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GETTING THE

MOST OUT OF

PARABLES


In Texas people love to tell “Aggie jokes.” (Aggies are students at Texas A&M University—an agricultural school and an excellent institution.) A group of Aggies were at a camp one summer with students from other schools. They were the butt of so many jokes that they finally gave an ultimatum: The next person who tells an Aggie joke gets thrown into the stream! Everything was quiet for several days. Then one morning the camp director got up as usual to report on current news items. When he got to the local news he said: “Several Texas A&M students were seriously injured this week while drinking milk.” (At this point everyone tensed with anticipation.) “It’s reported that the cow fell on them!” As shouts of laughter filled the room, the Aggies shot up out of their seats. They grabbed the camp director, dragged him outside kicking and screaming, and tossed him in the icy mountain stream.

In a sense parables are like jokes. They are designed to catch people off guard and to elicit an immediate response. Parables “capture the listener and make him a participant, overturning his world view and leading him to call into question his most basic values.”1 If a parable has to be explained, it loses much of its force, just as a joke does when someone doesn’t get it and needs an explanation.2

For this reason we are at a disadvantage in studying the parables. Unlike the original hearers, who usually understood the context and points of reference in the parables, we often miss the point. Of course we can discover the point by understanding the cultural and literary context of the parable. But the element of surprise, the unexpected twist which catches us off guard, is gone.

Nevertheless, there is great value in studying the parables. They illustrate some of Jesus’ most important teachings. And they demand crucial responses from us, just as they did from those who first heard them.

In order to gain the greatest benefit from the parables, we must understand what they are and how they function.

A parable is an extended metaphor or illustration. It is an illustration turned into a tale, a tale elaborated on the spur of the moment by a gifted teacher. Jesus was a supremely gifted teacher. Accustomed to preaching to a crowd with a wide range of understanding and attitudes, he based each parable on the common, everyday events that made up first-century life—lost money, sheep and shepherds, cruel creditors.

Like most illustrations, parables usually have one central point. They differ from allegories, stories in which the details abound with hidden meanings. Failure to distinguish between parables and allegories, and the attempt to treat the parables of Jesus as though they were allegories, has led some Bible students far afield, pursuing mysterious meanings in meaningless details.

Both Christ’s teaching and his parables focus on the issue of kingdom. Kingdom in the gospels does not have to do with territory or realm ruled over but with the rule or authority itself—God’s rule on earth in the person of Christ. Jesus demonstrated that kingdom authority over disease, demons, nature, and supremely over sin and death. In his preaching and parables he revealed the standards and values of the kingdom. These contrast sharply with the values and standards of contemporary society.

Parables brilliantly illustrate important truths about Christ’s kingdom, truths which demand a response. But the sad fact is that our rebellion and sin often close our minds and hinder our response. Thus the brilliance of the illustration may only cause some people to persist more deeply in error. In our first parable we will get a chance to look at this sad fact.

This guide introduces you to several of Jesus’ parables and their application for today. It is my prayer that you will be captivated and challenged by the parables, that you will have “ears to hear” what the Lord is saying to you through them.


SUGGESTIONS FOR INDIVIDUAL STUDY

1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.

2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.

3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. If you are studying a book, it will be helpful to read through the entire book prior to the first study. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.

4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where, and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.

Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.

5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.

6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.

7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.





SUGGESTIONS FOR MEMBERS OF A GROUP STUDY

1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.

2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.

3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.

4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.

When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.

5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.

6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study, you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.

7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.

8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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PARABLE

OF THE SOWER

Matthew 13:1-23


Have you ever wondered why the same book or the same sermon will produce strikingly different results in different people? How is it, for instance, that some people seem unable to grasp the simplest and most obvious spiritual truths while others are transformed by them? In the parable of the sower Jesus talks about different types of soil in order to tell us why this happens.

Group Discussion. Describe a firsthand experience—serious or humorous—you have had with farming or with caring for plants in some way. What have you observed about the role of the soil in relation to a plant’s ability to thrive?

Personal Reflection. We all have areas of our hearts and minds where our “soil” is soft and receptive to God, as well as areas where our “soil” is hard and less receptive. Take some time to reflect on areas of receptivity and areas where you would like God to make you more receptive to his love and his will in your life.




The parable of the sower is Jesus’ most important parable because it provides more clues than any other parable as to the nature of parables and how they should be interpreted. The parable is followed by Christ’s own interpretation and discussion of its contents. It is an excellent place to begin our study of the parables. Read Matthew 13:1-23.


1. Imagine yourself as a farmer or a farmer’s child at the time of Jesus listening to this story with the rest of the crowd. What immediate responses might you have to Jesus’ use of images of seeds and soil?





2. In verse 10 the disciples ask Jesus, “Why do you speak to the people in parables?” How would you summarize his answer (vv. 11-16)?





3. How do parables help Jesus’ followers understand his kingdom but hinder the understanding of those who don’t follow him closely (vv. 12-17)?





4. In verses 18-23 Jesus explains the meaning of this parable to his disciples. The seed is the message of the kingdom (v. 19). Who is the farmer, and who is the soil?





5. Satanic “birds” destroyed the value of God’s word for the first group of people. Why? What did these hearers lack (v. 19)?





6. What can we do to help people understand God’s message?





7. Verses 20-21 describe the kind of person referred to as stony or rocky soil. What examples have you seen of people who respond this way?





8. How can we avoid this in our own lives and discourage it in the lives of others?





9. What kind of person does the third type of soil describe (v. 22)?





10. How can we avoid being choked by the weeds and thorns Jesus mentions (v. 23)?





11. Which of the four kinds of soil do you most identify with? Explain.





12. What are some practical examples of how we can become “good soil” (v. 23)?






[image: ]Thank God for the ways he has opened your heart and mind to his message of love. Invite him to continue to work the soil






NOW OR LATER









InterVarsity Press

P.O. Box 1400, Downers Grove, IL 60515-1426

ivpress.com

email@ivpress.com

©1988, 1999 by John White

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from InterVarsity Press.

InterVarsity Press® is the book-publishing division of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/US®, a movement of students and faculty active on campus at hundreds of universities, colleges, and schools of nursing in the United States of America, and a member movement of the International Fellowship of Evangelical Students. For information about local and regional activities, visit intervarsity.org. LifeGuide® is a registered trademark of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship.

All Scripture quotations, unless otherwise indicated, are taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV ®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ Used by pemission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com. The “NIV” and “New International Version” are trademarks registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office by Biblica, Inc.™

Cover design: Cindy Kiple

Interior design: Jeanna Wiggins

Cover image: landscape: © Nicola Smith / Trevillion Images

ISBN 978-0-8308-6292-4 (digital)

ISBN 978-0-8308-3037-4 (print)

This digital document has been produced by Nord Compo.


OPS/nav.xhtml


    

      Contents



      

        		

          Cover

        



        		

          Title Page

        



        		

          Contents

        



        		

          Getting the Most Out of Parables

        



        		

          ONE Parable of the Sower: Matthew 13:1-23

        



        		

          TWO The “Lost” Parables: Luke 15:1-32

        



        		

          THREE The Good Samaritan: Luke 10:25-37

        



        		

          FOUR The Unforgiving Servant: Matthew 18:21-35

        



        		

          FIVE The Widow & the Judge: Luke 18:1-8

        



        		

          SIX The Wheat & the Weeds: Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43

        



        		

          SEVEN Parables of Money & Self-Worth: Matthew 19:16–20:16

        



        		

          EIGHT The Wise & Foolish Virgins: Matthew 24:36–25:13

        



        		

          NINE Parable of the Bags of Gold: Matthew 25:14-30

        



        		

          TEN The Pharisee & the Tax Collector: Luke 18:9-14

        



        		

          ELEVEN Parable of the Rich Fool: Luke 12:13-21

        



        		

          TWELVE The Rich Man & Lazarus: Luke 16:19-31

        



        		

          Leader’s Notes

        



        		

          Notes

        



        		

          About the Author

        



        		

          More Titles from InterVarsity Press

        



        		

          Copyright

        



      



    

    

      Pagination of the paper edition



      

        		

          i

        



        		

          1

        



        		

          5

        



        		

          6

        



        		

          7

        



        		

          8

        



        		

          9

        



        		

          10

        



        		

          11

        



        		

          12

        



        		

          13

        



        		

          14

        



        		

          15

        



        		

          16

        



        		

          17

        



        		

          18

        



        		

          19

        



        		

          20

        



        		

          21

        



        		

          22

        



        		

          23

        



        		

          24

        



        		

          25

        



        		

          26

        



        		

          27

        



        		

          28

        



        		

          29

        



        		

          30

        



        		

          31

        



        		

          32

        



        		

          33

        



        		

          34

        



        		

          35

        



        		

          36

        



        		

          37

        



        		

          38

        



        		

          39

        



        		

          40

        



        		

          41

        



        		

          42

        



        		

          43

        



        		

          44

        



        		

          45

        



        		

          46

        



        		

          47

        



        		

          48

        



        		

          49

        



        		

          50

        



        		

          51

        



        		

          52

        



        		

          53

        



        		

          54

        



        		

          55

        



        		

          56

        



        		

          57

        



        		

          58

        



        		

          59

        



        		

          60

        



        		

          61

        



        		

          62

        



        		

          63

        



        		

          64

        



        		

          66

        



      



    

    

      Guide



      

        		

          Cover

        



        		

          

            PARABLES

          

        



        		

          Start of content

        



        		

          Contents

        



      



    

  

OPS/images/LBS_Front_Cover_logo_COLOR.jpg
LifelGuide®

BIBLE STUDIES





OPS/images/AI_IVP_Academic_G.jpg
==
Vp

An imprint of InterVarsity Press
Downers Grove, lllinois





OPS/images/box.jpg





OPS/images/pre01.jpg





OPS/images/chap01.jpg





OPS/images/LBSLeaf_B_W.jpg





OPS/cover/cover.jpg
JouN WHITE

PARABLES

The Greatest Stories Ever Told

12 STUDIES FOR INDIVIDUALS OR GROUPS






