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Scripture: 

Matthew 13: 31-32 

Another parable he put before them, saying, 'The kingdom of heaven is like a grain of 

mustard seed which a man took and sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all 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.' 

 

Matthew 17:14-21 

And when they came to the crowd, a man came up to him and kneeling before him said, 

'Lord, have mercy on my son, for he is an epileptic and he suffers terribly; for often he 

falls into the fire, and often into the water.  And I brought him to your disciples, and they 

could not heal him.'  And Jesus answered, 'O faithless and perverse generation, how long 

am I to be with you?  How long am I to bear with you?  Bring him here to me.'  And 

Jesus rebuked him, and the demon came out of him, and the boy was cured instantly.  

Then the disciples came to Jesus privately and said, 'Why could we not cast it out?'  He 

said to them, 'Because of your little faith.  For truly, I say to you, if you have faith as a 

grain of mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, "Move hence to yonder place," and 

it will move; and nothing will be impossible to you.' 

 

Luke 17:5-6 

The apostles said to the Lord, 'Increase our faith!' And the Lord said, 'If you had faith as a 

grain of mustard seed, you could say to this sycamore tree, "Be rooted up, and be planted 

in the sea," and it would obey you. 

 

Jesus used a number of items in his parables or stories: salt, yeast, treasure, etc.  Here he uses 

the greatest of all extremes--the tiniest of all seeds: the mustard seed.   

 

All three synoptic gospels record the words of Jesus as saying the kingdom of God is like a grain 

of mustard seed. (Mark 4:31, Luke 13:19)  The Kingdom of God is like a grain of mustard seed 

that, once it is planted, becomes something huge. 

 

Scholars point out that this parable is more hyperbole than any other parable he told.  In reality 

the mustard seed does not and never has grown in Palestine to the proportions that Jesus 

described.  Not only does it fail to reach the dimensions of a tall tree, it does not even become a 

sizable bush.  It does not grow large enough for even small birds to roost in it.  Why, we 

wonder, would Jesus make such a statement.  We know from his other parables that he was quite 

observant of nature, so this description is a real puzzle.   

 

What are we attempting when we engage in a gross exaggeration like that?  Trying to emphasize 

something we think is quite important.  Trying to accentuate something about which we feel 

very strongly.  Perhaps Jesus was doing the same thing.  What then was his specific intent?  



What is so important about the power of faith that he chose the mustard seed and overstated the 

size which it becomes? 

 

Jesus says 'if you have faith....'  He doesn't tell how; he simply says if.  The tiny mustard seed is 

next to nothing as far as size is concerned.  Could Jesus be saying we don't need more than one 

grain of faith--not even enough faith to be aware of, just as one mustard seed is hardly large 

enough to be considered of consequence.   

 

Perhaps Jesus is saying that God can transform us into something as great as a large tree, into 

someone with spiritual strength equal to the physical strength it would take to move a tree or a 

mountain.  In symbolic language both tree and mountain can represent man.  Perhaps in these 

references to mustard seeds Jesus is saying that God can transform us to the degree that our 

spirits are not "stuck"--rooted, grounded--in some stationary place but move freely in the 

world--as does His own Holy Spirit. 

 

Perhaps one secret is in the sowing.  In all three narratives where the Kingdom is compared to a 

mustard seed, the action of sowing is included.  God is the 'man' who sows the seed in the 'field' 

of mankind.  Perhaps the mustard seed represents the soul that God has placed deep within us.  

If we haven't experienced our holiness, our soulness, the divine seed has not germinated. 

 

Perhaps Jesus uses this metaphor to impress upon his hearers something they may not have 

realized: that their--our--essence is a spiritual nature that is much larger than the physical body 

that is visible.   

 

Remember Jesus told his disciples that they would do greater things than he.  That applies to us, 

also.   

 

Bread is a tangible way of planting something symbolic within us.  Like the mustard seed 

growing into something much larger, the morsel of bread we eat in fellowship with each other is 

intended to represent to us a growing into our larger spiritual nature in communion with God. 

 


