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A PRAYER FOR GUIDANCE
Direct us,
O Lord,

in all our doings
with thy most gracious favor,
and further us with thy continual help;
that in all our works
begun,
continued,
and ended in thee,
we may glorify thy holy Name,
and finally,
by thy mercy,
obtain everlasting life;
through Jesus Christ our Lord.
Amen.

The word parable comes from the Greek παραβολή (parabolē), literally “a
throwing alongside,” from “throwing” (bolē) and “alongside” (para-), by
extension meaning “comparison, illustration, analogy, juxtaposition.”
Greek rhetoricians used this term for an illustration in the form of a brief
fictional narrative.
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They are short tales that illustrate a universal truth.
They are simple narratives.
They sketch a setting, describe an action, and show the results.
They have a subtext suggesting how persons should behave or
what they should believe.
They often involve a character who faces a moral dilemma or one
who makes a bad decision and then suffers the unintended
consequences.
They express an abstract argument by means of using a concrete
narrative that is easily understood.
They frequently use metaphorical language that allows people to
discuss difficult or complex ideas more easily.
They may be regarded as extended similes.
They are from an oral tradition, exploiting realistic situations but
also making effective use of the imagination.
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They have human characters and thus differ from fables, which employ
animals, plants, inanimate objects, or forces of nature as characters.
They are extended metaphors with a picture part, a reality part, and a point
of comparison between the picture part and the reality part.
They are a type of metaphorical analogy.
They are differentiated from metaphorical statements such as, “You are the
salt of the earth.”
They have meanings that are often not explicitly stated, but probably not
intended to be hidden or secret but to be quite straightforward and obvious.
They sometimes seem to be designed to reveal mysteries to those on the
inside and to conceal the truth to those on the outside who would not
understand.
They are extended figures of comparison that often use short stories to
teach a truth or answer a question.
They are not historical, but true to life, not fairy tales.
They are more condensed than allegories and rest upon a single
principle and a single moral, intending that the readers or listeners conclude
that the moral applies equally well to their own concerns.

MADELEINE L’ENGLE ON UNDERSTANDING
Madeleine L’Engle writes of a young woman who told her:
I read A Wrinkle in Time when I was eight or nine. I didn’t understand it,
but I knew what it was about.

The author responds:
. . .One does not have to understand to be obedient. Instead of
understanding—that intellectual understanding which we are so fond
of—there is a feeling of rightness, of knowing, knowing things which
you are not yet able to understand. . .As long as we know what it’s
about, then we can have the courage to go wherever we are asked to
go, even if we fear that the road may take us through danger and
pain.

PARABLES THROUGHOUT THE MEDITERRANEAN WORLD
When Jesus preached so strikingly in parables, He did not create a
new literary genre. Rhetoricians, politicians, and philosophers
throughout the ancient world employed parables. Perhaps the most
illustrious among those who made use of them were Socrates and
Aristotle.
Comparisons or analogies, often in the form of short narratives, were
often used to tell a larger story, to develop an argument, to
demonstrate a moral lesson, or to have a humorous effect. Wellknown are the fables from the Æsopic tradition.
Many motifs found in Græco-Roman, Jewish, and Christian sources
are similar to each other; for example, a fisherman catching fish, a
father and his sons, and hidden treasure.
Although He did not invent the idea, Jesus did make brilliant use of a
genre that was already of long tradition and familiar throughout the
Mediterranean world.

THE MASHAL OF THE EWE-LAMB
Jesus’ parables should be understood against the background of
mashalim in the Hebrew Bible, such as the mashal/parable of the EweLamb (told by the Prophet Nathan to King David in 2 Samuel 12:1-9):
“There were two men in a certain city, the one rich and the other poor. The rich
man had very many flocks and herds; but the poor man had nothing but one
little ewe lamb, which he had bought. He brought it up, and it grew up with him
and with his children; it used to eat of his meager fare, and drink from his cup,
and lie in his bosom, and it was like a daughter to him. Now there came a
traveler to the rich man, and he was loath to take one of his own flock or herd to
prepare for the wayfarer who had come to him, but he took the poor man’s
lamb, and prepared that for the guest who had come to him.”
Then David’s anger was greatly kindled against the man. He said to Nathan, “As
the LORD lives, the man who has done this deserves to die; he shall restore the
lamb fourfold, because he did this thing, and because he had no pity.”
Nathan said to David, “You are the man! . . . You have struck down Uriah the
Hittite with the sword, and have taken his wife to be your wife, and have killed
him with the sword of the Ammonites.”

THE MASHAL OF THE WISE WOMAN OF TEKOA
The Old Testament also has
the
mashal/parable of the Wise Woman of
Tekoa (speaking to King David in 2 Samuel
14:4-13):
When the woman of Tekoa came to the
king, she fell on her face to the ground and
did obeisance, and said, “Help, O
king!” The king asked her, “What is your
trouble?” She answered, “Alas, I am a
widow; my husband is dead. Your servant
had two sons, and they fought with one
another in the field; there was no one to
part them, and one struck the other and
killed him. Now the whole family has risen
against your servant. They say, ‘Give up the
man who struck his brother, so that we
may kill him for the life of his brother
whom he murdered, even if we destroy the
heir as well.’ Thus they would quench my
one remaining ember, and leave to my
husband neither name nor remnant on the
face of the earth.”

THE MASHAL OF THE WISE WOMAN OF TEKOA (Cont.)
Then the king said to the woman, “Go to your house, and I will
give orders concerning you.”
The woman of Tekoa said to the king, “On me be the guilt, my lord
the king, and on my father’s house; let the king and his throne be
guiltless.”
The king said, “If anyone says anything to you, bring him to me,
and he shall never touch you again.”

Then she said, “Please, may the king keep the LORD your God in
mind, so that the avenger of blood may kill no more, and my son
not be destroyed.”
He said, “As the LORD lives, not one hair of your son shall fall to the ground.”

Then the woman said, “Please let your servant speak a word to my lord the king.”
He said, “Speak.”
The woman said, “Why then have you planned such a thing against the people of God? For
in giving this decision the king convicts himself, inasmuch as the king does not bring his
banished one home again.”

MASHALIM IN RABBINIC LITERATURE
This form of Hebrew comparison known as Mashalim continued to be
significant in the Talmudic period (70–640). The rabbinic writers
believed in the pedagogic importance of parables and regarded them
as a valuable means of determining the true sense of the Law and of
attaining a correct understanding thereof.

Even among those who know little of the Bible, Jesus’ parables remain some
of the best-known stories in the world. These seemingly simple and
memorable stories, often with imagery, provide a lesson for our daily lives.
Scholars have commented that although these parables seem simple, the
messages they convey are deep, and central to Jesus’ teachings. Many of
them refer to simple everyday things, such as a woman baking bread, a man
knocking on his neighbor's door at night, or the aftermath of a roadside
mugging; yet they deal with major religious themes, such as the growth of
God’s kingdom, the importance of prayer, and the meaning of love.
Christian authors view them not as mere similitudes that serve the purpose of
illustration, but as internal analogies in which nature becomes a witness for
the spiritual world.

Jesus preached in parables:
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To fulfill prophecy
To reveal truth
To illustrate truth
To make truth relevant and practical
To captivate people’s attention
To enable His audience to retain His message
To expose His enemies’ wrong motives
To conceal truth

JESUS’ PURPOSE AND MOTIVE
Jesus did not always make the meaning of a parable absolutely clear.
The purpose of His parables was to strike the imagination, to pique
the curiosity, to make the listener reflect and work to arrive at the
meaning, but only so that the lesson will be more deeply engraved on
the mind.
Gnostics believed that Jesus kept some of His teachings secret within
the circle of His disciples, and that He deliberately obscured their
meaning by using parables.
While the Gospels may suggest that Jesus would only speak to the
crowds in parables, while in private explaining everything to His
disciples, modern scholars do not support the private explanations
argument and surmise that He used parables as a teaching method.
Jesus, quoting Isaiah, does seem to conclude that people in the
crowds may not understand fully what He is saying.

THE PURPOSE OF JESUS’ PARABLES
ACCORDING TO MATTHEW 13:10-17
Then the disciples came and asked him, “Why do you speak to them in
parables?” He answered, “To you it has been given to know the secrets of the
kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been given. For to those who have,
more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but from those who
have nothing, even what they have will be taken away. The reason I speak to
them in parables is that ‘seeing they do not perceive, and hearing they do not
listen, nor do they understand.’ With them indeed is fulfilled the prophecy of
Isaiah that says:
‘You will indeed listen, but never understand,
and you will indeed look, but never perceive.
For this people’s heart has grown dull,
and their ears are hard of hearing,
and they have shut their eyes;
so that they might not look with their eyes,
and listen with their ears,
and understand with their heart and turn—
and I would heal them.’

But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear. Truly I tell
you, many prophets and righteous people longed to see what you see, but did
not see it, and to hear what you hear, but did not hear it.”

THE PURPOSE OF JESUS’ PARABLES
ACCORDING TO MARK 4:11-12

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.’”

THE PURPOSE OF JESUS’ PARABLES
ACCORDING TO LUKE 8:9-10

Then his disciples asked him what this parable meant. He said, “To
you it has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom of God; but
to others I speak in parables, so that
‘looking they may not perceive,
and listening they may not understand.’”

NEW TESTAMENT PARABLES
Christians place great emphasis on the almost 40 New Testament
parables, generally regarding them as Jesus’ words. They form
approximately a third of Jesus’ recorded teachings.

They are found throughout the Synoptic Gospels.
Now a growing number of scholars also find a few parables in the
Fourth Gospel, such as the little story of the Childbearing Woman
(John 16:21):
When a woman is in labor, she has pain, because her hour has come.
But when her child is born, she no longer remembers the anguish
because of the joy of having brought a human being into the world.

NEW TESTAMENT PARABLES
There is also John’s little story of
the Good Shepherd (John 10:1–5):
Very truly, I tell you, anyone who
does not enter the sheepfold by
the gate but climbs in by another
way is a thief and a bandit. The
one who enters by the gate is the
shepherd of the sheep. The
gatekeeper opens the gate for
him, and the sheep hear his voice.
He calls his own sheep by name
and leads them out. When he has
brought out all his own, he goes
ahead of them, and the sheep
follow him because they know his
voice. They will not follow a
stranger, but they will run from
him because they do not know
the voice of strangers.

A LIST OF JESUS’ PARABLES
1. Two houses in a hurricane. (Matthew 7:24-27; Luke 6:47-49)
2. Forgiving the $5,000 and the $500. (Luke 7:41-42)
3. Subduing a strong man. (Mark 3:22-30)
4. The sower, the seed, and the soil. (Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23; Mark 4:1-20; Luke 8:4-15)
5. Weeds among the wheat. (Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43)
6. From scattering to sickling. (Mark 4:26-29)
7. The mighty mustard seed. (Matthew 13:31-32; Mark 4:30-32; Luke 13:18-19)
8. The cook’s leaven and the Kingdom of Heaven. (Matthew 13:33; Luke 13:20-21)
9. Finding a fortune in a field. (Matthew 13:44)
10. The price of a pearl. (Matthew 13:45-46)
11. Sorting out a sea catch. (Matthew 13:47-50)
12. A trained man and his treasure. (Matthew 13:52)
13. Patching garments and old wineskins. (Matthew 9:16-17; Mark 2:21-22; Luke 5:36-39)
14. A generation of gripers. (Matthew. 11:16-19; Luke 7: 31-35)
15. The forgiven who would not forgive. (Matthew 18:23-35)
16. The good Samaritan. (Luke 10:25-37)
17. Seven spirits and a swept house. (Matthew 12:43-45; Luke 11:24-26)
18. A fool gets rich on earth but not in heaven. (Luke 12:16-21)
19. Fatten your purse in heaven and be ready for the Lord's return. (Luke 12:32-40;
Matthew 24:43-44)

A LIST OF JESUS’ PARABLES (Cont.)

1. A sinning servant and a returning ruler. (Matthew 24:45-51; Luke 12:42-48)
2. A fruitless fig tree. (Luke 13:6-9)
3. Choosing the least at a wedding feast. (Luke 14:7-11)
4. Filling the guest list for a wedding feast. (Luke 14:15-24)
5. Finding lost sheep, missing silver, and a lost son. (Luke 15:1-32)
6. The shrewd steward. (Luke 16:1-13)
7. Lazarus and the rich man. (Luke 16:19-31)
8. When our best is but the least. (Luke 17:7-10)
9. A widow and a weary judge. (Luke 18:1-8)
10. A haughty Pharisee and a humble publican. (Luke 18:9-14)
11. When the last was first and the first was last. (Matthew 20: 1-16)
12. Three stewards and their silver. (Luke 19:11-27)
13. Two sons who changed their minds. (Matthew 21:28-32)
14. The vicious vine keepers. (Matthew 21:33-46; Mark 12:1-12; Luke 21:9-19)
15. A wedding guest with no wedding garment. (Matthew 22:1-14)
16. The fig tree and the future. (Matthew 24:32-35; Mark 13:28-31; Luke 21:29-33)
17. The 10 bridesmaids and the lamps. (Matthew 25:1-13)
18. Three stewards and their talents. (Matthew 25:14-30)
19. Separating the sheep from the goats. (Matthew 25:31-46)

A THEOLOGICAL PROFESSOR’S LIST OF THE
TOP TWELVE PARABLES OF JESUS

John W. Martens is an associate professor of theology at the University of
St. Thomas, St. Paul, MN. Here is his list of favorites in ascending order:
12. The Talents (Matthew 25:14-30)
11. The Marriage Feast (Matthew 22:1-10)
10. The Sower (Mark 4:3-9 or with Jesus’ explanation 4:3-20)
9. The Wheat and the Weeds (Matthew 13:24-30 or with Jesus’ explanation 13:36-43)
8. The Mustard Seed (Mark 4:30-32)
7. The Rich Fool (Luke 12:13-21)
6. The Lost Sheep (Luke 15: 3-7)
5. Sheep and the Goats (Matthew 25:31-46)
4. Dishonest Manager (Luke 16:1-9)
3. Good Samaritan (Luke 10: 25-37)
2. Prodigal Son (Luke 15: 11-32)
1. Unmerciful Slave (Matthew 18:23-35)

NON-CANONICAL PARABLES
Parables attributed to Jesus are found in some of the non-canonical
gospels. The Gospel of Thomas, discovered in 1945 near Nag
Hammadi, Egypt, contains up to fifteen parables, eleven having
parallels in the canonical Gospels. Thomas’s unknown author did not
have a special word for “parable,” making it difficult to know what he
considered a parable.
Those unique to Thomas include the Parable of the Assassin:
The kingdom of the father is like a certain man who wanted to kill a
powerful man. In his own house he drew his sword and stuck it into the
wall in order to find out whether his hand could carry through. Then he
slew the powerful man.

Thomas also contains the Parable of the Empty Jar:
The kingdom of the father is like a certain woman who was carrying a
jar full of meal. While she was walking on the road, still some distance
from home, the handle of the jar broke and the meal emptied out
behind her on the road. She did not realize it; she had noticed no
accident. When she reached her house, she set the jar down and found
it empty.

NON-CANONICAL PARABLES
The Apocryphon of James or the Secret Book of James, also
discovered in 1945 near Nag Hammadi, Egypt, contains three unique
parables attributed to Jesus.
One is known as the Parable of the Ear of Grain:
The kingdom of God is as if a man should scatter seed on the ground.
He sleeps and rises night and day, and the seed sprouts and grows; he
knows not how. The earth produces by itself, first the blade, then
the ear, then the full grain in the ear.

Another is called the Parable of the Grain of Wheat:
For the Word is like a grain of wheat. When someone sowed it, he
believed in it; and when it sprouted, he loved it, because he looked
forward to many grains in the place of one; and when he worked it, he
was saved, because he prepared it for food. Again he left some grains to
sow. Thus it is also possible for you all to receive the Kingdom of
Heaven: unless you receive it through knowledge, you will not be able to
find it.

NON-CANONICAL PARABLES
The Apocryphon of James also contains the Parable of the DatePalm Shoot:
Let not the Kingdom of Heaven wither away. For it is like a date palm
shoot whose fruits poured down around it. It put forth leaves and, when
they budded, they caused the productivity of the date palm to dry up.
Thus it is also with the fruit which came from this single root; when the
fruit was picked, fruits were collected by many harvesters. It would
indeed be good if it were possible to produce these new plants now; for
then you would find the Kingdom.

JESUS' PARABLES IN MEDIEVAL TIMES
Medieval interpreters of the Bible often treated Jesus' parables as
allegories. But modern scholars regard their interpretations of
symbolic correspondences found for every element in His parables as
incorrect and view His parables as extended similes or metaphors.
Of the almost forty parables in the canonical Gospels, four were
shown in medieval art almost to the exclusion of the others, but not
mixed in with the narrative scenes of Christ’s life.

These were: the Prodigal Son, the Good Samaritan, the Rich man and
Lazarus, and the Ten Virgins.

MEDIEVAL ART OF THE GOOD SAMARITAN

Detail from the
6th-century
Parable of the Good Samaritan,
an illumination in colored inks
and
gilt
on
parchment,
the Rossano Gospels, Cathedral of
Rossano, Rossano, Italy. The
Byzantine artist inserted an angel
to suggest Christ’s presence in the
heart of the Good Samaritan.

The early 13th-century Good Samaritan
Window, Bourges Cathedral. The
Samaritan, who closely resembles a
glorified Christ, rescues the man and
brings him safely toward the inn
keeper.

MEDIEVAL ART OF THE PRODIGAL SON

The Prodigal Son at the
Brothel by a follower of
Hans Schilling, 1469

Parable of the Prodigal Son, single
leaf from a Psalter in Canterbury,
1155-60

MEDIEVAL ART OF THE RICH MAN AND LAZARUS

11th-century
Lazarus
and
Dives,
illumination from the Codex Aureus of
Echternach
Top panel: Lazarus at the rich man's door
Middle panel: Lazarus' soul is carried to Paradise
by two angels; Lazarus in Abraham's bosom
Bottom panel: Dives' soul is carried off by Satan
to Hell; Dives is tortured in Hades

Lazarus and Dives, detail from
the prefatory cycle to the
Eadwine
Psalter,
English,
c.1160s

MEDIEVAL ART OF THE TEN VIRGINS

12th-century Five Foolish Virgins,
France

14th-century Five Foolish Virgins, Serbian
monastery in Kosovo

I have said these things to you in figures of speech.
The hour is coming when I will no longer speak to you in
figures, but will tell you plainly of the Father. John 16:25

