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Mark 4.10-13
When he was alone, those who were around him 
along with the twelve asked him about the parables. 
And he said to them, “To you has been given the 
secret of the kingdom of God, but for those outside, 
everything comes in parables; in order that

‘they may indeed look, but not perceive,
and may indeed listen, but not understand;
so that they may not turn again and be 
forgiven.’”

Are Jesus’ parables meant to 
confuse or to enlighten?

Mark 4.10-13
And he said to them, 

“Do you not understand this parable? 
Then how will you understand all the parables?”

What is a parable?

• Examples?
– Aesop’s Fables 
– Nathan’s story to David (2 Samuel 12)

• Definitions?
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Parable:
From the Greek word parabole which translates 
the Hebrew mashal which means "to be similar, 

to be comparable." A parable is an extended 
metaphor, or simile, frequently becoming a brief 

narrative, generally used in Biblical times for 
didactic purposes. 

(Not to be confused with an allegory.)
from the Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible

A parable is:

• An earthly story with a heavenly meaning

• An earthy story with heavy meanings
William Herzog

A parable is:

Diligence rewarded; 
sloth punishedLuke 19:11-27 The pounds

Self-righteousness and 
humilityLuke 18:9-14 Pharisee & publican

Advantage of persevering 
prayerLuke 18:1-8 The unjust judge

Recompense of future lifeLuke 16:19-31 Rich man & Lazarus

Preparation for eternityLuke 16:1-8 The unjust steward

Fatherly love to penitent 
sonLuke 15:11-32 The prodigal son

Joy over penitenceLuke 15:8-10 The lost coin

A “Traditional” Approach to the Parables

Do Jesus’ parables have only 
one, clearly recognizable point, 

like a ‘sermon illustration’?

Or do they, like art, have multiple 
meanings?

Are Jesus’ parables only 
understandable within a first-

century context?

Or are they more like artistic 
pieces that have timeless 

meaning?

Are the parables of Jesus 
intended to: 

Convey information? 
Challenge perception? 
Cause transformation?
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At its simplest the parable is a metaphor 
or simile drawn from nature or common 
life, arresting the hearer by its vividness 
or strangeness, and leaving the mind in 

sufficient doubt about its precise 
application to tease it into active thought.

C.H. Dodd Parables of the Kingdom

With Jesus, the device of parabolic 
utterance is used not to explain things to 
people's satisfaction but to call attention 

to the unsatisfactoriness of all their 
previous explanations and 

understandings.
Robert Farrar Capon, The Parables of the Kingdom

How do we study the parables?

Parables are more 
than allegories

PARABLE

a

b

c

REAL MEANING

A

B

C

How do we study the parables?

Do parables have 
just one point?

PARABLE

a

b

c

REAL POINT

Moral
of the
story

How do we study the parables?

NOT

What does it 
really mean?

BUT

What is going 
on here?

How do we study the parables?

NOT

What is the 
parable’s 

point?

BUT

How is the 
parable 

challenging 
us to 

experience 
God’s 

dominion?
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Parables function as metaphors
challenging or inviting the audience 
into a new or deeper experience of 

God’s dominion, a dominion identified 
with those who are the
LAST  LOST  LEAST 
LITTLE LIFELESS

Introduction to Parables
NOT Allegory

NOT simply 
cognitive

Unifying
theme

Studying the Parables of Jesus
• Cf. “Questions to keep in mind when studying 

the parables”

Experiencing the Parables of Jesus
• Keep in mind the context and whose parable exactly we are 

considering (Jesus, Gospel author, Church)
• Parables are to be experienced
• Expect to be surprised: don’t ‘domesticate’ the parables; 

consider how they might be ‘subversive’
• The enduring value of Jesus’ parables is rooted in their 

presentation of fundamental, essential, timeless truths (but we 
need to be careful about how much we can say…)

• The parables invite multiple interpretations
• We can expect a consistency in Jesus’ message related to the 

dominion of God > They are proclamations of the Gospel apart 
from but consistent with Christ’s death and resurrection

PARABLES 
IN

MARK

14.31-32Campaign Planner
14.28-30Tower Builder
13.33-37The Doorkeeper
11.12-14Barren Fig Tree
4.30-32Mustard seed
4.26-29Seed growing secretly
4.1-20Sower and seed

Sower and seed 13.1-23 
Tares 13.24-30 
Mustard seed 13.31-32 
Leaven 13.33  
Hidden treasure 13.44 
Pearl 13.45-46 
Net 13.47-50 
  
Laborers in Vineyard 20.1-16 
Barren Fig Tree 21.18-19 
Two Sons 21.28-32 
Wicked Husbandmen 21.33-46 
Wedding Garment 22.11-14 
Great Supper 22.1-10  
  
Flood 24.37-42 
Thief 24.43-44 
Good and Wicked Servants 24.45-51 
Ten Bridesmaids 25.1-13 
Pounds 25.14-30 
 

PARABLES 
IN

MATTHEW

PARABLES IN LUKE

31+ parables

Unique parables in Luke:

• Good Samaritan

• Importunate Friend

• Rich Fool

• Lost Coin

• Prodigal Son

• Unjust Steward

• Rich Man & Lazarus

• Unjust Judge

• Pharisee & Publican
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PARABLES 
IN

JOHN


