
The Parable of the Mustard Seed 

Matthew 13:31-32 

Another parable [Jesus] put forth to them, saying: “The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which 

a man took and sowed in his field, which indeed is the least of all the seeds; but when it is grown it is 

greater than the herbs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and nest in its branches.” 

 

We continue our Lenten series this evening by considering the parable of the mustard seed.  When 

it comes to understanding parables, we need to remember that we are dealing with the genre of Allegory. 

Therefore, we are not looking for a strictly literal interpretation, per se, but rather we are searching for 

deeper truths within the story itself. An allegory is a story, which contains a hidden meaning. Its primary 

function then is to reveal truths about the world through the medium of metaphor.  But the truths we are 

looking for are not just any truths. We are not free to take these allegorical stories and interpret them any 

way we like. They operate within the framework of God’s complete revelation, and as such must adhere 

to certain rules of interpretation. There are three rules worth noting here. First, the Rule of Unity. This first 

rule safeguards the Bible from being made to say whatever we want it to say. The Rule of Unity holds us 

to the principle that Scripture has one unified message to share. Christian allegory then is not to be applied 

to texts in isolation from the rest of Scripture. This leads to the second rule, the Rule of Scripture Interprets 

Scripture, which means one text is to be used to interpret another text. The Bible is its own interpreter, so 

a confusing part of the Bible is clarified by using another part of the Bible. Scripture is laid out like an 

interlocking jig-saw puzzle whose central pieces are scattered throughout the various books of the Bible. 

The final rule, and the greatest limiting factor, is the Rule of Christ. All of Scripture, including allegorical 

passages, speak first and foremost of Christ—His person, His saving work, His Church. Unity of the entire 

Divine message, Scripture interprets Scripture, and all of Scripture confesses Christ—each of these rules 

safeguards allegorical interpretation from devolving into nothing more than human fancy.  

With these three rules in our minds, let us turn now to the parable before us. The kingdom of 

heaven is likened to a mustard seed, which is the least of all the seeds. This of course begs the question, 



what is this mustard seed, and how does it function within the parable itself? Using the third rule of 

interpretation as our guide, the mustard seed is none other than Christ Himself.  The Lord here compares 

Himself to a mustard seed—a bitter seed, an insignificant seed, a disposable, overlooked, underestimated, 

almost-forgotten seed. A seed whose virtue is revealed only by crushing it and burying it. Herein lies the 

mystery of the mustard seed, for while it appears rather small when planted in the ground it grows greater 

than the other herbs of the garden. The likeness is easy to surmise: Christ indeed is the grain of mustard 

seed, which in the garden of the tomb grew into a great tree. He was but a seed when He died, a tree when 

He rose again. A seed in the lowliness of humility, a tree in the power of His majesty. The nobody from 

Nazareth accomplishes the greatest act of history by His dying and rising again for our salvation. 

Moving outward from Christ, we have here a further analogy as to how this Word made flesh 

becomes the Living Word, which grows and expands as God’s Kingdom flourishes amongst us. For this 

Seed, after it was sown in the field, that is when it was seized by the multitude, betrayed unto death, and 

buried in a kind of sowing of His body, grew up in a manner exceeding the measure of all growing plants.  

For this is how the Word of Lord goes forth: what is sown in dishonor, now goes forth and accomplishes 

the purposes of God. The Tree stretches forth its branches providing shade to the world. The saving 

message of Christ is preached throughout the world inviting humanity to “come and see” “come and hear”.  

Every person who is harassed by the turmoil of the winds of change, fatigued by the scorching sun of 

life’s worries and problems, may find refuge in the branches of God’s embrace and a home nestled in the 

security of God’s Church.  

One final connecting point. If Scripture interprets Scripture, let us use this parable to understand 

another hard saying of Christ: “Truly I tell you, if you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say 

to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it will move. Nothing will be impossible for you.” This 

is a familiar enough passage, but it is often misunderstood. But if Christ is the mustard seed, as He is in 



the parable, then this passage is not as confusing as it might first appear. For Christ is simply telling His 

disciples, and us, that faith is something remarkable because it is not a ‘something’, but a Someone. This 

is the deep mystery of faith. Faith is not individualistic, but is an Individual—one Lord, one Faith. We 

don’t just have individual faith in Christ, we have the singular faith of Christ. Christ is both the Object of 

belief and the Subject who believes in us, for us, and through us. “In faith itself Christ is present”, as 

Luther once said. Christ is the substance of things hoped for and the evidence of things not seen. If we 

share in the one faith of Christ then having faith like a mustard seed is none other than having His faith. 

And if we participate in Christ’s faith, then nothing really is impossible for us since nothing can be 

impossible for Him. The same Word of God, who called forth creation in the beginning, who formed and 

shaped the mountains according to His own design, can move those very same mountains from here to 

there at His bidding. This is the power of faith, or to say it better, this is the power of Christ…for you 

can’t really have one without the other.  Amen.    

In Christ,  

Pastor Jeremy H. Mills        

 

 

 

       

 

        


