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Today we will discuss a third parable presented by Jesus Christ.  This parable also shows the work of Satan in trying to reduce the effectiveness of the visible church in God’s kingdom.  This parable is presented in Mark 4:30-34, Luke 13:18-19, and Matt 13:31-32.  Here is the Matthew version:
Matt 13:31-32 “He presented another parable to them, saying, ‘The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which a man took and sowed in his field; 32and this is smaller than all other seeds; but when it is full grown, it is larger than the garden plants, and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and nest in its branches.’”
The mustard seed is indeed small but it grows into a shrub, not a tree.  If Jesus had wanted to present a parable showing the growth of the church into a mighty force in the world, he could have used for a seed the acorn growing into a mighty oak tree or a cedar seed growing into the mighty trees of Lebanon.  Everyone listening to this parable would have understood that this parable is not about the healthy growth of something from a seed but would have understood that the growth is actually grotesque.  

We have also seen from the first parable of the sower that the birds represent the evil one and certainly the analogy continues as Jesus stated in His explanation.  Birds are not welcome when they eat the fruit. Birds often are used as symbols of evil or punishment in Old Testament verses as when Jeremiah was lamenting about the lack of faithfulness of Judah as they prospered worldly but not before God: “Like a cage full of birds, So their houses are full of deceit; Therefore they have become great and rich.” (Jer 5:27) Ezekiel used the same analogy in declaring God’s prophecy of destruction of Pharaoh: “And I will leave you on the land; I will cast you on the open field. And I will cause all the birds of the heavens to dwell on you, And I will satisfy the beasts of the whole earth with you.” (Ezek 32:4) John told of the destruction of the beast with the vision of carnivorous birds having their fill of their flesh: “And the rest were killed with the sword which came from the mouth of Him who sat upon the horse, and all the birds were filled with their flesh.” (Rev 19:21)

Certainly the visible church has grown tremendously in number from the small home churches to huge congregations throughout the world.  From the beginning the church has been attacked by Satan and his disciples.  Paul described such evil attacks in his time on earth, and church history reveals many such attacks over the two thousand years since.  The Reformation fueled by Martin Luther yielded some corrections to severe church errors.  But in the last hundred years we have seen the visible church invaded by worldly doctrines such as the promise of worldly success, Biblical sin as acceptable lifestyles for Christians, etc.  This invasion of the world into the church gave birth to the secular church or one ruled by the world’s standards.  In a recent Atlanta Constitution I read about a church and a former Presbyterian pastor bragging about how Muslims, Christians, Jews, etc. all worship the same God and how the church should welcome people practicing sins condemned by the Bible.  This divides churches and is not the goal Jesus prayed for when He prayed that we would all be one (John 17:21).  

Recent Pew polls show that only 56% of Americans say that religion is very important in their lives and only 29% attend religious services at least once a week.  Sadly 70% say that many religions lead to eternal life, only 60% believe in a personal God and 25% say that God is an impersonal force.  Only 40% of politically conservative Americans say that they pray daily.  Only 40% say that they see a tension between religion and modern society and only 40% say that the homosexual lifestyle should be discouraged by society.  Americans who are unaffiliated with religion now is 16% even though only 6% say that they were not affiliated as a child.  In reading these numbers we must know that “religion” includes Catholic, Protestant, Orthodox, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, and others.  The fundamental principle of Secularism is that, in his whole conduct, man should be guided exclusively by considerations derived from the present life itself with no reliance upon any religious considerations.  Secularism has definitely invaded America although not yet to the extent that it has in Europe.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]But we must know also that Christianity is not a religion in the sense that to belong means to learn its rules and language and actively follow its standards.  One becomes a Christian by being born again into the family of God.  We then obey God’s commands because we are His children and we love Him.  Although the visible church has grown considerably in two thousand years, the invisible church is rapidly shrinking as evidenced by the actions and attitudes of the members.  God does promise a remnant to be saved as 8 were saved in the flood, 3 from His judgment on Sodom, and 2 were saved when God judged Israel in the desert: Jude 1:5 Now I desire to remind you, though you know all things once for all, that the Lord, after saving a people out of the land of Egypt, subsequently destroyed those who did not believe. God promised other remnants to be saved as seen in the following:
· Gen 45:7 "God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant in the earth, and to keep you alive by a great deliverance.
· 2Kings 19:30-31 'The surviving remnant of the house of Judah will again take root downward and bear fruit upward. (31) 'For out of Jerusalem will go forth a remnant, and out of Mount Zion survivors. The zeal of the LORD will perform this.
· Isa 10:20-22 Now in that day the remnant of Israel, and those of the house of Jacob who have escaped, will never again rely on the one who struck them, but will truly rely on the LORD, the Holy One of Israel. (21) A remnant will return, the remnant of Jacob, to the mighty God. (22) For though your people, O Israel, may be like the sand of the sea, Only a remnant within them will return; A destruction is determined, overflowing with righteousness.
The birds are active in the branches but He will save a remnant when the church is presented pure before Him: Eph 5:25-27 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her, (26) so that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, (27) that He might present to Himself the church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that she would be holy and blameless.


