
sabbath, then the whole Kingdom of God will be offensive to you!     
 
The late Father Thomas Keating, a Benedictine monk and founder of the practice of 
Centering Prayer, in a compilation called Meditations on the Parables, remarked that, 
“the thrust of the parables is to subvert the distorted myths in which people live their 
lives.”3 And that’s what seems to be happening here. Using familiar imagery, Jesus 
presents a strange and unexpected twist in his parable which is meant to jar everyone 
from their familiar assumptions.   
 
Here, Keating suggests that Israel’s expectations of the Kingdom of God were 
relegated to a future Kingdom, where Israel would be liberated from Roman 
oppression, and vindicated, or placed back on top of the social, political, and 
economic order.4 The myth was that God’s “rule” or “kingdom” was primarily an 
external reality, and exclusive of, or over-and-against the prevailing kingdoms of their 
1st century Mediterranean world.  So, perhaps by likening the Kingdom of God to a 
                                                 
3 Thomas Keating, Meditations on the Parables, (New York: Crossroad, 2010), p. 5.   
4 Ibid, p. 9-10 
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mustard seed, Jesus is again busting the myth of God’s favor only extending to the 
Israelites (remember, this is what infuriated those who tried to throw him off the cliff in 
Luke 4). But he also challenges the myth of future glory or “salvation” that likely the 
entire audience would have expected, and instead points to presentness of God’s 
activity, the here-and-now nature of how God’s “rule” arrives in the ordinary and the 
insignificant, and does so with indiscriminate gratuity.  
 
It’s difficult to say for sure how Jesus’ original hearers would have received this 
parable. I suppose it depends on the vantage point of the listener. Whether surprising, 
offensive, or an incredible gift, I can imagine Jesus’ words falling differently on the 
synagogue leader than on the crowd, much less on the woman who was healed!      
 
That’s why another helpful thing to understand as we journey through these teachings 
is that parables are not always singular in their meaning. Rather, careful study of the 
parables will often reveal layers of meaning. And in my experience, one can’t even 
absorb all of the layers at once, but must puzzle with and let them unfold as our very 
lives unfold, such that the parables themselves actually read us, and offer us new 
insights only as we are ready to hear and live them.      
 
So, you may hear something in this parable that I haven’t, maybe because I’m not 
ready to hear it. And some layer of meaning that lands deeply in me may not bear 
much consequence for you, perhaps because you’ve already lived and integrated what 
I am just learning, or because what you’ve lived leads you down a different path. And 
yet, no matter where we find ourselves or, perhaps more appropriately, no matter how 
the parable finds us, there is certain to be some seed of good news, ready to 
germinate and grow.  
 
The question then is, how does this unlikely teaching about a pesky little mustard seed 
land within you? What myths does it bust, and how might that serve to cultivate new or 
fertile ground for growth? What familiarity might it bring into question, causing you to 
look for the Kingdom of God in new or unfamiliar places? Where does this image of the 
mustard seed irritate, and where does it encourage? What are those places of 
insignificance that the mustard seed draws to your attention as you search for God’s 
activity and presence in your life?   
     
Time of Reflection (3 minutes): 
Okay, I don’t ask these as merely rhetorical questions, I’d love for us to actually take 
some time now to reflect on the idea of the Kingdom of God coming as a mustard 
seed. Particularly; 



6 

© Todd Bratulich, 2019.  

 
1. Where is God’s activity or presence arriving in ordinary, insignificant, or 

unexpected ways in your life?  
2. What might God be inviting you to in this image of God’s Kingdom coming as a 

mustard seed?  
 
Let’s sit with these questions for just a couple minutes in silent reflection, and then, if 
and when something arises in you that you might feel compelled to share, just raise 
your hand and we’ll bring a microphone to you.  
   
Open the floor for people to share (7 minutes) 
Thank you for sharing! 
 
In closing, be reminded that, like this pesky little mustard seed, the Kingdom of God 
often comes unexpectedly, indiscriminately, and with abundance! However we receive 
it, the good news is that the presence and activity of God is indeed among us, here 
and now, and that it comes as both surprise, and as gift!5  The liberating 
announcement that God’s Kingdom is found not exclusively in the places of great 
influence, but in the unexpected, the ordinary and “insignificant” people, places or 
events that, while seemingly small, bear the infectious possibility of God’s goodness, 
mercy and love is an invitation to join in the abundance, to find shade in its branches, 
and become sowers of that which, as Pliny said, “when it has once been sown it is 
scarcely possible to get the place free of it!” 
 
Pray    
Benediction:   
Go now into the breathtaking abundance of God! 
Seek God’s Kingdom in the here and now,  
Find God’s presence in the unexpected, the ordinary, and the insignificant  
Be not bound by scarcity or fear, but sow God’s love indiscriminately 
Trusting that each tiny seed, while annoying some, will provide nourishment and shade 
for others 
And as you do, may you find an invasive hope and enduring peace in the underbrush of 
God’s love!  Amen!  

                                                 
5 John Dominic Crossan, In Parables, (Sonoma: Polebridge Press, 1992).  Crossan develops these 
notions as the Kingdom coming as surprise and gift in his reflections on the Parable of the Mustard Seed.   


