Mustard Seed Faith—is it Big Faith or Little Faith?
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Introduction

Most sermons and commentaries on the passages in the Gospels that describe “faith like a mustard seed” assume or argue that the “mustard seed” faith described in the Gospels is either small faith which nevertheless produces great results, or that it refers to faith, initially small, but which grows over the course of time as the believer grows in faith in a way analogous to the growth of a tiny mustard seed into a large shrub (which is also described in the Gospels as a tree). 

Now it is undoubtedly true that God graciously works with different levels of faith —thankfully even with small faith— (for example, Romans 12:6 speaks of the exercise of the gift of prophecy “according to the proportion of faith”) and 2 Thessalonians 1:3 speaks of Paul’s thankfulness that the Thessalonians’ faith is growing more and more so the growth of faith is a real Scriptural truth. However, it is the purpose of this article to suggest that actually, the “mustard seed faith” which is described in the Gospels is actually not really either of these things (even though they are indeed wonderfully true things!) Rather it is proposed in this article that mustard seed faith is, paradoxically, actually big faith!

Now I haven’t actually come across this point of view much in my current reading on the subject, and no doubt the  majority of readers will at this point wonder whether it is worth reading this article further as I’m proposing an interpretation so bizarre and unlikely and so out-of-step with the entire history of interpretation of these passages as to be either a non-starter or an invitation to a wild goose chase!  With this in mind, I wish to offer a very, very brief illustration of where the argument will be “going” so that the reader can decide if it might just be worth reading the rest of the article. It goes like this . . .

Remembering that we are talking about faith here, when you look at a mustard 
seed, what do you see?  Do you see just a tiny seed or do you see a big tree with birds nesting in its branches? Or if someone hands you the title deeds to a palace, do you see just a piece of paper with writing on it, or do you see your future home - a glorious stately building with magnificent gardens? If  you see the big tree and the palace then I hope you will be open to the possibility that mustard seed faith might just be big faith after all!

The article is structured as follows: 

 1) Mustard seeds in the Gospels

 2) The two main interpretations of the teaching about the mustard seed and faith

 3) Objection! Surely Scripture disproves the “Big Faith” approach! 

 4) Textual matters relating to  Luke 17:6 and Matt. 17:20 

 5) Big faith, not small faith, is commended elsewhere in Scripture

 6) Justification of the “mustard seed faith equals big faith” approach from Scripture

 7) Some examples of “mountain-moving” faith in Scripture 

 8) Conclusion

 9) Footnote—a brief note about the second interpretation in 2) above

 1) Mustard Seeds in the Gospels—2 Related Contexts

In the New Testament, the humble mustard seed appears in two related contexts: our Lord compares both  i) the Kingdom of Heaven and ii) the faith of the believer to a mustard seed. This article is about the second of these—the connection between mustard seeds and faith.

In the case of the Parable of the Mustard Seed, (Matt. 13:31-32, Mark 4:30-31 and Luke 13:18-19) the Kingdom of Heaven is likened to a tiny mustard seed which grows to become a plant of considerable size, and this certainly fits in very well with a number of Jesus’ parables which emphasise the small or hidden nature of the kingdom—at least in its early stages. (For example the kingdom of heaven is likened to leaven initially hidden in three measures of flour which eventually works its way through the whole batch (Luke 13:20-21 and Matt. 13:33)). In this context, the mustard seed is also a picture of Jesus’ own life. He too became very small (He emptied himself . .”) and He was sown in the ground in His death—which was, to external appearance, a shameful and ignominious death—yet He rose again, and His body is now the entire Church.

However, when speaking of faith in Matt. 17:20 and Luke 17:6 Jesus simply relates the mustard seed to faith without actually specifying any change or growth in the mustard seed. However, this sort of faith, whatever it means exactly, has amazing results: in Matt. 17:20 it can move a mountain and in Luke 17:6 it can uproot a mulberry tree and plant it in the sea. (In Mark 11:23 too we are told that for mountain-moving faith to be effective, one must first “not doubt 
in this heart but believe that what he says will take place”.) We note however, that in both Matthew 17:20 and Luke 17:6 the teaching about the mustard seed and faith occurs later in Jesus’ ministry than the teaching about the mustard seed and the kingdom of heaven (chapter 17 as opposed to ch. 13 in both cases!) Thus, we can reasonably infer that the teaching about the mustard seed and faith “builds upon” the mustard seed and kingdom teaching material. I would suggest that it does so in two ways. First, the “mustard seed” link shows that the context in which the faith of believers is presumed to operate is the progress of the kingdom of God, and secondly that the mention of the mustard seed in connection with faith presupposes an understanding that mustard seeds are expected, in a sort of “miracle of the natural world”, to become useful large shrubs or trees. Faith works this way in Kingdom of Heaven because the Kingdom itself is an outworking of the faith or faithfulness of Jesus Christ which is embodied in His kenosis - His “mustard seed” –like self-emptying shown in His action of “sowing” Himself in death and the grave—and then rising in power and newness of life to form the Church. 

[An aside: 

It is sometimes objected that Jesus might be technically wrong to say that the mustard seed grows into a tree when it is, according to most commentators, a large annual plant or shrub growing up to 9ft tall.  However, I think this is part of the humour and/or dramatic effect with which Jesus sometimes embellishes His stories! Here we have, let us say, an “over-achieving” mustard seed which would have amused Jesus’ listeners, but which also served to “reach forwards” to the meaning or interpretation of the parable which is  the much, much, greater “over-achievement” of the Kingdom of Heaven—a  Kingdom actually much greater than the “national revival” that Jesus’ listeners would likely be initially assuming!

I think that this sort of exaggeration at the climax of some of Jesus’ parables, not only had dramatic effect, but in the Parable of the Wedding Feast and in the parables about masters and unfaithful servants would have acted as a “pointer forwards” to the interpretation  -  to the seriousness of the meaning behind these parables.  The audience would have been initially shocked at the severity of the retributive justice meted out at the climax of these parables, but hopefully, they would have been prepared in consequence to think about the seriousness of the interpretation namely the actual danger in which they themselves as individuals, and the nation as a whole, stood and repented accordingly. Likewise in the Parable of the Sower, a yield of 100-fold would appear to be well above the normal yield, although in Gen. 26:3, Isaac reaps “100 measures” as a result of the Lord’s blessing.

End of aside]

Now, as mentioned earlier in this article, I wish, tentatively, to challenge the
“standard” interpretation—or rather the two standard interpretations of the two passages where Jesus relates the faith of the believer to a mustard seed, and to offer a different interpretation namely that the sort of mustard seed type faith that Jesus is describing is actually, paradoxically, big or even very big faith.

 2) The Two “Standard” Interpretations of “Mustard Seed Faith”

Let us review first the two standard interpretations of mustard seed faith:

 First Interpretation: With regard to the connection between mustard seeds and faith,  most commentators and sermons make the point or claim that Jesus teaches that faith,  even “mustard seed sized” faith, is sufficient to move trees or mountains. However, I believe that this may not be a correct interpretation  of the teaching in the Gospels. I believe that the Scriptural evidence taken from a wide variety of passages, particularly in the New Testament (some of which I hope to review later) is actually against the efficacy of such small faith for producing large miracles  and I would like to suggest that, far from being “small faith”, mustard seed faith is actually “large faith”! 

 2)  However, some sermons and commentators interpret Jesus’ teaching in a slightly different way,  and suggest that Jesus is teaching  that mustard seed faith starts off as small faith, but then it can grow—like the mustard seed—to become “big faith”. The point along this process of growth at which miracles occur is usually not specified. The difficulty in being specific is that, i) if miracles occur at the “seed” stage of faith, then this is just the same as the first interpretation (above) but ii) if miracles occur at the “shrub or tree” stage of faith, then it is no longer “faith like a mustard seed” - rather it is “faith like a mustard tree”. In this article, I would like also like to look later at how this “mustard seed faith” as “faith in the process of growing” interpretation may have come about, but nevertheless my main, admittedly controversial, claim is that mustard seed faith is big faith, and that the process of growing in faith, though vital in the Christian life, is not actually a feature of the sort of faith described as mustard seed faith in the Gospels.

 3) Objection! Surely Scripture Disproves the “Big Faith” Approach!
How can I possibly make the ridiculous and obviously nonsensical and self-contradictory claim that faith like a tiny mustard seed is actually big faith!? At any rate, readers of this present article may say something like, “Well, even if the author can cobble together an explanation of sorts for “big faith”, Scripture itself flatly contradicts it!! 

After all, in the NIV version of Luke 17:6 we read,

“He (Jesus)  replied, "If you have faith as small as a mustard seed, you can say to this mulberry tree, 'Be uprooted and planted in the sea,' and it will obey you.”

And in Matt. 17:20 (NIV) we read,

“He (Jesus)  replied, "Because you have so little faith. 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."

“So—there we have it!”, says the reader—“Jesus in both verses specifically speaks of faith as small as a mustard seed which, we all agree, is very small but which nevertheless causes miracles. So the present author must be mad to claim that mustard seed faith is big faith!!”

Well, there’s one big, big, problem with the NIV translation of these verses, and that is that the word small does not appear in the original Greek text of either verse—the word small is an interpolation, and an interpretation, on the part of the translators!!!

Thus the main problem with the NIV versions of these two verses is that they are mistranslations at a pretty fundamental level! Unfortunately, the translators seem so confident that they know what these verses mean that they have supplied us with that meaning—rather than translating what the verses actually say! (It is a feature of the NIV—in common with a number of other translations— that, rather than a strict “word-for-word”-type translation, it offers what is known as “dynamic equivalence”. I am suggesting that, in this particular instance, this translation philosophy may have produced a misleading result.)

OK, let’s “unpack” this, and look at what the texts say in the original  Greek . . .

 4) Textual matters relating to  Luke 17:6 and Matt. 17:20 
 a) Luke 17:6

Let’s start with Luke 17:6. In the original Greek text, (and following the word order of the original)  we read:

“Said then the Lord if you have faith like (Gk: hos) a grain of mustard you would have said to the mulberry tree this, Be uprooted and be planted in the sea and it would have obeyed you”.
We note that there is no mention here of the size of the mustard seed or grain, (nor of the size of the substantial shrub or tree to which it will grow). Rather Jesus compares the believer’s faith to the grain of mustard, and we are left to ponder exactly what that relationship is—or what feature or aspect of the mustard 
seed is significant here. The point I wish to make is that it was an assumption on the part of the NIV translators to assume that the significant thing about the mustard seed in this verse is its small size and then to use this this as the relevant point of comparison  with the disciples’ faith in their translation. Why not, for example, assume that it is the promise of future growth into a tree that is the relevant point of comparison? After all, these are both features of the mustard seed  -as we know from elsewhere in the Gospels.

OK, well, one possibility for the size of faith as indicated by Luke 17:6 is indeed  that of  the “standard” interpretation: size is the relevant feature, and so the amount of faith required for the subsequent miracle is indeed very small—just as a mustard seed is very small. Later in this article I wish to present biblical evidence that this in an unlikely interpretation,

But here is another (and in my view more likely) possibility: it is the certainty of a future tree that the mustard seed represents that is the point of comparison with the believer’s faith in relation to the matter of the mulberry tree being planted in the sea. I will try to develop this idea much more fully later in the article, but just for now I wish to point out we know that mustard seeds act in this way because we have already met mustard seeds doing this earlier in the Gospels (Matt. 13:31-32, Mark 4:30-21 and Luke 13:18-19). Although one might argue that in nature a mustard seed may not necessarily grow in this way (it might get planted on stony ground for example), that is not the way with mustard seeds and nature as they are represented in the biblical record. We know for sure that tiny mustard seeds behave in this “miraculous” way and grow into trees in the bible since Jesus has already told us so. At least they do when they are illustrating the growth of the Kingdom of Heaven—and surely the various aspects of this are exactly the reason that we need faith (and miracles!) in the first place! It is not too much to suggest that the reason they were created in the first place was to illustrate or “model” these spiritual truths!

 b) Matt. 17:20

 Now let’s briefly look again at Matt. 17:20 (NIV):

“He (Jesus) replied, "Because you have so little faith. 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."

Once again, the translators have included the word “small” which is absent from the Greek text. There is also another difficulty that I have with this translation and that is that the translation is based on the Nestle-Aland text, rather than the Received Text. The Nestle-Aland text does indeed speak of  the Disciples’ “little faith” (oligopistos). But the NA text does not say “so little faith” (this little word “so” is again an interpretation by the translators) - the text just says “because of your little faith”). However the Received Text has, instead, “unbelief” (apistos). 
Actually the NIV translation doesn’t seem to me to make sense. It effectively presents Jesus as saying that the disciples were unable to do a miracle because they had very little faith, but if they had very little faith then they would be able to do miracles!

The commentator D.A. Carson  attempts to get round this difficulty by claiming that the “little faith” of the NA text (despite the etymology of the word oligopistos which is literally “little faith”) actually probably means poor or shoddy faith—and so he is claiming that “little faith” refers to the quality of the faith, but faith the size of a mustard seed refers to the quantity of faith. If I were a commentator writing to that effect, I think I would be starting to have the uneasy feeling that I was probably missing something important about the text, and hope I would admit puzzlement rather coming up with an explanation which some (uncharitable readers!) might see as “fudging” the issue!

5) Big faith, not small faith, is commended elsewhere in Scripture
The view that small, “mustard seed sized” faith is being commended here in Jesus’ teaching in the Gospels seems to me not to be supported by comparison with the rest of Scripture where “big faith” is commended. For example, when the Apostle Paul speaks of mountain-moving faith in 1 Corinthians 13:2, he says,

“. . If I should have all (Gk: pasan) faith so as to remove mountains . . .”. 

Paul has just spoken of all mysteries and all knowledge, so he is clearly here using the word “all” to refer to a large amount of something—in this case faith! 

Thus Paul is here expressing the view that big faith is necessary for moving mountains.

Likewise, James speaks of the importance of strong, unwavering faith . . 

James 1:5: “ . . Let him ask in faith with no doubting . .” and

James 5:15: “ . .the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick.”

And Jesus frequently commends great faith. For example, 

Matt: 15:28: “Oh woman, great is thy faith—be it unto thee as thou wilt. And her daughter was made whole from that very hour”. 

It seems to me that if it were the case that small faith and large faith were both equally effective in producing miracles - i.e. “kingdom-of-heaven-shaped” results— then the places in Scripture urging us to have strong faith—for example the famous “faith” chapter - Hebrews Ch. 11—would lose much of their exhortatory force.

6) An attempt to justify the view that “mustard seed faith equals big faith” from Scripture
So far, we have discussed the nature of mustard seeds but we haven’t actually attempted to define or describe faith. Fortunately, the bible does this for us in many ways, and one of these is the definition of faith found in Hebrews 11:1. Let us see whether this definition will help us determine whether mustard seed-type faith is  “big faith” or “little faith” . . .

In Hebrews 11:1 we read:

“Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen”. (NKJV)

This definition is, then, in two complementary parts. Both of these parts however indicate that faith is not a “free-floating” sort of thing—according to this definition it has an object. In the first case, the object of faith is “things hoped for” and in the second case, it is “things not seen”. 

Let us just work with the first half of the definition for the moment:

In the first half of the definition, “things hoped for” are things that, have not yet actually been obtained at the point when faith is exercised. After all, in Rom. 8:24 we read, “but hope that is seen is not hope: for what a man seeth, why doth he yet hope for [it]?” (And, as we see by means of many examples later in Heb. Ch. 11, it is the eventual receiving of those things that is the result of exercising faith regarding those things.)

Now the word “substance” here is the very interesting Greek word “hypostasis”. In the KJV it is translated “assurance”, but a more literal translation would be something that “gives support” (it is literally a “standing under” - or a “sub-stance”. Thus it is a guarantee of something, and BDAG (Danker’s Greek-English Lexicon) actually says that the meaning here in Heb. 11:1 is that it is a guarantee of ownership or entitlement—thus, figuratively, (and actually in some commercial contexts), “title deeds”.

So, a paraphrase of the first half would be:

                          “Faith is the title deeds to the thing hoped for”

So, once you have the title deeds to the palace, all you have to do is to put the title deeds into effect by  marching up to the gates and demanding entrance, and in the same way, once you have faith to believe that the mountain will be moved, all you have to do is to put faith into action (“I believed and therefore I spoke”!) and command the mountain to move!

Well, where does the faith come from? As we know it is a gift of God’s grace: faith of varying proportions is given to us to exercise according to the proportion of faith given. Therefore, if you find that you have within yourself the faith from God to move the mountain, then you have the “title deeds” or the guarantee for that miracle: all you have to do is to command or claim it—one certainly doesn’t have to try to make it happen under his or her own steam!! Rather God does it  but it is a “law of the Kingdom of God”, and God’s will, for us to be involved through, it would appear, the issuing of “kingly”-type commands—”Be uprooted”, “Move” etc!

Well, how does this faith definition fit in with the mustard seed? An indication of the connection here is to note that, compared to the palace itself, the title deed is physically tiny—just a piece of paper. But it is a massive guarantee!! It is in fact a palace-sized guarantee!! 

OK, well, we know from Matt. 13:31-32, Mark 4:30-21 and Luke 13:18-19 that the Kingdom of Heaven is like a man who takes a mustard seed and sows it and it becomes a tree. So, we can set up the parallelism pointed to by Heb. 11:1 by simply noting that the mustard seed occupies the place of the believer’s faith. Possession of faith is the title deeds to the miracle, and possession of the mustard seed is the title deeds to the tree! Physically, the mustard seed is small, but as a guarantee it is big—in fact it is a tree-sized guarantee!

Provided I have sufficient faith, all I have to do to progress from this faith (which is the “title deeds to the mountain-moving miracle”) to the actual mountain-moving miracle itself is to command it with words and, similarly, provided I have a mustard seed (which is my title deeds to a tree!) all I have to do to move from the seed to the tree is to sow the seed. Isn’t it interesting that in the interpretation of the  Parable of the Sower, the Sower sows the word!! 

Here is the above in diagrammatic form:
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In the next section, I will try to add some further examples.

There is one little “refinement” I would like to make about this argument, and that there is a sense in which faith, whether big faith or small faith, is “small”! It is “hidden”, or located, in the heart or soul of “little old me”, and it hasn’t at this point had any effect in the “big outside world”. That is true even of the biggest faith that the greatest Christian can muster. And even when it is activated, it does so, in the examples we are looking at, in the form, of a small speech or a small action—e.g. commanding or sowing. In this sense, the little mustard seed is an appropriate symbol for the entire spectrum of levels of faith whether great or small—it is the nature of all faith to be a small thing in this sense, but once faith speaks or acts . . . boom!! (Indeed, faith enables us to participate in “creation territory” or even “new creation territory”! (e.g. Heb. 11:2 which describes how God created the whole universe by His word)).

 7) Some Examples of  “Mountain-Moving” Faith.
Here are some examples of faith in action which I think accord with the model of mustard seed type faith proposed in this article. 

 i) The Woman with an Issue of Blood  
We read about this miracle in Mark 5:25-34, Matt. 9:20-22 and Luke 8:43-48. (In fact, I believe that Mark has deliberately structured the early chapters of his Gospel in such a way that the Parable of the Mustard Seed in Mark 4:30-32 corresponds structurally with the healing of the woman with the issue of blood and the raising of Jairus’ daughter in Mark 5:21-43. I attempt to describe this  proposed structural connection in the article Peace be Still! - a Surprising Chiasm in Mark Chs. 3-6 on my website www.famousfox.org from where it can be freely downloaded. It is also found in one of the chapters of my book Chiastic Structures in the Interpretation of Scripture.)

This lady was healed because of her faith (e.g. Matt. 9:22). Now her faith was of a most remarkable kind. She said to herself, “If I only touch His garment I will be made well”. She did not tell anyone—her faith was hidden in her heart. Even good Jairus wanted Jesus to come and lay His hand on his daughter to heal her, but this unnamed lady’s faith was so great that she did not even require that. In the event, the link between herself and Jesus was yet even more tenuous—she actually only touched the hem of His garment and she was healed! And we know from Luke’s account (Luke 8:47)  that she was hoping that the whole event would be hidden—even from Jesus himself! What great faith! Here we see how her faith was simultaneously small and hidden as regards outward appearance, but it was nevertheless huge faith. Indeed, we could say that the smaller, more hidden, the faith as to outward appearance, the greater the substance—the hypostasis—of that faith. This really was faith, that as to outward appearance 
was like a little mustard seed, but in reality, and in the eyes of heaven was itself the title deeds to a great miracle—a “mustard tree”-sized deliverance: with her womb restored she could once again hope to be a mother-tree in Israel with birds nesting in her maternal branches.

Now an important question in my mind arises at this point—namely, how did the woman come to believe that touching the garment or the hem of Jesus’ garment would be the necessary step for the miracle? Are there, for example, any “pointers” in the Old Testament to the “rightness” of such an action?

Well, the answer is an abundant “yes”!

The “hem” of a garment is also known as the border or corner or tassles of the garment, and, in Hebrew the word kanaph is used both for the hem of a garment (e.g. Numbers 15:37-41) and for a “wing”. In the Septuagint,  the word is translated in both contexts by the Greek word for wing (pterux). Now, in the OT, in Mal: 4:2, the Lord Almighty says, “But to you who fear My name shall the sun of righteousness arise with healing in His wings”. Thus, the woman, by touching the “wing” of Jesus’ garment was in effect recognising Jesus as the Lord, and claiming the Old Testament promise regarding His healing power.  To be covered with the corner or “wing” of someone’s garment (as with Ruth and Boaz) is to come under someone’s protecting power. Finally, we note that this woman, whose condition made her ceremonially unclean, was deliberately “meeting” Jesus at the “border”! She considered that Jesus’ power extended even to the edge of His clothes—here was the point where, like the borders of Israel, the land that is holy meets the unclean nations and peoples - whom she symbolically represents (just as Jairus’ daughter in these linked miracles represented Israel). From Ezekiel 16:8, we can see a deeper meaning too—the corner or wing of the Lord’s garment is connected with entry of one who is unclean because of blood into a covenant relationship with God. Does Jesus’ power work at the “border”? Indeed it does, as we will see in more detail in the next example of great faith!

We could tentatively quantify the size of someone’s faith in any given instance by means of a division: quantity of faith = Size of result divided by Size of the outward appearance of the “guarantee”. Thus . .

Quantity of faith  =    _the magnitude of the miracle hoped for_
                            the apparent size of the “title deeds” to the miracle  

Or . .                        ___the magnitude of the miracle hoped for____
                                the size of the action to “activate” the title deeds

So, in the case of the mustard seed, the quantity of faith would be, for example

[image: image4.wmf] (= about 1000!)

 

                                                   ____size of tree____     

                                                   size of mustard seed

                                                                                                                                                                                     or                                  __________growth of an entire tree_____   
                                     tiny effort involved in sowing a single seed

So, in the example that Jesus gives of the miracle of mountain moving the

Quantity of faith =   an entire mountain being moved from one place to another
                                 the simple act of speaking the command for this to happen

This is clearly a very big quantity!!

Now in the case of the woman with an issue of blood, we can see that the quantity of faith is very great indeed  . . .

 Quantity of faith =  massive deliverance from an affliction of 12 years standing
                                                one touch of the hem of Jesus’ garment

At a guess, this quantity would probably be at least 50,000!

 ii) The Syrophoenician Woman
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The next example (please see Matt. 15:21-28 and also Mark 7:24-30)  is that of another remarkable woman of faith—indeed Jesus says that her faith is great (Matt. 15:28)!   How did this greatness in the quantity of faith come about? It actually came about on this occasion by Jesus placing progressively greater obstacles to His granting the miracle, and the woman, undaunted, countering, on 
her part, each obstacle with a claim to the “title deeds” which nevertheless involved increasing self-abasement on her part - so that eventually, in a complicated interchange of  claim and counter-claim involving the concepts of honour and shame, and patronage and clientage, our Lord was, in a sense, “manoeuvred” into a tacit acknowledgement of the grounds of woman’s final claim and allowing the healing of her daughter. The final claim—the basis of her “title deeds” to the miracle - is that although she is a “little dog eating crumbs”, she is nevertheless a little dog eating crumbs in her master’s household. Some aspects of this view of the passage are found in Kenneth Bailey’s book, Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes and “honour/shame” aspects of 1st Century life are described in detail in  The New Testament World by Bruce Malina—both these books provide helpful insight. The treatment of this passage in the commentaries is quite varied. 

This charming view, that Jesus has willingly allowed Himself to be “bested” by this woman, is that of a leading and much appreciated Evangelical commentator—Dick France. In commenting on the version of the miracle found in Mark 7:24-30 he says the following: 

“The whole encounter builds up to the totally positive conclusion of vv. 29-30, while the preceding dialogue serves to underline the radical nature of this new stage of Jesus’ ministry into which He has allowed Himself to be ‘persuaded’ by the woman’s realism and wit. He appears like the wise teacher who allows, and indeed incites, His pupil to mount a victorious argument  against the foil of His own reluctance. He functions as what in a different context might be called ‘devil’s advocate’ and is not disappointed to be ‘defeated’ in argument. 

One feature of the passage, which the commentaries discuss is the location of the events described. Both Matthew and Mark prepare us for the exchange between Jesus and the woman really quite carefully in this respect. However, the commentaries are divided on whether Jesus had actually left Israel and entered Syro-Phoenician territory, or whether He was still just within the borders of Israel. One difficulty is that the words used (horion (Matt. 15:22) and methoria (Mark 7:24 TR), have a literal meaning which refers to a border or borders, but there is a derived meaning referring to the region enclosed by those borders. Nevertheless, in the Septuagint version of Joshua, the word horion is used to describe borders—including the border of Asher in this very region (called Cabul). Interestingly, in the Codex Alexandrinus, (one of the three main versions of the Septuagint), the word methoria is uniquely used (in Josh. 19:27) to describe this border in the very area we are considering. Furthermore, although in Matt. 7:21 Jesus was (ultimately?) on His way to “withdraw” into (eis) the parts (mere) of Tyre and Sidon, the woman (v. 22) was coming out (exelthen) of those regions when the encounter took place.  The “coming out from there” is quite emphatic—it is the same form of words as used of Jesus’ departure (from Gennessaret) in the previous verse.) So where did the encounter take place?

Perhaps we have an example here of “studied ambiguity” on the part of Matthew, and this perhaps partly explains Mark’s use of the less common word methoria (TR) in 7:24 (rather than horia). It is interesting that Thucydides, amongst others, used this word specifically for contested frontier regions, and Philo applied the term methorios  to the Logos as an intermediary between God and man. These are very suggestive references regarding the possible role of the term in Mark’s account: perhaps then both the Gospel writers wished to indicate that the events really did take place in “no man’s land”. I think this is likely, and, if so, the location is “liminal”: it is at a strange and ambiguous location – not quite Israel, perhaps, (though this area was originally part of the border of the inheritance of the tribe of Asher as described in Josh. 19:27) and perhaps not quite the regions of Tyre and Sidon “proper” either (the woman has to “come out” to Jesus as we have seen). It is, I suggest, truly a border location, a place where claims, rights and responsibilities are not clearly defined, where anything is possible. (Readers who have enjoyed the works of Rudyard Kipling, such as Kim, or his short story On the Great Wall (from Puck of Pook’s Hill) will I suspect appreciate the possibilities implicit in such a setting at or just beyond the boundary of “Empire”- of what can be done at boundaries that cannot be done elsewhere.)

Matthew has indicated something of this also in the word count for the passage—it is exactly 140 words in the Received Text which is 70x2 and hence a witness to or about the nations of the world. (Unfortunately, Nestle-Aland only has 139 words, and so misses this clue).

If this is a correct understanding of the location, then this information acts as the “overture” or prologue for the scene that follows—are we in Israel or not?

Perhaps we should also note that Hiram, king of Tyre was a friend of King David, and who helped with the construction of the temple of David’s son Solomon, and who was rewarded by Solomon with 20 cities in the region called Cabul (see earlier!) which were however displeasing to Hiram and appear to have been returned. This area then was the border and it repeatedly changed hands between Israel and the kingdom of Tyre.  Interestingly, the Septuagint translates the word “Cabul” as horion—border, and this may very well reflect a “pun” on the part of Hiram—the name of the area is Cabul, but the Hebrew for border is gəbul!  (The “upside-down” e is actually an “a” sound in the standard “transliteration” of Hebrew characters!) Interestingly also, King Hiram refers to Solomon as his brother—thus making himself a son of David also. Yet King Hiram appears to have refused the gift of a portion in Israel from a Son of David because it was  “not pleasing”. So should the True Son of David now once again offer a precious “portion in Israel” to a woman who has come out to Him from the region of Tyre and Sidon - to Him, He Who the True Israel? And will the woman accept a “displeasing portion” if it is offered? Again, was it right for Solomon to offer Israelite cities—even poor ones—to a Gentile? And would it be right for Jesus, sent only to the house of Israel, to bless a Gentile woman in a 
house (Mark 7:24) to which He had withdrawn—away from Israel proper??

Also, this is not the first time in Scripture we have encountered a Sidonian/Tyrian mother and her daughter: the wicked Queen Athaliah of Judah appears to have been the daughter of Queen Jezebel - a Sidonian princess who became the wife of King Ahab,). Athaliah it was who attempted to wipe out the entire house and lineage of David—all of David’s sons. Again, this historical information concerning the region and its people is ambivalent: a king of the region once helped David and Solomon, and saw himself as part of David’s family, but the daughter of a queen from there later tried to destroy that family.  How will Jesus, the Son of David, respond to the request for help from an inhabitant of such a hostile area?

It is clear too that Jesus’ arrival in this region is multifaceted: He has not only “gone forth” (from Gennessaret), but he has withdrawn, or is in the process of withdrawing, into the regions of Tyre and Sidon—a “retreat” which the commentators relate, surely correctly, to the danger posed by the scandalised Pharisees earlier in the chapter. What is Jesus’ official “status” with regard to this woman and this region? Has he been “sent” to them?

A feature of the passage over which commentators disagree is whether the Disciples wanted for Jesus to heal the woman’s daughter first and then send the woman away, or whether they just wanted Jesus to send the woman away. 

According to a popular interpretation of the passage (although not supported by Kenneth Bailey)  the disciples in Matt. 15:23 must have requested a healing for the woman’s daughter—for how else could we make sense of Jesus’ apparent refusal to do so in v. 24? There does not at first glance appear to be anything in the wording of the disciples’ request, “Send her away!”, that would suggest a request for healing for the woman’s daughter. However, the verb used, apoluo, is also used for the release or setting free of prisoners, so, on this understanding of the word, the Disciples are asking Jesus to release the one bound by a demon—either the daughter herself or the mother whose plight is bound up in this distressing situation. In Luke 13:16, Jesus uses effectively the same combination of apo and luo to describe the healing of a Daughter of Abraham who had been bound by Satan for 18 years. 

Well, with all this in mind, let’s try to offer a commentary on the dialogue between Jesus and the woman. In the following, I’m giving a word-for-word “translation” of the Greek text in the original word order.  

 v.22:

“And see! a woman a Canaanite from the borders those coming forth cried out to Him saying, Have pity on me, Lord, Son of David; the daughter of me badly is demon-possessed”.

I think there is a chiastic aspect to the 10 words of the woman’s plea:
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          A         Have pity on me

                        B    Lord

                                  C     Son                  of          David

                                  C`   the daughter    of             me 

                        B`   badly is demon-possessed 

On this analysis, the woman is comparing—or rather contrasting—her daughter with Jesus (and also herself with David):  the girl is demon-possessed and also her daughter; the other is Lord and also Son of David. Her appeal for pity is structured around this contrast in status, power and situation. It is a heart-rending self-abnegation: Jesus’ Lordship is linked to His Son-ship of David; the girl’s demon possession to her “daughter-hood” of the woman herself. 

However, I think this request also “sets the stage” for the ensuing discussion. The woman has appealed both to Jesus’ Lordship and also to His Davidic Sonship, and I think it is the second of these that has occasioned the difficulty: David was king of Israel, but the woman is a Canaanite, a Syro-Phoenician.

v.23

“He but not answered her a word. And having come near, the disciples asked Him, saying, “Send her away [release her], for she cries out after us”.”

I think the encounter between Jesus and the woman can be seen in a quasi-judicial setting. Jesus’ silence, in this context, would then be seen as a recognition that the evidence, that has been has thus far been brought forwards is insufficient—or perhaps even too conflicting— for Him to make a decision regarding the request. Jesus' response is thus  neither compliance nor refusal. 

Some commentators (e.g. Barnes) suggest that Jesus’ initial withholding of the healing was “to test the strength of the woman’s faith”. No doubt it had that effect, but the need or difficulty was, I suggest, to ascertain the grounds upon which Jesus would or could act in this case. Ellicott points us in this direction:

“And first, even the silence is significant, and implies a conflict. It would have been easy to dismiss her with a word. But the tenderness which He felt towards this sufferer, as towards others, forbade that course, and yet the sense of the normal limitation of His work forbade the other. Silence was the natural outcome of the equilibrium of these conflicting motives.”

The woman, in good Middle Eastern style, clearly does not take silence as a 
refusal, and neither has she been dismissed by Jesus! She proceeds to “up the ante” by busying herself in making a loud nuisance of herself with the disciples, (and thereby upsetting Jesus’ desire for seclusion and privacy, Mark 7:24)?! The refusal to be silent is very reminiscent of the frequent response of the Psalmist to God’s silence, and of the Parable of the Importunate Widow in Luke’s Gospel.

As already noted, some commentators understand the Disciples’ request as implying that Jesus should heal the woman’s daughter first, and then send the woman away. Others take the view that the Disciples are simply asking for the woman to be sent away because of the unwelcome noise she is making. I will work with the former option in what follows.

  v.24

“He but answering said, “Not I was sent except to the sheep lost of (the) house of Israel””

If we understand the request by the disciples for  Jesus to heal the woman’s daughter simply because of the clamour that the woman is making, then both the disciples and the woman would appear to be in need of further clarification or instruction regarding Jesus’ mission. Jesus first word to the disciples is “not”! 

Jesus words actually answer both the Disciples’ request and the woman’s earlier plea: Jesus replies to the effect that He, as Son of David is the David-like Shepherd-King of Israel, and has only been sent to Israel. He is under orders, and those orders were for Him to be sent to the house of Israel.  But we are here in “no man’s land” - Jesus has been sent to the house of Israel, but here He is, having made an expedient and temporary withdrawal from Israel to the border. He is in no man’s land, and, apparently without a mandate either to heal or to send the woman away.  

The disciples now retire from the fray, but the woman is just getting into her stride!

 v.25

“She but coming worshipped Him saying, “Lord, help me”.”

The woman has still not been sent away, and although her plea to Jesus as “Son of David”  appears to have been stymied, she still has the appeal to Jesus as Lord, and this she prosecutes with great earnestness—falling at Jesus’ feet (and perhaps we could note, adopting the position and stance of a pet dog?!) She avoids a reference to Jesus as Son of David—presumably since that would emphasise Jesus’ positive mandate to Israel, and she has in no way at this point of demonstrating her entitlement to consideration under those terms. However, as we shall see, she has “taken on board” this import of Jesus’ earlier reply to the 
disciples—and will be looking out for an opportunity for consideration thereby.

 v.26

 “He but answering said, “Not it is good to take the bread of the children and to throw to the dogs [little dogs]”.”

This is the third “not” from Jesus in this text!! Jesus now addresses the woman for the first time (as also in Mark’s account), and although it seems like a rebuke, it is far from this! Some commentators dismiss the difference between a dog and a “little dog” (a kunarion) but this is, I take it, vital to the conversation, as also is Jesus’ deliberate use of the word “throw”. Here, our gracious and encouraging Lord, perhaps looking down at the “little dog” at His feet,  has provided the clues for the woman to claim her entitlement—if she, unlike Hiram, is prepared to seize the opportunity. Little dogs, unlike “proper” dogs, are members of the household! That is the vital difference, and no-one has so far thrown any “bread” at her! Here is a chance to claim membership of the “house” - albeit as a dog - but she must also do this in a way that respects the truth of the words that the Lord has just pronounced about the inappropriateness of throwing bread at little dogs!

Furthermore, Jesus’ reply here reassures the woman that her initial “instinct” to appeal to Jesus’ Son-ship of David was actually well placed. Here we have a classic “Middle-Eastern”-style invitation to the woman to negotiate regarding membership in the household—which picks up Jesus’ earlier reference to the house or household of Israel  - a household of which the Son of David is now the Head.

 v.27

“She and said, “Yes, Lord, even for the little dogs eat from the crumbs falling from the table of the lords of them!””

This wonderful reply starts with a “yes”! The woman agrees that bread should not be thrown to the little dogs, but claims that in any household, the little dogs eat crumbs that fall from the table of their master. As MacLaren puts it, 

“She is not asking Him to transfer His ministry to Gentiles; but here He is. A crumb has fallen, in His brief visit. May she not eat of that? In this answer faith, humility, perseverance, swift perception of His meaning, and hallowed ingenuity and boldness, are equally admirable.”

And so, with her claiming membership, in the most humble capacity, of the Lord’s household, and therefore claiming a commensurate benefit, Jesus allows the woman’s request. The exchange between Jesus and the woman culminates in the woman’s “challenge” to Jesus which was, in effect, “Lord I believe the miracle
of the healing of my daughter would be no more than a crumb that happens to fall from Your table!” Will Jesus’ sense of honour cause Him to respond positively to the implied challenge into which He has been (not unwillingly!) manoeuvred? Yes indeed! He can hardly, with honour, do otherwise—she is, after all, only asking for a crumb from Him that has fallen from the edge of Israel’s table!  But we notice that the text never says that Jesus actively heals the daughter. When Jesus says, “Be it unto you as you wish” - it really turns out like that—the healing crumb falls, and the daughter “was made well from that very hour” (we note the passive verb here!). No-one, at least in the “world of the text”, takes an active role in the healing—rather Jesus allows the healing to “happen” in accordance with the woman’s wish! It truly is a “stray crumb that falls” rather than “a piece of bread that is thrown”. 

In terms of patronage and clientage, the patron-client relationship has, during the events described, been negotiated and established between Jesus and the woman. Had Jesus simply healed the woman’s daughter without first establishing the basis for the healing within Jesus “area of mission”, then this (?necessary) aspect of  1st Century Mediterranean life would have been missing in this case. 

I think we’ve even gone beyond “mustard seed” territory now! At least the man in the Parable of the Mustard Seed had it in his power to take the seed in the first place, but here the crumb is an unwanted stray crumb which falls from the children’s table to the small dog underneath. This little crumb, or perhaps more accurately the words of the woman in making herself “a nothing, a nobody—a mere puppy scavenging for crumbs beneath the table” was the woman’s title deeds to the great miracle for her little (Mark 7:25) daughter!

Quantity of faith = deliverance from a demon for the woman’s little daughter  

                    acknowledgement by the woman that she is a dog hoping for crumb

I think the quantity of faith is off the scale here!! The woman believes that a fallen crumb from Jesus’ table is sufficient to destroy the power of Satan.

 Finally, this is kingdom-shaped faith—Jesus is here in Syro-Phoenicia—His presence like a stray crumb that has fallen from the territory of Israel’s table. Jesus has deemed it wise to retreat, albeit temporarily, from Israel and the woman alludes, oh so gently, to this potential embarrassment to our Lord with regard to His ministry to Israel with great graciousness and tact!

The “dynamics” of the conversation between Jesus and the woman are not always very well described in some of the commentaries. I think perhaps some commentators are in denial about the cleverness and persistence that come naturally to some women!! Note how she picks up every crumb of hope from the situation . . it is only natural that at the end she identifies with the crumbs!! We have here the miracle of importunity that is a woman with a mission!! Luther

recognises some of this when he acknowledges:“She catches Him in His own words”. (Although I would add that “His own words” were very, very carefully chosen!)

 8) Conclusion

I was going to offer two other thoughts or examples, but this article is already too long, so this is just a summary.

  i) When, presented with the duty of repeated forgiveness,  the Disciples say to Jesus, “Lord increase our faith” in Luke 17:5, many commentators see Jesus’ response about “faith as a mustard seed” as a mild rebuke. Rather I would see it as an encouragement and a challenge—that, rather than a rebuke, Jesus appears to be saying something like, “this is a good request, and these are the sort of results that you can aim for”!! 

Matthew Poole recognises both possibilities, (though I prefer the second!) 

“And there are duties to be performed by us, as hard in the view of our natural eye as removing mountains; amongst which this of forgiving injuries is not the least, especially to some natural tempers. But, saith our Saviour, do not think it impossible to do: you have said well to me, Lord, increase our faith, for if you had faith as a grain of mustard seed, either so small as a grain of mustard seed, (if true), or so lively and working, that had such a principle of life in it as a grain of mustard seed, you might do any duty, resist any temptation, mortify any corruption; and you that have a power given you, and a promise made you, for working miracles, might say to this sycamine tree, Be removed, &c.”

 ii) The centurion’s servant—another example of great faith at the “margins” of Israel.

I was also hoping to speak briefly about the second half of the definition of faith in Heb. 11:1—that faith is the evidence of things not [yet!] seen, but I think that this matches the first definition pretty closely  - faith as the guarantee of things hoped for— at least as regards faith and mustard seeds.

 9) A Brief note About the Second Interpretation of Mustard Seed Faith Mentioned Earlier

Now Scripture really does speak of the faith of believers growing—for example 2 Thess. 1:3. So, at least in the case of the Thessalonians, their faith had increased rapidly in quite a short space of time. Given what Paul has said about the association between large faith and miracles (e.g. 1 Cor. 13), we would therefore expect greater out-workings of faith by the Thessalonians as and when their faith increased. I think this is not quite the same way of looking at faith as the view (mentioned earlier) which interprets “faith like a mustard seed” as 
“faith which starts out small and is in the process of growing and which in consequence produces miracles”. After all, on this understanding, by the time the faith has reached the size to produce miracles, it is “faith as a mustard tree” not “faith as a mustard seed”!

I suspect that one way in which this second interpretation may have become accepted is that, as noted earlier, Jesus uses the mustard seed to illustrate both faith and the Kingdom of Heaven.  Now the way the kingdom grows is indeed like the growth of a mustard seed, and so, if the distinction between these two (admittedly related) uses of the mustard seed is not clearly maintained, the “developmental” truth regarding the kingdom may possibly sort of “slip over” into the “faith” use of the mustard seed—hence the explanation that “having faith as a grain of mustard” is about  the development or growth of miracle-working faith from small beginnings. By contrast it is my contention that although it is indeed true that an individual’s faith can be expected to grow, this is not however the truth to which the references in Matthew and Luke  to “having faith in a mustard grain sort of way” refer.

Paul speaks in Rom. 12:3 of “the measure of faith that God has assigned” - so clearly, some Christians will have more faith than others (for example in the exercise of prophecy Rom. 12:6). This recognition of our limitations by the Apostle encourages me, for although I have tried to speak here about great faith, I fear that this is to a very large extent a theoretical matter in my own experience.

Footnote:

Since writing this article, I have been struck by a number of interesting features regarding the account of the  Syro-Phoenician woman that I had missed earlier:

 1) There appears to be  some word-play in the conversation! For example, in Matt. 15:27, the word for “little dogs” is kunaria – the singular of which is kunarion, but she uses a similar-sounding word  kurion  to refer to the masters of the little dogs. I would also suggest that in this same verse, it is a clever “sing-song”-type play on words by the woman to take Jesus’ reference to little dogs (kunarios) and immediately follow it up with, “Yes, Lord” (“nai kurie”) and she quickly follows this with the expression “little dogs” -  “kunaria”. She appears to have cleverly transposed the “n” and the “r” consonants in Jesus’ word, and then transposed them back again!

 2) Perhaps even more noteworthy is the alacrity with which the woman “takes the hint” from Jesus regarding His role as Lord or Master of Israel’s household . She immediately drops to her knees and adopts the stance of a little dog before its master. There is very strong evidence in my view that this was the woman’s intention: our Lord  indicated to her that membership of the household would be the required route to the granting of her wishes, and she immediately sought membership on the only basis available to her. At any rate, the word that 
Matthew uses (Matt. 15:25) for  the woman “worshipping” Jesus or kneeling before Him is prosekunei from the verb proskuneo i.e. pros-kuneo. This interesting word is made up of pros (“towards”) and  kuneo which means to kiss, (so to do obeisance by kissing the ground or kissing the hand of the master) However, kuneo is very like the word for a dog—kunos, and in  various Greek lexicons (dictionaries) the point is made that the probable derived meaning is to bow down like a dog, or to kiss the hand, just as the master’s dog would place its muzzle in the master’s outstretched hand as a sign of obedience, and a sign that it is “awaiting orders” as an extension of the master’s hand (indicating action).

 Here for example is Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance: worship: From pros and a probable derivative of kuon (meaning to kiss, like a dog licking his master's hand); to fawn or crouch to, i.e. (literally or figuratively) prostrate oneself in homage (do reverence to, adore) -- worship. 

Whether or not this is actually correct “etymologically”, the word for worship “works” as  a pun or word-play on the action of a dog  in the presence of its master and clearly the woman adopted this posture. Christ’s immediate response—that of speaking of little dogs - indicates that she and He were “on the same wavelength” on this matter!

On this understanding, then, the woman first introduced the “motif” of “the little dog before the master of the house” as a consequence of Jesus introducing the “house” motif in the first place. 

 3) A final point 

In Mark’s account, the final verse (Mark 7:30) has an interesting detail. The NIV translates this verse as :

“She went home and found her child lying on the bed, and the demon gone.”

Now this tells us that on returning to her home, to her oikos, she found, as the Lord had assured her, that the daughter had been delivered. However, the commentators are puzzled as to the significance of the child “lying on the bed”. Why should Mark tell us this? Part of the clue, I suggest, is Mark’s deliberate use of the word child. We have been introduced to the privileged role of the “children of the house” who receive bread earlier in both Matthew’s and Mark’s accounts.

But what are we to make of the bed?

Some commentators ignore it, others admit defeat, and yet others speculate that the girl was exhausted by the earlier demon-possession. However, at the end of Mark 7:4, Mark uses the same word translated as “bed” (kline) to refer to a dining couch. This reference to a dining couch is found in the Received text, but unfortunately, the Nestle-Aland text puts the relevant words in brackets as the 
Nestle-Aland Committee didn’t know whether to treat them as Scripture or not, and many modern bible translations such as the NIV omit any reference to them. 

However, if we use the Received Text, we are in a position to understand what Mark is “saying”: Our wonderful Lord, who always does much more than we can ask or expect, had a special blessing and surprise for the woman: when she returned home, not only was the daughter healed, but she was reclining on a dining couch just like the rest of the master’s children! She was not a dog, but a true child of the house!!

Final footnote!

A friend has kindly pointed out to me that the expression “little faith” (oligopistos) occurring in Matthew’s Gospel does so in contexts of failure!

The occurrences are: Matt. 6:30, 8:26, 14:31, 16:8, 17:20 also Luke 12:28

In Matt. 8:26 the little faith is associated with the Disciples’ fear of drowning and in 14:31 similarly, it is associated with Peter starting to sink, and with his doubting. In 16:8 it is associated with a failure to understand and in 17:20 with the inability to perform a miracle. In Matt. 6:30 and Luke 12:28 Jesus links little faith with failure to trust our heavenly Father regarding the provision of clothing.

