The Power of Faith in the Gospels

by Adam Metropolis


I once had an argument with one of my roommates about the meaning of Matthew 21:19-22:

In the morning, as (Jesus) was returning to the city, he became hungry. 19 And seeing a fig tree by the wayside, he went to it and found nothing on it but only leaves. And he said to it, “May no fruit ever come from you again!” And the fig tree withered at once.

20 When the disciples saw it, they marveled, saying, “How did the fig tree wither at once?” 21 And Jesus answered them, “Truly, I say to you, if you have faith and do not doubt, you will not only do what has been done to the fig tree, but even if you say to this mountain, ‘Be taken up and thrown into the sea,’ it will happen. 22 And whatever you ask in prayer, you will receive, if you have faith.”

I told my roommate, “I've heard this passage preached on as though the mountain moved by faith represents a mountain of difficulty, or hardship, or whatever.  I believe that's wrong.  I think Jesus is saying that if we have the most infinitesimal amount of true faith, we will be capable of literally moving an entire mountain.  Physically.

My roommate strongly disagreed – which is fair.  It's a difficult pill to swallow, I know.  Difficult – but not unbiblical.

There seems to be a recurring theme in the Gospels of faith enabling the miraculous, as well as a lack of faith hindering the miraculous.  

Let's look at some Gospel scenes similar to Matthew 21.

Luke 17:5-6

 The apostles said to the Lord, “Increase our faith!” 6 And the Lord said, “If you had faith like a grain of mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you. 

Again, the argument could be made that Jesus is speaking figuratively.  Further evidence is needed:

Matthew 17:19-20

Then the disciples came to Jesus privately and said, “Why could we not cast (out the demon)?” 20 He said to them, “Because of your little faith. For truly, I say to you, if you have faith like a grain of mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’ and it will move, and nothing will be impossible for you.”

Nothing will be impossible?

This brings to mind Jesus' words in Luke 18:27:

...“What is impossible with man is possible with God.” 

Here's a question:  How big is a mustard seed?
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1 or 2 milometers in diameter.  That's smaller than a bee-bee in a pellet gun.  

Doesn't seem like a lot of faith, does it?  And yet this tiny little sphere represents the human faith that can do unbelievable things.

What is Jesus getting at?  Why did the New Testament authors include this concept in Scripture?

Let's look at some other passages in the Gospels that show a relationship between faith and miracles:

Matthew 14:22 – 33

Immediately (Jesus) made the disciples get into the boat and go before him to the other side, while he dismissed the crowds. 23 And after he had dismissed the crowds, he went up on the mountain by himself to pray. When evening came, he was there alone, 24 but the boat by this time was a long way from the land, beaten by the waves, for the wind was against them. 25 And in the fourth watch of the night he came to them, walking on the sea. 26 But when the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they were terrified, and said, “It is a ghost!” and they cried out in fear. 27 But immediately Jesus spoke to them, saying, “Take heart; it is I. Do not be afraid.”

28 And Peter answered him, “Lord, if it is you, command me to come to you on the water.” 29 He said, “Come.” So Peter got out of the boat and walked on the water and came to Jesus. 30 But when he saw the wind, he was afraid, and beginning to sink he cried out, “Lord, save me.” 31 Jesus immediately reached out his hand and took hold of him, saying to him, “O you of little faith, why did you doubt?” 32 And when they got into the boat, the wind ceased. 33 And those in the boat worshiped him, saying, “Truly you are the Son of God.”

Notice that Peter believed that he could get out of the boat, step onto the water, and physically walk upon it.  Then he actually, physically, does so.  A mortal human being is walking on water without sinking.  

But when all is said and done, Jesus tells him that he has “little faith.”  

What?  This man just walked on water – and he, from Jesus' perspective, doesn't have much faith?  Sure, his faith wavered, and he started to sink – but if I were to see a Christian, (authorized by Christ), walking on water – for any amount of time – I would think that his faith was the greatest I'd ever seen.

Which begs a question:  If Peter walked on the water, yet had little faith – how much do we have?  How little is our faith?  And what power are we missing out on?

6 different times in the Gospels, Jesus says a curious statement after physically healing an individual:

“...your faith has made you well.”

Your faith … has made you well?  I thought that JESUS made you well!

But we don't hear Jesus talk like that.  Now, I would argue that during these moments it is the Holy Spirit of God working through Jesus that causes change.  But it seems that there is something about human faith in each individual that enables or activates the working power of the Holy Spirit.

Which is somewhat of a radical idea.  My strongest argument is from Matthew 13:54-58:

54 and coming to his hometown (Jesus) taught them in their synagogue, so that they were astonished, and said, “Where did this man get this wisdom and these mighty works? 55 Is not this the carpenter's son? Is not his mother called Mary? And are not his brothers James and Joseph and Simon and Judas? 56 And are not all his sisters with us? Where then did this man get all these things?” 57 And they took offense at him. But Jesus said to them, “A prophet is not without honor except in his hometown and in his own household.” 58 And he did not do many mighty works there, because of their unbelief.

Let's look at that again:

“And he did not do many mighty works there, because of their unbelief.”

One could make the argument that Jesus refused to do mighty works, in that he didn't want to “cast pearls before swine”, as it were.  But I believe this passage is saying that the unbelief of those in Nazareth literally hindered Jesus' ability to perform miracles.  As though their lack of faith actually stunted or blocked the flow of God's power in that place.

****

In the age of technology, man is exalted for his brilliance.  In the age of medical breakthroughs, few believe that a Sovereign God is willing, (or necessary), to heal the broken.  In a time of plenty, where food is cheap, who prays for food to be multiplied for the masses?  

In the Western church, how much faith do we have?  And are we even aware that we need it?

If Peter, who walked on the water, had little faith – how much do we, who would scoff at that same idea today.  If Jesus told us that we could move a mountain or a tree with a word of faith, why do we insist that he was speaking figuratively?  

...“What is impossible with man is possible with God.” 

True believers – it's time that we take toll of our faithlessness.  It's time that we acknowledge the powerlessness of our Christianity, in light of the Gospels.  Let's stop making excuses for Jesus, and start believing him.  

I wanna see some mountains move.

