
The Parable of the Mustard Seed 
Jesus was the Mustard Seed 

 
For the most part, the parable of the mustard seed has been and continues to be interpreted as the “slow-
but-steady” expansion of the kingdom of God throughout the earth. Those who hold this interpretation 
generally say things like, “The kingdom, though small and seemingly insignificant in its origin, has and continues to grow 
into a place of “shade” and “nesting” for all nations”. Although interpretations such as these are to a certain degree 
true, I strongly suggest that such generalizations come nowhere close to capturing this parables’ full 
significance. As with most if not all of Jesus’ parables, the parable of the mustard seed concerned the 
imminent fulfillment of the promises made to Israel which had begun in his own ministry, and would be 
consummated within his own generation. But specifically, the parable of the mustard seed taught that Christ 
was the heir to the throne of David, and in his kingdom the remnant would be rescued, and the faithful of 
all nations would be gathered. Let’s begin by reading the parable as its recorded in both Mark and Matthew. 
 
Mark 4:30-32 
And He said, “How shall we picture the kingdom of God, or by what parable shall we present it? It is like a 
mustard seed, which, when sown upon the soil, though it is smaller than all the seeds that are upon the soil, 
yet when it is sown, it grows up and becomes larger than all the garden plants and forms large branches; so that 
the birds of the air can nest under its shade”. 
 
Matthew 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; and 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”. 
 
As you might have guessed, the phrase “so that the birds of the air come and nest in its branches” is the key to 
understanding this parable; yet the key to understanding this phrase is found in yet another parable. 
 

The Parable of the Two Eagles and the Vine 
 
In 597BC, Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon invaded Judah and Jerusalem and took into captivity 
Jehoiachin king of Judah, as well as many of the nobles of the land. Nebuchadnezzar then made Hezekiah 
(the uncle of Jehoiachin) king of Judah in his place. Six years later (591BC), which was four years before the 
final Babylonian invasion resulting the destruction of the temple in 586BC, the prophet Ezekiel spoke this 
prophetic parable to the inhabitants of Judah and Jerusalem.  
 
Ezekiel 17:1-9 
Now the word of the Lord come to me saying, Son of man, propound a riddle and speak a parable to the 
house of Israel, saying, ‘Thus says the Lord God, “A great eagle with great wings, long pinions and a full plumage 
of many colors came to Lebanon and took away the top of the cedar. He plucked off the topmost of its young twigs and brought 
it to a land of merchants; he set it in a city of traders. He also took some of the seed of the land and planted it in fertile soil. 
He placed it beside abundant waters; he set it like a willow. Then it sprouted and became a low, spreading vine with 
its branches turned toward him, but its roots remained under it. So, it became a vine and yielded shoots 
and sent out branches. But there was another great eagle with great wings and much plumage; and behold, this 
vine bent its roots toward him and sent out its branches toward him from the beds where it was planted, that he might water it. 
It was planted in good soil beside abundant waters, that it might yield branches and bear fruit and become a splendid vine. Say, 
‘Thus says the Lord God, “Will it thrive? Will he not pull up its roots and cut off its fruit, so that it withers 
- so that all its sprouting leaves wither? And neither by great strength nor by many people can it be raised 
from its roots again. 



Immediately following this parable, the word of the Lord once again came to Ezekiel; this time with the 
interpretation….  
 
Ezekiel 17:11-21 
Moreover, the word of the Lord came to me, saying, “Say now to the rebellious house, ‘Do you not know what 
these things mean? Say, ‘Behold, the king of Babylon came to Jerusalem, took its king and princes and brought them to 
him in Babylon. He took one of the royal family and made a covenant with him, putting him under oath. He also took away 
the mighty of the land, that the kingdom might be in subjection, not exalting itself, but keeping his covenant 
that it might continue. But he rebelled against him by sending his envoys to Egypt that they might give him horses and 
many troops. Will he succeed? Will he who does such things escape? Can he indeed break the covenant and 
escape? As I live,’ declares the Lord God, ‘Surely in the country of the king who put him on the throne, whose oath he 
despised and whose covenant he broke, in Babylon he shall die. Pharaoh with his mighty army and great company 
will not help him in the war, when they cast up ramps and build siege walls to cut off many lives. Now he 
despised the oath by breaking the covenant, and behold, he pledged his allegiance, yet did all these things; 
he shall not escape.’” Therefore, thus says the Lord God, “As I live, surely My oath which he despised and 
My covenant which he broke, I will inflict on his head. I will spread My net over him, and he will be caught 
in My snare. Then I will bring him to Babylon and enter into judgment with him there regarding the unfaithful act which he 
has committed against Me. All the choice men in all his troops will fall by the sword, and the survivors will be scattered to every 
wind; and you will know that I, the Lord, have spoken.”  
 
The following comparative chart and the brief explanation will help to better understand this parable.  
 

EZEKIEL 17:1-9 EZEKIEL 17:11-23 
The house of Israel (17:1) The rebellious house (17:11) 

A great eagle came to Lebanon (17:3) The king of Babylon came to Jerusalem (17:12) 
He took away the top of the cedar, plucked off its 

topmost young twigs, brought it to a land of merchants 
(17:3-4) 

He took away its king (Jehoiachin) and princes and 
brought them to Babylon  

(17:12) 
He took some of the seed of the land and 

 planted it in fertile soil, it became a vine, yielded 
shoots and sent out branches (17:5-6) 

He took one of the royal family (Zedekiah) and made a 
covenant with him, putting him under oath, that the 

kingdom (of Judah) might continue (17:13-14) 
Another great eagle (17:7) Pharaoh king of Egypt (17:15,17) 

The vine bent his roots toward him, that he  
might water it, although it was planted in good soil 

beside abundant waters (17:7-8) 

He (Zedekiah) rebelled against him (the king of 
Babylon) sent envoys to Egypt that they might give him 

horses and many troops (17:15) 
Will it thrive? Will he not pull up its roots and cut off its 

fruit so that it withers (17:9) 
Will he who does such things escape? I will bring him 

to Babylon and judge him there (17:15,20) 
 
The first great eagle was Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon. He came to Jerusalem and took Jehoiachin the 
king of Judah and many of the nobles of the city captive to Babylon. He made Zedekiah a vassal king in 
Jerusalem and put him under oath, making him swear his obedience and allegiance. Although powerless, a 
remnant of Judah was left in the land to prosper. If Judah would remain faithful to the oath, she would be 
spared and the kingdom would remain. If she proved unfaithful, judgement and destruction would come 
for both city and nation. 
 
The second great eagle was Pharaoh king of Egypt. In violation of his covenant (oath) to Nebuchadnezzar, 
Zedekiah king of Judah sent messengers to Pharaoh requesting military strength in order that he might 
break the yoke of Babylon. But, by rebelling against the king he had rebelled against the purpose of Yahweh. 
As punishment for “despising the oath”, the king of Babylon would capture the city, slaughter the choice 
men of Judah, and scatter the survivors to every wind. The destruction would be complete and brutal. Yet 
parable doesn’t end there. Despite the failure of the nation, it concludes with a promise of the restoration 
of the kingdom on Mount Zion through the planting of a tender twig from the lineage of the tribe of Judah. 



Ezekiel 17:22-23 
“Thus says the Lord God, “I will also take a sprig from the lofty top of the cedar and set it out; I will pluck from the 
topmost of its young twigs a tender one and I will plant it on a high and lofty mountain. On the high mountain of Israel, 
I will plant it, that it may bring forth boughs and bear fruit and become a stately cedar. And birds of every kind 
will nest under it; they will nest in the shade of its branches”. 
 
Now, notice the perfect parallels between this promise in Ezekiel and the words of Jesus in the parable of 
the mustard seed. 
 
Matthew 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; and 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 following comparative chart brings these parallels into clearer focus….  
 

Ezekiel 17:22-23 Matthew 13:31-32 / Mark 4:30-32 
A young twig (17:22) A mustard seed (13:31) 
A tender one (17:22) Smaller than all other seeds (13:32) 

Planted on a high mountain (17:23) Sown (planted) in the field (13:31) 
Brought forth boughs and bore fruit (17:23) Formed large branches (4:32) 

Became a stately cedar (17:23) Became a tree (13:32) 
Birds of every kind nest in the shade of its 

branches (17:23) 
Birds of the air nest under the shade of its 

branches (13:32, 4:32) 
 
Jesus was clearly quoting the parabolic prophecy of Ezekiel; but why? How did the parable of “the two 
eagles and the vine” relate to the establishment of the kingdom and the restoration of the remnant which 
Jesus was initiating through his ministry, and prophesying in his parable? I submit the following explanation: 
 
In his parable, Jesus replaces the “tender young twig” with the “mustard seed”. But without a doubt, Jesus 
was that tender young twig plucked from the top of the cedar (from the kingdom of Judah). Therefore, Jesus 
was the mustard seed, who is to be planted in order to bring forth the kingdom and gather the nations. But 
that’s not all. The historical situation in Ezekiel’s day finds a powerful parallel in the historical situation of 
first century. 
 
Just as Judah had failed to remain faithful to the covenant of the king so it was in Jesus’ day. Just as Judah 
had turned to Egypt for deliverance, so it was in Jesus’ day. And just as Judah would suffered destruction 
for their violation of the covenant, so it was with the Jews of Jesus’ generation. The first century Jews had 
rebelled against the Covenant of the King of Kings and had put their trust in spiritual Egypt (the Old 
Covenant and its system - Galatians 4:21-5:5, Revelation 11:8) for deliverance. As a result, a total and final 
destruction was coming in their lifetime. Yet despite their unfaithfulness, God would remain faithful to the 
remnant just as he had promised in Ezekiel. The house of Judah and the seed of David would be preserved, 
and through that lineage Yahweh would pluck for himself a tender twig - the Messiah - and would establish 
his kingdom - a house for all nations - on Mount Zion.  
 
In Christ came the fulfillment of the kingdom of God as promised in Ezekiel. Those who would put their 
faith in him and refused to turn back to Egypt would be delivered from the wrath that was about to come. 
The first fruit-remnant became the fruitful branches of the kingdom-tree, and the fruit of those branches 
(the leaves of the tree) brought healing to the nations. The kingdom of heaven was indeed like a mustard 
seed, and Jesus was that mustard seed. In him is the kingdom, in him is deliverance, in him was the salvation of 
the remnant, and in him is the gathering of birds of every kind.  


