
 

WEEDING, KNEADING AND SEEDING 
Becky Douglass (Matthew 13:24-43) 

During Jesus’ 3 years of ministry, He spent much of His time walking around the countryside, 

teaching and healing and spending time with the ordinary people of Galilee. The Jewish religious 

leaders tagged along some of the time, but they were not the main focus of His efforts. Most of the 

people who came to see Him were nothing special. They raised crops and cared for livestock; they 

wove cloth and tanned animal skins, they built houses and taught children, they managed 

households and cared for the sick. In fact, they were very much like you and me! They were the 

type of people Jesus had grown up with, and He knew their lives very well. It is no surprise that 

when Jesus came to use stories to teach them about the Kingdom, He used pictures from their 

everyday lives.  

He used their stories, but as we will see today, He often put a surprising twist into those stories - 

something different or unusual. This served to grab their attention and get them thinking. 

Sometimes this twist is a bit lost for us because we live in a different world. We need to take some 

time to understand how they would have heard the story before we can really understand the 

situation. This is true about the parables we are going to look at today. 

Wheat and Weeds 

Our passage today begins and ends with the story of wheat and weeds. The other two parables fit 

into the middle section. I believe that the way Matthew has structured his account at this point is 

important. It seems to group these three together and suggests that this should guide our 

understanding of them. There is something similar about the point they are making. If we study 

them in the light of each other, it may help us come to a better understanding of them all. 

Because Jesus explains the symbolism of the parable of the wheat and the weeds, that is a good 

starting point. There are similarities and differences between this and the parable of the four soils 

we looked at last week. Here, the farmer is the Son of Man – or Jesus – and the field is not 

individual hearts, but the visible, physical Kingdom of Heaven in the world. For Jesus’ listeners, this 

was the nation of Israel and for us it is the organised church, comprising of all who profess to follow 

Jesus. Into this field, the farmer sows good seed that becomes good wheat plants that are the 

Kingdom's people. Then an enemy, or the devil, comes along and sows weed seed into that field, 

representing people of the evil one or the devil. It is thought that the type of weed talked about is 

one which looks very much like wheat. In fact, you can’t really tell the difference between it and 

wheat until it ripens.  



This is a story of farming sabotage, and right there is the surprise for Jesus’ listeners and for us – 

whoever heard of someone sabotaging a field of wheat! It seems like a difficult way to get back at 

someone. I would think it would have been much easier just to kill the farmers’ oxen or steal the 

wheat seed, or even wait for the wheat to grow and set fire to it. Why go to the trouble of sowing a 

bunch of weed seeds – I mean, where do you even get all that weed seed? But I think that this point 

of surprise is a key part of the point Jesus is making. The enemy can’t actually do anything to 

destroy the farmer or his work as much as he might want to do so. He can’t kill the oxen or steal the 

seed, or set fire to the wheat because the farmer is able to protect what is his. All the enemy can do 

is plant his own seed alongside the good seed and hope that it will cause damage. However, unlike 

the seed from last week, which is choked out by the weeds, there is no indication that the wheat 

seed is harmed by the weeds among it. It still grows strong and produces grains of wheat. The most 

that the weeds can do is confuse the harvesters and make more work for them.  

The farmer is wise and knows that it is not easy to differentiate between the good wheat and the 

bad weeds as they grow. This is true of the visible church – we can’t always tell who is a true 

follower of Jesus and who is not. But God knows, and when the time is right, when it is time for the 

harvest, it will be possible to tell the wheat from the weeds and sort them out. In the final judgement, 

God will differentiate between who are his and who are not. We see this theme over and over again 

in the Bible. One example from the Old Testament is found in Malachi: 

…  he will be like a blazing fire that refines metal, or like a strong soap that bleaches clothes. 
He will sit like a refiner of silver, burning away the dross. … “On the day when I act in 
judgment, they will be my own special treasure. I will spare them as a father spares an 
obedient child. Then you will again see the difference between the righteous and the wicked, 
between those who serve God and those who do not.” (Malachi 3:2-3,17-18) 

And at the end of the New Testament, we read: 

And I saw a great white throne and the one sitting on it. … I saw the dead, both great and 

small, standing before God’s throne. And the books were opened, including the Book of Life. 

And the dead were judged according to what they had done, as recorded in the books 

(Revelation 20:11-12) 

Satan cannot destroy God’s Kingdom, but he can bring people and influences into close association 

with it in an effort to confuse things and contaminate them with his ideas and his temptations. But 

God is well aware of what Satan is doing and He has a plan to deal with it. We may not see the final 

judgement in our days, we may have to wait for it, but it will come. 

Yeast and Mustard 

Because of Jesus’ explanation, this parable is relatively easy to understand, even if it doesn’t 

answer all the questions that it might raise in our minds. However, the two parables in the middle of 

the passage have been quite disputed over the years. But that is part of the purpose of the parables 

– to make us think, and think some more! However, because of this, it is important to not be too 

dogmatic in our interpretation of the parables and acknowledge that sometimes our interpretations 

of them are coloured by the world we live in and our theological ideas. 

In the parable of the yeast, the kingdom is likened to the way that yeast is spread throughout the 

flour and influences it as it is kneaded into the dough. In the years just before World War I, the 

church was very optimistic about its influence on society. The missionary movement was spreading 

all over the world because improved transportation and taking with it modern medicine and 

education. People believed that they were on the cusp of a new and better world. The interpretation 

of this parable was that the yeast was the Kingdom and just as yeast leavens the dough, the church 

was improving the world and would eventually usher in the physical Kingdom of God as things got 



better and better. And then came the horrors of World War I, followed by World War II, followed by 

the Cold War, and all the things which we have experienced in our own lifetime. Things no longer 

look quite so hopeful.  

So what about this parable? Is it telling us that the church is going to make the world a better place? 

Is that how the original audience would have heard it? I think there are two issues that we need to 

understand in this parable. Firstly, Jesus was talking about an unusually large amount of flour. 

When translated into today’s measurements, this woman was making bread from 25-30 kilos of flour 

– enough to feed about 150 people! This was no ordinary baking project!  

Secondly, we need to realise that, to a Jewish audience, yeast was not a positive symbol. They 

were not to include yeast in offerings to God. When celebrating the Passover, they were to clean 

their houses thoroughly to make sure there was absolutely no yeast left in the house and then they 

were to eat unleavened bread for the entire celebration. Yeast was a symbol of sin. Within their 

worship of God, yeast was not a good thing. 

And this picture of yeast carries over into the New Testament. In just a few chapters, Jesus will say 

to His disciples,  

“Watch out!” Jesus warned them. “Beware of the yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees.” … 
Then at last they understood that he wasn’t speaking about the yeast in bread, but about the 
deceptive teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees. (Matthew 16:6,12 NLT) 

And twice in Paul’s writings he makes a similar connection when he says, 

This false teaching is like a little yeast that spreads through the whole batch of dough! I am 

trusting the Lord to keep you from believing false teachings. God will judge that person, 

whoever he is, who has been confusing you. (Galatians 5:9,10) 

It seems that in the Bible, yeast in bread is a picture of the spread of something negative and not 

positive. Because of this, I believe that this parable is pointing to the fact that the Kingdom, which is 

larger than expected, is open to being influenced by false teaching. This ties in well with the last 

parable, doesn’t it? Let’s leave this for a moment and look at the following parable. 

When we come to the mustard seed, the surprise comes in the size of the plant which Jesus talks 

about. Jesus says that the tiny mustard seed grows into a large tree, the largest in the garden. But 

mustard is not a tree; it is a shrub. There is much debate on what plant Jesus is talking about. Even 

the most optimistic possibility I have read says that a plant which may have been called “mustard” 

because it has a spicy seed, might occasionally grow to be 3 metres tall. But even then it is not 

really a tree but a large bush. It is nothing like an olive tree, which would have grown in many 

gardens, which can reach 8-10 metres tall. Olive trees are kept smaller now to aid in mechanical 

harvesting, but they probably weren’t pruned as much back in Jesus’ day. When Jesus said that a 

tiny mustard seed grew into a large tree that could provide nesting for birds, His original listeners 

would have been surprised. Which I think was the point. Jesus wasn’t talking about normal growth, 

He was saying that the Kingdom of Heaven would display miraculous, supernatural growth beyond 

what anyone would reasonably expect.  

It is also true that birds did not always have a positive symbolism in the Bible. One example of this, 

of course, is the parable from last week where we read: 

…some seeds fell on a footpath and the birds came and ate them … the evil one comes and 

snatches away the seed that was planted in their hearts. (Matthew 13:4,19) 

The negative symbolism of birds is not as strong as the negative symbolism of yeast. I am not sure 

that they are meant to represent something negative here. It may be that Jesus mentions the birds 



just to reinforce the size and sturdiness of the “mustard tree” and, therefore, the size and sturdiness 

of the Kingdom. 

So, if we are hearing these parables as Jesus meant them to be heard, what message is He 

seeking to get across? I think there are a couple of conclusions we can draw.  

1. The Kingdom of Heaven will grow beyond all reasonable expectations. We see this in the health 

of the wheat and the size of the flour and mustard plant. The growth of the Kingdom is not a 

natural phenomenon, it is supernatural growth caused by God. 

2. As the Kingdom grows, Satan will deliberately seek to infiltrate it with false teaching and 

corruption. We see this in the infiltration of the weeds and the yeast. From the very beginning, it 

has been under attack from physical persecution as well as false teachings. Jesus is warning us 

so that we won’t be surprised. 

3. God is still in control; He has a plan to protect and purify His people, and His Kingdom WILL 

endure. Nothing Satan can do will ultimately harm it. Down through the ages, there have been 

some difficult times, but in the end, He will judge the living and the dead, and He knows who are 

His. His reign over His people is eternal. 

I am sure that as Jesus’ disciples led the church after Jesus returned to heaven, they would 

remember these stories. They would bring new understanding to them as they saw the amazing 

growth of the church, but also as they sought to protect the church from false teaching and 

strengthen those facing persecution for their faith. This is what Jesus said would happen, and they 

could trust Him to keep His Kingdom in the face of whatever Satan would throw at them. 

And this is true for us today as well. The church may be struggling in the Western world, but it is on 

fire in Africa, Asia, and South America. God is doing incredible things there, and we can rejoice and 

know that although we may see a decline in church attendance and affiliation here, this is not true 

everywhere. 

However, Satan has not given up his efforts to destroy the church – you might think he would give 

up after 2,000 years, but he hasn’t! Today, the church needs to continue to resist the temptation for 

our theology and practice to be shaped by the culture around us more than by God’s Word. As we 

saw last week, it can be easier to go along with what fits in rather than stand out.  

Satan also has sought to pull the church down into sin. Sometimes this is through systemic issues, 

like a culture that has not protected the vulnerable and allowed abuse to continue. Other times it is 

through the sins of high-profile leaders who have been allowed too much power and not been held 

accountable for their actions. Not only are people in the church hurt by this, but it also ruins our 

witness to the watching community around us. We know a little about this from our own situation. 

Satan also targets us as individuals. He seeks to weaken our personal relationship with God 

through distraction or pride, or discouragement. He even uses trauma, things that happen to us, to 

disable us. I was interested to read in the prayer suggestions for Ukraine that we should be asking 

God to minimise the trauma experienced because it can cripple people and groups for years. 

Satan will try to do all of these things to weaken God’s Kingdom and God’s people. But there is only 

so much he can do. As we saw in the parable of the wheat and the weeds, there are limits to what 

he can do. And even when he does his worst, God’s Kingdom will endure, for Christ has already 

won the battle on the cross. We need to keep going back to this and trust in God’s ability to hold us 

even when we can’t hold on to Him. He knows, and He’s got a plan, and NOTHING can overcome 

Him 

 


