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LIKE A SEED

We make a mistake if we imagine Jesus’ parables to be
illustrations designed only to clarify truth. In fact, they were
meant to conceal it from the disinterested and hostile.
Interestingly, his method seems to have bothered his disciples.
Take a moment to read Matthew 13:10-17.

Though his disciples were blessed to receive clearer and more
direct instruction, Jesus often phrased things in ways even they
could not understand without reflection and/or his own
explanation. (Matthew 15:15-16; 16:5-12; John 16:16-30)

Jesus was fond of comparing faith to a seed. Sometimes he
used that metaphor in ways and at times that seem odd, difficult
to understand, and even out of place. One such occasion is Luke
17:6. In his response to the apostle’s request for increased faith,
Jesus said, If you had faith like a grain of mustard seed, you could
say to this mulberry tree, “Be uprooted and planted in the sea,”
and it would obey you. | suspect that in the moment his apostles
were likely thinking what Christians today often think upon
reading such statements, “Uhhh...what?”

Taking the time to reflect upon such statements, as baffling
as they may appear at first glance, is rewarding and instructive.
In verses 1-4 Jesus was teaching his disciples not to be the cause
of temptation and to be extraordinarily liberal in forgiveness. It
Is easy to understand why they asked for increased faith when
considering what he said in verses 3 and 4. If your brother sins,
rebuke him, and if he repents, forgive him, and if he sins against
you seven times in the day, and turns to you seven times, saying,
“I repent,” you must forgive him. To be that willing to forgive
seems impossible. It does not come naturally and will be viewed
by most as naive and foolish. Enter the seed metaphor.

In another place Jesus pointed out that the mustard seed is
quite small yet produces a plant larger than most. (Matthew
13:31-32) Understanding that is key to understanding part of
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what he is teaching here. The seed is not meant to remain a seed.
It is meant to be planted and cultivated, thereby producing
something much larger than the tiny seed suggested it would
become. Such is the progression of faith. It is not meant to remain
static, a small thing easily blown away by the slightest breeze. It
IS meant to grow, gaining strength and stability through
cultivation and care. (Ephesians 4:11-14)

But what about telling a tree to uproot and plant itself in the
sea? Isn’t that impossible? Not for God and those he empowers.
Yet telling a tree to do such a thing is not the point here. If such
a task is deemed impossible, is it more difficult than truly
forgiving someone who sins against us seven times in a single
day when they say they’re sorry? I would argue that it isn’t and
point to how people treat one another as proof. But for the one
whose faith is increasing the once seemingly impossible
instructions of Jesus, though still difficult sometimes, are not the
unachievable goals they once seemed to be. That’s the point of
our Lord’s metaphor in Luke 17:6.

May we reflect deeply upon our Lord’s mysterious statements
and reap the benefits of doing so. Adam Litmer
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