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Contrasting Interpretations of the Parable of the Mustard Seed


	Aims and Objectives:

Nodau ac Amcanion

To conduct a detailed study of the Parable of the Mustard Seed within its respective contexts, focusing on Matthew and Mark’s accounts.

To consider issues of historical and cultural significance and study a wide variety of interpretations of both versions of the parable.

To investigate whether other similitudes in contemporary literature were used by different authors to illustrate different points

To contrast, rather than unify Matthew and Mark’s accounts in order to determine whether their intended emphasis may have been different and thus, may be illustrating different points.


	Abstract (approximately 500 words):
Crynodeb (tua 500 gair):
The Parable of the Mustard Seed is one of a number of short parables or similitudes recorded in the synoptic gospels that receives no direct interpretation within the text itself. Indeed, despite being included in all three synoptics (Matthew 13:31–32; Mark 4:30–32; Luke 13:18–19) and the Gospel of Thomas (20), the parable is never delivered in response to a question, as a rebuke, as a rebuttal, or as the illustration of a clearly made point. This is unusual for Jesus’ parables and interpreters have addressed this by considering issues such as the historical and cultural background, established figurative use of some of the component parts of the similitude, the wider context of the passages that it is contained in and how it may fit into Jesus’ teaching as a whole. This has led to much speculation and discussion taking place, and a number of potential meanings being suggested. However, despite these differing conclusions, almost all interpreters have one thing in common; they assume that the parable’s intended meaning is the same in each retelling. Thus, they either focus wholly on one writer’s account and fail to address the differences in both the text and the context of the other gospels, or they bring the versions together for the purpose of giving a broader view of a single meaning. Yet there is evidence to suggest that this may not be the only justifiable approach.
In Mark 4:21–22 Jesus illustrates his point about parabolic teaching using the image of a lamp being hidden under a basket. Jesus also uses this similitude in Matthew’s Gospel (5:15–16), only here, it illustrates a point about his followers’ good works. These different functions are made clear by the context and Jesus’ own elaboration within the respective passages. With regards to the Mustard Seed, no elaboration exists, yet its context does differ between the accounts. Mark has it at the end of his parabolic discourse, following the Parable of the Growing Seed; a short illustration of growth followed by harvest. Matthew’s account, by contrast, seems to have taken and greatly expanded Mark’s. It too is part of a much longer parable discourse, and it follows the Parable of the Weeds; a narrative that incorporates the same themes as in Mark’s Growing Seed but with the added dimension of the enemy’s sabotage and its impact on the harvest. The Mustard Seed is then paired with the Parable of the Leaven and sandwiched between the Weeds and its interpretation. Many scholars of Matthew’s Gospel have suggested a close relationship between these three parables and have interpreted the Mustard Seed accordingly, but this can lead to interpretations that do not fit easily with Mark’s account.
A solution to this may be to consider that Matthew and Mark are using the parable in different ways. Their respective contexts and wording result in slightly different emphasise and its pairing with the Leaven in both Matthew and Luke suggest that it is not only part of Mark’s material, but that of Q as well. Thus, it may have developed in more than one tradition and legitimately function to illustrate more than one point.
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