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
 is the ellipsis of the verb EIMI, meaning “[It is].  Then we have the comparative use of the conjunction HWS, meaning “like, comparable to.”  This is followed by dative of indirect object from the masculine singular noun KOKKOS, meaning “to the seed.”  With this we have the genitive of identity from the neuter singular noun SINAPI, meaning “of mustard.”
“[It is] comparable to the mustard seed,”
 is the nominative subject from the masculine singular relative pronoun HOS, meaning “which,” followed by the temporal conjunction HOTAN, meaning “when; whenever.”  Then we have the third person singular aorist passive subjunctive from the verb SPEIRW, which means “to be sown.

The aorist tense is a constative/futuristic aorist, which views the indefinite future action in its entirety as a fact.


The passive voice indicates that the mustard seed receives the action of being sown.


The subjunctive mood is used in temporal clauses to indicate that indefiniteness of time. “The subjunctive is frequently used…after the temporal conjunction HOTAN with the meaning, whenever.  It indicates a future contingency from the perspective of the time of the main verb.”

This is followed by the preposition EPI plus the adverbial genitive of place from the feminine singular article and noun GĒ, meaning “on the earth, ground, or soil.”
“which, whenever it is sown on the soil,”
 is the predicate nominative from the neuter singular comparative adjective MIKROS, meaning “smaller.”  Then we have the appositional predicate nominative from the neuter singular present active participle of the verb EIMI, meaning “to be: it is.”

The present tense is an aoristic present, which describes the state of being as a fact.


The active voice indicates that the mustard seed produces the state of being smaller.


The participle is a concessive participle, which is translated by the word “though.”

This is followed by the comparative genitive from the neuter plural adjective PAS plus the article and noun SPERMA, meaning “than all the seeds.”  Then we have the genitive neuter plural from the article, which is used to substantivize the following prepositional phrase, which is the preposition EPI plus the adverbial genitive of place from the feminine singular article and noun GĒ, meaning “on the earth.”  Literally this says “than all the on the earth seeds.”
“though it is smaller than all the seeds on the earth,”
Mk 4:31 corrected translation
“[It is] comparable to the mustard seed, which, whenever it is sown on the soil, though it is smaller than all the seeds on the earth,”
Explanation:
1.  “[It is] comparable to the mustard seed,”

a.  Jesus now begins the parable of the mustard seed.  The elliptical subject (“It”) is the kingdom of God, which was mentioned in the previous verse in the introduction to this parable.

b.  The kingdom of God is comparable to the mustard seed.  How the kingdom of God is comparable to the mustard seed will unfold in the telling of the parable.  This statement is designed to get the wheels spinning in the minds of Jesus’ hearers.  They are now asking themselves, “How is the kingdom of God like a mustard seed?”
2.  “which, whenever it is sown on the soil,”

a.  Jesus continues with a qualifying clause that describes the kingdom of God as being sown on the soil as a mustard seed would be sown by a farmer on his good soil.

b.  The sowing of the seed was formerly the delivery of the message of the kingdom of God.  The soil previously referred to the minds of those who heard the message of the gospel.  Now the word of God has become the kingdom of God in the analogy.  The kingdom of God is sown on the soil just as the word of God was sown on good soil.  The kingdom of God and the message of God are inseparably united.  You cannot have one without the other.  The kingdom of God is sown by the delivery of the message of God to people.


c.  The word “whenever” refers to an indefinite time in the future, which has a near fulfillment in the Church Age, which none of Jesus’ hearers knew anything about, and a far fulfillment in the millennial reign of Christ.  The gospel will be sown on the hearers of the world during the millennial reign of Christ.
3.  “though it is smaller than all the seeds on the earth,”

a.  Then Jesus adds a concessive clause to describe a characteristic of the kingdom of God.  Like the mustard seed, the kingdom of God is smaller than all other kingdoms on earth, when it is first sown.  In fact the message of the gospel was first sown to one man and one woman after their fall in the Garden of Eden.  It has been growing ever since.

b.  The kingdom of God begins as the smallest kingdom on earth, just as the mustard seed begins as the smallest of all seeds sown by a farmer.

c.  There is a conflict among commentators about whether or not the mustard seed is really the smallest seed on the earth.  (Some people will dispute and argue about anything just for the sake of being argumentative.  They miss the point of Jesus’ analogy.  The point our Lord is making is that His kingdom will begin as an invisible kingdom.  No one will see it being sown and no one will notice how great it will become, when it begins the process of growth.)

Wallace suggests two possible translations:

‘[the mustard seed…] which is smaller than all the seeds’

or ‘perhaps which is very small among all the seeds’

“The first translation given for this text treats the adj. in its comparative sense, while the second translation treats it in an elative sense.  This text has created a theological difficulty for some American evangelicals: Jesus seems to be declaring the mustard seed to be smaller than all other seeds when, in fact, it is not the smallest (the wild orchid is smaller).  A typical resolution is that the adjective is elative [raised to the highest degree; the absolute superlative].  The justification for taking it so is twofold: (1)  As has already been established, the comparative adjective occasionally had the elative sense in the NT, and (2) the genitive ‘than all the seeds’, rather than being a genitive of comparison, might mean ‘among (all the seeds)’ as it does in Mt 23:11, Jn 8:7, Acts 19:35, 1 Cor 2:11, Gal 2:15, etc.  Nevertheless, it seems on the surface that though it is possible to take ‘smallest’ as an elative, it is not likely.  Apart from our modern-day scientific knowledge, few would understand ‘smallest’ as an elative.  Like 1 Cor 13:13, a comparative adjective followed by a genitive should be taken in a comparative way; in both cases the comparison is between more than two items and hence functions as a superlative.  Other approaches (all of which take ‘smallest’ in a superlative sense) are as follows: (1) ‘seed’ is used, indicating a sown seed; the mustard seed is the smallest of all sown seeds; (2) within the world view of Palestinian farmers, the mustard seed was the smallest seed; (3) the statement is proverbial (hence, Jesus is alluding to the proverb for rhetorical effect).  Grammar does not solve this problem, of course, but it does lean in one direction (comparative for superlative).  It seems that many have made a mountain out of a mole hill with this text (or, a shade tree out of a mustard seed, as the case may be)!”

4.  Commentators’ comments.


a.  “Hyperbole, of course, but clearly meaning that from a very small seed a large plant grows, the gradual pervasive expansive power of the kingdom of God.”


b.  “In Jewish thinking, its small size was proverbial since it was the smallest of all the seeds sown in the field.  It took 725-760 mustard seeds to weigh a gram (28 grams equal one ounce).”


c.  “It is not exactly that there are no seeds anywhere smaller than those of the mustard plant, but in a garden of herbs the mustard seed is the least of all.  This pictures the small and seemingly insignificant beginning of the kingdom of God in the world.”


d.  “The extreme smallness of the mustard seed was proverbial in the region of Israel, though in fact it was not the smallest of all seeds on earth, but Mark’s readers apparently would not know of this proverbial smallness, so he offers an explanatory clause for his western audience.”


e.  “First, we notice that the purpose of the passage is not to teach about botany, but to make a natural comparison to the kingdom of God. Jesus is pointing out something as an illustration, not trying to give an absolute truth. Holding Jesus responsible for something he had no intention of teaching or implying shows the inability of the accuser to understand language, not a failure of Jesus or the Gospel writers.  Second, the context of Jesus’ point is found in the version in Mark: ‘the smallest seed you plant in the ground’.  Which seeds did Palestinian Jews plant?  The mustard seed is smaller than any other they commonly planted.  Third, the focus of Jesus’ saying is to make a contrast between the smallness of the seed planted and the size of the resulting shrub.  It does not grow into a thin grass or weak-stemmed flower, unable to support the weight of anything more than insects, but into a sturdy shrub perhaps three feet high with stems strong enough to support the weight of small birds.  Here is a seed which is as tiny as a large grain of sand.  A person plants it in the garden.  A shrub sprouts that grows large enough to support the weight of birds.  The kingdom of heaven is like that.  It begins with Jesus and His small band of followers, hardly noticeable in the towns and cities of Palestine, let alone the Roman Empire (Roman historians do not even mention Him).  Yet, He predicts, that kingdom will grow until it becomes something large and strong.”


f.  “Scholars still dispute what plant is meant by the ‘mustard seed’.  Nevertheless, by no conjecture is it the smallest of all seeds that Jesus’ listeners could have known (the orchid seed is smaller).  The point is that it was proverbially small and yet yielded a large shrub.  Around the Sea of Galilee, it can reach a height of ten feet and has sometimes reached fifteen feet, although its usual height is about four feet.  The hyperbole Jesus applies to the best image of growth from tiny to large that he had available does not change the point, however; the kingdom might begin in obscurity, but it would culminate in glory.”


g.  “The claim that the mustard seed is the smallest seed is made in the context of this parable which is set in a garden, for the word translated ‘herbs’ in verse 32 literally means ‘garden plants.’  Mustard seeds are contained in a fairly large pod which itself looks like a seed but the real seeds are a fine powder and certainly qualify as the most diminutive seed commonly cultivated by man.  The mustard tree, on the other hand, is a quick grower and can readily reach a height of twenty to thirty feet and becomes the natural choice of birds roosting in a garden.  Luke records this parable in another setting (Lk 13:18–19); so it is clear that Jesus repeated His parables as occasion warranted.”


h.  “This mustard kernel is Jesus himself, for the kingdom grows from him, the King.  If the kernel of mustard is Jesus, the sower must be the Father.  ‘On the earth’ refers to the world.  Christ was planted in the world by being planted in the garden of Israel.”
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