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 is the transitional use of the postpositive conjunction DE, meaning “Then” plus the nominative subject from the masculine singular article HO, used as a personal pronoun, meaning “He” and referring to Jesus.  Next we have the third person singular present active indicative from the verb LEGW, which means “to say: He said.”


The present tense is a historical present, which describes the past action as though occurring right now for the sake of vividness or liveliness in the narrative.  It is translated by the English past tense.


The active voice indicates that Jesus produces the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact or reality.

This is followed by the dative indirect object from the third person masculine plural personal use of the intensive pronoun AUTOS, meaning “to them,” referring to the disciples.  Then we have the preposition DIA plus the accusative of cause/reason from the feminine singular article and noun OLIGOPISTIA plus the possessive genitive from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, which means “Because of your little-faith.”

“Then He said to them, ‘Because of your little-faith;”
 is the explanatory use of the postpositive conjunction GAR, meaning “for” plus the affirmative particle AMĒN, meaning “truly.”  Then we have the first person singular present active indicative of the verb LEGW, meaning “to say: I say.”


The present is a descriptive present of what is now occurring.


The active voice indicates that Jesus is producing the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact or reality.

Next we have the dative indirect object from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning “to you.”  This is followed by the third class conditional particle EAN, meaning “if (and it may or may not happen).  With this we have the second person plural present active subjunctive of the verb ECHW, which means “to have: you have.”


The present tense is a descriptive and customary present, describing a future potential/possible action as being reasonably expected to occur.


The active voice indicates that the disciples might produce the action.


The subjunctive mood is a potential subjunctive with a future reference.

Next we have the accusative direct object from the feminine singular noun PISTIS, meaning “faith.”  This is followed by the comparative conjunction HWS, meaning “as, like.”  Then we have the predicate accusative from the masculine singular noun KOKKOS plus the possessive genitive form the neuter singular noun SINAPI, meaning “the seed of the mustard” or “the mustard seed,  faith like a mustard seed=faith no greater than a tiny mustard seed Mt 17:20; Lk 17:6.”

“for truly I say to you, if you have faith like a mustard seed,”
 is the second person plural future active indicative of the verb EIPON, meaning “to say: you will say.”


The future tense is a predictive future, which affirms what will take place.


The active voice indicates that the disciples produced the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact or reality.

Next we have the dative indirect object from the neuter singular article and noun OROS with the demonstrative pronoun HOUTOS, meaning “to this mountain.”  This is followed by the second person singular aorist active imperative of the verb METABAINW, which means “to move; to change location.”


The aorist tense is a constative aorist, which views the action in its entirety.


The active voice indicates that the disciples will produce the action.


The imperative mood is a command.

Then we have the adverb of place ENTHEN, meaning “from here” plus the adverb of place EKEI, meaning “there.”  This is followed by the additive use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and,” followed by the third person singular future deponent middle indicative from the verb METABAINW, which means “to move: it will move.”


The future tense is a predictive future, which affirms what will take place.


The deponent middle voice is middle in form but active in meaning with the subject (the mountain) producing the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact or reality.

“you will say to this mountain, “Move from here there,” and it will move;”
 is the continuative use of the conjunction KAI, meaning “and” plus the nominative subject from the neuter singular negative adjective OUDEIS, meaning “nothing.”  Next we have the third person singular future active indicative from the verb ADUNATEW, which means “to be impossible.”


The future tense is a predictive future, which affirms what will take place.


The active voice indicates that nothing will produce the action.


The indicative mood is declarative for a simple statement of fact or reality.

Finally, we have the dative of advantage from the second person plural personal pronoun SU, meaning “for you.”

“and nothing will be impossible for you.’”
Mt 17:20 corrected translation
“Then He said to them, ‘Because of your little-faith; for truly I say to you, if you have faith like a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, “Move from here there,” and it will move; and nothing will be impossible for you.’”
Mk 9:29, “And He said to them, ‘This kind is able to come out by nothing except by prayer.’”

Explanation:
1.  “Then He said to them, ‘Because of your little-faith;”

a.  Notice that Mark records an additional answer by Jesus and Luke is silent on the subject.  Jesus faithfully and patiently answers their question, but is not harsh in His answer.


b.  Matthew says the reason is the littleness of their faith.  Mark says that this kind of demon can only be exorcised by prayer.  Therefore, this begs the question: ‘Was Jesus being critical of the disciples?’  I don’t think He was.  For one thing they didn’t know that there were various ‘kinds’ of demons, and that the different kinds had to be dealt with differently.  For another thing they had no idea that this was a special kind of demon requiring prayer for its exorcism.  And furthermore, didn’t the disciples show some sort of faith in making the attempt to heal the boy.  If they had no faith at all, they would never have tried.  Because they had been successful previously in casting out demons, that surely gave them the smallest amount of confidence that they could do so in this case, which is why they attempted to do so.


c.  Therefore, Jesus is not criticizing them for having no faith.  They had a little faith, but not enough faith to which they needed to add prayer, which they did not do, because they didn’t know they needed to.  Thus, this is not a harsh rebuke by the Lord, but a gentle teaching point.  The disciples have faith in the power and authority Jesus has given them; they just didn’t have enough faith on this occasion against a much stronger demon than they had faced in the past.


d.  The disciples apparently tried to rely on their own God-given authority and power without the aid of the power of God, which could come to them only by asking for God’s help.  Prayer is the request for God’s help, which combined with their Jesus-given authority would have made them successful in driving out this powerful demon.  They had their mustard-seed faith in doing the will of God, but forgot to add God to the equation.


e.  There are two kinds of faith—the salvation faith we have by believing in Christ, and the operational faith we have as we face difficult situations in life.  Jesus is addressing the disciples’ operational faith, which always has to depend upon God, but was lacking in dealing with the demon-possessed boy.

2.  “for truly I say to you, if you have faith like a mustard seed,”

a.  Jesus then explains further what He means by their little-faith, and does so using His frequent dogmatic declaration of absolute truth.  Again this statement is dealing with the operational faith of the disciples.


b.  The “if” clause is a third class condition, which means that this may or may not be true in any given case.  They might have faith the size of a mustard seed or they might not.  But if they do have, then there is one kind of consequence, and if they don’t have, then nothing will happen.


c.  The mustard seed is one of the smallest seeds known to man.  It is the size of the period at the end of this sentence.  There are smaller seeds than mustard seeds, which means that this faith is not the smallest of all faiths.  So the point Jesus is making is that we only need a little faith to be successful in doing what God wants, but we have to remember that whatever we do must be done in accord with the will, plan, and purpose of God, which is why prayer is the critical addition that makes for success.

3.  “you will say to this mountain, “Move from here there,” and it will move;”

a.  Jesus then uses a proverbial expression that illustrates an impossible situation.  Being able to move a mountain is an impossible situation to which a man is powerless.  Any literal interpretation of this statement has to look to the future millennial kingdom and addresses the authority of the disciples during His millennial reign.


b.  This promise never applied literally during the remainder of Jesus’ first advent, nor has it ever applied during the Church Age.  There is no description of it occurring during the Tribulation, and there is no need for it to occur during the eternal state.  That means that the only possible time this promise is applicable is during the millennial reign of Christ, when the disciples will rule with Christ.  However, if this statement is to be taken figuratively, then Jesus is teaching the principle that no situation is impossible for a little-faith relying on the help of God.


c.  If Jesus means this literally, then this kind of physical demonstration of power will be a powerful tool in the evangelization of the billions of people born during the millennial reign of Christ.  Just as the first advent of Jesus had its attesting miracles, so the second advent of Christ will have its attesting miracles.  Since there will be no need to feed thousands, cast out demons, or heal the sick during the second advent, this kind of power demonstration might be necessary to validate the evangelistic message of believers.

4.  “and nothing will be impossible for you.’”

a.  Jesus adds the final point that any believer can overcome any difficult situation through the proper use of operational faith in God.  This is true throughout history.


b.  The apostles will be instrumental in presenting that message of salvation, and the physical miracles they perform to validate their message will be varied and magnificent.  Nothing will be impossible for them to do to prove that what they say is true.  The same is true for the operational faith of any believer.  Nothing is impossible with God, and that includes all the difficult situations faced by believers who put their operational faith in God.

5.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “When they asked Jesus the cause of their shameful failure, He told them: their lack of faith (Mt 17:20), their lack of prayer (Mk 9:29).  The nine were perhaps jealous because they had not been called to go to the mountaintop with Jesus.  During the Lord’s absence, they began to grow self-indulgent [speculation].  They neglected prayer; their faith weakened [speculation].  Then, when the crisis came, they were unprepared.  Like Samson, they went out to battle without realizing that their power was gone (Judg 16:20). “


b.  “Jesus was instructing the disciples about their future ministries.”


c.  “First, we should note the issue was faith, not moving mountains; second, Jesus said this mountain, even though He was in a house, so probably had no literal mountain as a reference point; third, He repeated this saying in a different setting; fourth, 1 Cor 13:2 refers to it, ‘if I have all faith so as to remove mountains’; and fifth, Jesus used a similar saying in Lk 17:6, there substituting ‘mulberry tree’ for ‘mountain.’  What is ‘faith as a mustard seed’?  The answer is indicated in Mt 13:32: the mustard seed has no doubt that it can become a mustard tree, so epitomizes the fact that an insignificant entity can do big things.  Yet the mustard seed operates in harmony with God’s laws; it becomes a mustard tree, not a mulberry tree.  So faith as a mustard seed cannot mean filling one’s own desires, but operating within God’s will.  The likelihood is that Jesus was speaking figuratively. What could a mountain symbolize?  Zech 4:7 points to the solution; for it uses a mountain as a figure of an apparently insurmountable difficulty.  Note that the necessary faith has to be coupled with prayer, a fact which indicates that the power does not come from the faith, but from the Source in Whom faith is placed.  This leaves the volition for this specie of miracle with the Source of power, not with the petitioner.”


d.  “A similar promise of the unlimited possibilities for those who have faith will occur at 21:21.  It is a striking illustration of the fact that faith is, for Jesus, not a matter of intellectual assent, but of a practical reliance on a living God.  It is important to observe here that it is not the ‘amount’ of faith which brings the impossible within reach, but the power of God, which is available to even the ‘smallest’ faith.”


e.  “As in Mt 13:31–32, Jesus uses the proverbial smallness of the mustard seed to make His point dramatically, but He balances his rebuke with a measure of optimism by promising that even just a little more faith than they had could move mountains.  ‘Moving mountains’ was also proverbial for overcoming difficulties.  Jesus’ words are obviously metaphorical since neither God nor Christ ever rearranged the topography of the land by supernatural intervention.  It is important to observe here that it is not the ‘amount’ of faith which brings the impossible within reach, but the power of God, which is available to even the ‘smallest’ faith.  ‘Nothing will be impossible for you’ must thus be interpreted as nothing Jesus has given you the authority to do, such as this exorcism.  Obviously, many other things are impossible for believers—based on the limitations of their humanity and of God’s will.”


f.  “By small faith Jesus is probably referring to the poor quality, the poverty of their faith; for He goes on to speak of even a very little real faith as able to move mountains.  There was nothing in the disciples themselves that overcame demons.  It was God who in every case gave the power, and it was necessary for them to look to Him and to act in humble faith.  Jesus speaks of faith like a mustard seed, an expression that clearly had become proverbial for the smallest thing.  Jesus is saying that even a little faith would enable the disciples to do what they had just proved they could not do.  It is not necessary to have great faith; even a small faith is enough, as long as it is faith in the great God.  Jesus illustrates by envisaging a disciple telling a mountain to move and says that it will happen.  The moving of mountains was proverbial among the Jews for accomplishing something of very great difficulty.  The expression should be understood metaphorically.  Through the centuries pious souls have never been conspicuous for transferring physical objects such as literal mountains, but there are many instances on record where mountainous difficulties have been removed by the exercise of faith.  Then Jesus makes a staggering promise: nothing will be impossible for you.  This is comprehensive; Jesus sets no limit to what can be done by the person of faith.  We should perhaps reflect that if there is no limit to the power the person of faith can exercise, Jesus says nothing about that person’s knowledge.  Jesus is not trying to cover every eventuality.  He is saying that there are infinite resources open to the believer, and He is calling on those who follow Him to exercise the faith they have.”

� Arndt, W., Danker, F. W., Bauer, W., & Gingrich, F. W. (2000). A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other early Christian literature (3rd ed., p. 1104). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.


� Wiersbe, W. W. (1996). The Bible Exposition Commentary (Vol. 1, p. 62). Wheaton, IL: Victor Books.


� Barbieri, L. A., Jr. (1985). Matthew, in The Bible Knowledge Commentary: An Exposition of the Scriptures (Vol. 2, p. 60). Wheaton, IL: Victor Books.


� Mills, M. S. (1999). The Life of Christ: A Study Guide to the Gospel Record (Mt 17:14–Lk 9:43a). Dallas, TX: 3E Ministries.


� France, R. T. (1985). Matthew: an introduction and commentary (Vol. 1, pp. 269–270). Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press.


� Blomberg, C. (1992). Matthew (Vol. 22, pp. 267–268). Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers.


� Morris, L. (1992). The Gospel According to Matthew (pp. 448–449). Grand Rapids, MI; Leicester, England: W.B. Eerdmans; Inter-Varsity Press.





2
5

