
TABLE TALK  March 10, 2019 

Upside Down “Small, But Mighty…Hidden. But 

Here” 

SCRIPTURE:  Matthew 13:31-33 

He put before them another parable: ‘The Kingdom of 

heaven is like a mustard seed that someone took and 

sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all the seeds, but 

when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and 

becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and 

make nests in its branches.’ 

MONDAY 3-11-19        Mark 4:33-34, Matthew 13:34-35 

Jesus taught with many “parables” (Greek parabole).  The Greek word (and its rough Hebrew equivalent 

masal) had a broader meaning than the English “parable.”  It meant ways of speaking that used images to 

get hearers thinking.  Scholar N.T. Wright said, “Parables, then, aren’t simply nice, friendly illustrations 

designed to help people get their minds round deep abstract truth.  The truth they speak of isn’t abstract 

at all:  it’s what God is doing personally, bodily, in Jesus and his work, and what God will do through his 

death and resurrection…it doesn’t look like what most people were expecting.   

 Jesus didn’t invent parables.  For example, when King David lost his moral compass (the sad 

story is in 2 Samuel 11), Nathan the prophet used a parable to deftly show the king how he had 

abused his power (cf. 2 Samuel 11:26-12:13).  His parable allowed King David to see himself 

more clearly.  When has a Bible story, sermon illustration or life observation given you insight into 

yourself?  How can stories sometimes reach your heart when a lecture won’t get through? 

 We can usually distinguish Jesus’ parables from allegories.  Parables were shorter and simpler, 

making one major point.  Allegories (e.g., Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress) are more like a coded 

message, in which nearly every detail has a meaning to decipher.  How can focusing on the main 

message of Jesus’ parables, rather than on every little detail, help you find the point Jesus 

intended, rather than ingeniously inventing your own meanings? 

Prayer: Lord Jesus, keep my heart open to let the truths you taught hit home to the places where I need 

them.  Heal my wounded places, and strengthen the areas where I need your strength.  Amen. 

*N.T. Wright, Matthew for Everyone, Part 1:  Chapters 1-15.  Louisville:  Westminster John Knox Press, 2004, p. 162-163. 

TUESDAY 3-12-19  Why Did Jesus Use Parables?            Matthew 13:10-16 

In rabbinic writings from Jesus’ day, the mustard seed was proverbial for being one of the smallest 

objects.  Jesus’ description of the grown plant may have been a bit hyperbolic—depending on the variety, 

mustard plants generally grew from 2-6 feet tall.  There was a reason for it, though.  “The 

language…evokes the image of a great kingdom of old that would be supplanted by God’s kingdom 

(Daniel 4:12).  The glorious future kingdom was already active in a hidden way in Jesus’ ministry.”*   

 Experienced teachers know that their students usually learn more from wrestling with a question 

or experiment than if the teacher spoon-feeds them the answer.  How does this suggest at least 

one reason Jesus used parables?  When have you understood Jesus’ message more deeply by 

wrestling with some part of it yourself rather than having someone else hand you an answer? 

 There was nothing arbitrary about Jesus’ saying that “those who have will receive more…as for 

those who don’t have, even the little they have will be taken away from them” (verse 12).  Use 

muscles and they grow; left idle, they wither away.  In what ways have you found yourself 

“receiving more” as you intentionally develop your spiritual “muscles”? 



Prayer:  Lord Jesus, you brought light and life.  Guide me as I keep learning how to live into the life you 

offer, to stretch myself and grow in the atmosphere of your grace.  Amen. 

*Patricia K. Tull, study note on Isaiah 6:9-10 in The CEB Study Bible.  Nashville:  Abingdon Press, 2013, pp. 1104-1105 OT. 

WEDNESDAY 3-13-19  The parable of the mustard seed   Matthew 13:31-32 

In rabbinic writings from Jesus’ day, the mustard seed was proverbial for being one of the smallest 

objects.  Jesus’ description of the grown plant may have been a bit hyperbolic—depending on the variety, 

mustard plants generally grew from 2-6 feet tall.  There was a reason for it, though.  “The language… 

evokes the image of a great kingdom of old that would be supplanted by God’s kingdom (Daniel 4:12).  

The glorious future kingdom was already active in a hidden way in Jesus’ ministry.”* 

 Few if any Israelites thought God’s kingdom would start small.  They usually thought the Messiah 

would launch the kingdom in a dramatic, powerful way.  Jesus’ parable would have shocked 

those who expected that.  In what ways does this part of Jesus’ story speak to us today, when so 

many bemoan the fact that much of entertainment, education and business seems to ignore or 

scorn God’s kingdom? 

 Jesus’ story pointed his followers toward patience and long-term confidence.  Like the mustard 

seed, the kingdom would grow—but not all at once.  When do you need to exercise patience?  

What helps you maintain confidence that, in the end, God will fully establish God’s kingdom to 

end evil and rule the earth? 

Prayer:   Lord Jesus, when I see all that’s wrong in our world, give me patience.  But sustain my faith in 

the ultimate triumph of your kingdom, however slow its growth sometimes looks to me.  Amen. 

*HarperCollins Christian Publishing.  NIV, Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible, eBook:  Bringing to Life the Ancient World of Scripture 

(Kindle Locations 219928-219930).  Zondervan.  Kindle Edition. 

THURSDAY 3-14-19 The parable of the yeast            Matthew 13:33 

Jesus’ use of yeast as an image for the kingdom likely also puzzled some of his hearers.  “Some Jewish 

texts used yeast” to symbolize evil, but it did not always mean that (Genesis 19:3; Exodus 12:11, 39; 

Leviticus 23:17) and does not mean that here.  Although bakeries might prepare large amounts of bread, 

Jesus refers to a Galilean housewife.” *  We might even imagine some of Jesus’ male hearers thinking, 

Why is he talking about something my wife does?” 

 “The whole point of the parables lies in one thing—the transforming power of the leaven.  Leaven 

changed the character of a whole baking….  The introduction of the leaven causes a 

transformation in the dough; and the coming of the Kingdom causes as transformation in life.” **  

In what ways has your choice to be a citizen of Jesus’ kingdom transformed your life?  In what 

parts of your life is the yeast at work right now? 

 Like the mustard seed image, the yeast image related to the whole world as well as to individual 

believers.  Can you think of times in history in which the “yeast” of God’s principles has 

permeated and changed entire societies (e.g., the gradual abolition of the legal slave trade, and 

then legal slavery itself)?  What are some parts of contemporary life in which you can pray and 

work for that to keep happening? 

Prayer: O Lord, keep the yeast of your eternal wisdom working its way into every corner of my life.  Make 

me a “yeasty” Christian who can change the world around me for the good.  Amen. 

*HarperCollins Christian Publishing.  NIV, Cultural Backgrounds Study Bible, eBook:  Bringing to Life the Ancient World of Scripture 

(Kindle Locations 219931-219935).  Zondervan.  Kindle Edition. 

**William Barclay, Daily Study Bible Series:  The Gospel of Matthew—Volume 2 Chapters 11-28 (Revised Edition). Louisville: 

Westminster John Know Press, 1976, p. 79. 

 



FRIDAY 3-15-19   Parables of great treasure   Matthew 13:44-46  
 
Every now and again, something like Jesus’ first story would happen.  A farmer—probably a tenant 
farmer on a wealthy man’s land—would unearth a chest of money that someone had buried in a field and 
then forgotten.  Fine pearls were rare in that world, and usually worn by Roman aristocrats.  Jesus’ 
picture was of finding an enormous, flawless pearl—one whose value would go far beyond even ordinarily 
valuable pearls. 
 

 These stories made a bold claim about Jesus’ kingdom.  “The gospel of the kingdom isn’t a 
pleasant religious idea that you might like to explore some time when you’ve got an hour or two to 
spare….  It’s like a fabulous hoard of treasure, yours for the taking—if you’ll sell everything else to 
buy the field where it’s hidden.  It’s like the biggest, finest, purest pearl that any jeweler ever 
imagined, and it’s yours for the taking—if you’ll sell everything else, including all the other pearls 
you’ve ever owned, in order to purchase it.”*  Have you had to give up anything of value to you to 
gain Jesus’ kingdom?  If so, has it been worth it? 
 

Prayer:  Lord Jesus, you once asked, “Why would people gain the whole world but lose their lives?  What 
will people give in exchange for their lives?” (Matthew 16:26)  Make me willing to give up anything else to 
receive your gift of eternal life.  Amen. 
*N.T. Wright, Matthew for Everyone, Part 1: Chapters 1-15.  Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2004 p. 177. 

 
SATURDAY  3-16-19 A parable about sheep, goats—and recognizing Jesus  
Matthew 25:31-46 
 
Scholar William Barclay told this story: Martin of Tours was a Roman soldier, and a Christian.  One winter 
day, Martin met a beggar who was blue and shivering with cold.  Martin took his worn and frayed soldier’s 
coat, cut it in two, and gave half of it to the beggar.  That night he had a dream.  In it he saw the heavenly 
places and Jesus in the midst of all the angels.  Jesus was wearing half of a Roman soldier’s cloak.  An 
angel asked, “Master, why are you wearing that battered old cloak?”  And Jesus answered softly, “My 
servant Martin gave it to me.”* 

 Notice that in this parable, “the king’s” word surprised both “the sheep” and “the goats.”  The 
goats’ question (verse 44) suggests a sense that “if we’d known it was “if we’d known it was you, 
of course we’d have helped.”  In other words, the hungry, hurting, outcast people they ignored, 
maybe every day, weren’t worth helping.  What can help you learn to see the face of Jesus in the 
faces of the people you meet, especially those who are outcast or hurting?  When have you found 
the freedom and joy that comes from blessing others because it’s the “God thing” to do? 
 

Prayer:  Dear Jesus, I’m sorry for the times I’ve turned away from you, not recognizing you in the 
unlovely, unlovable people I saw.  By your grace may I bless you by blessing those I otherwise would not 
love.  Amen. 
*William Barclay, Daily Study Bible Series:  The Gospel of Matthew—Volume 2 Chapters 11-28 (Revised Edition).  Louisville:  
Westminster John Knox Press, 1976, p. 326. 

 

THIS WEEK’S FAMILY ACTIVITY 

Sometimes what looks like a little strength turns out to be great strength!  Try this activity showing the 

impact of just a little strength.  An adult makes two fists, stacks one on top of the other, then extends 

his/her arms until the elbows are as straight as possible.  Now, with the child’s hands open, a child should 

place his/her fingertips on the back of the adult’s fists, then give a very quick push sideways in the 

opposite directions.  The adult’s goal is to keep the fists together.  The child tries to knock the fists apart 

using just fingertips.  Due to scientific forces, the adults’ fists will separate.  Read Matthew 13:31-34.  

What was the impact of something little in these parables?  How do you find this true in your faith?  How 

can your family live out this truth in the world? 


