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Chapter 1

Introduction to Parables
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Introduction

Most every Bible student enjoys studying the parables of our Lord, but many may not know that the OT is also full of parables as a way of teaching God’s unsearchable truths. This book is an examination of the biblical parables (both the OT and NT). This introductory chapter will discuss the definition of the word parable and examine how they should properly be interpreted. We will also look at some ways they have been viewed through the centuries that may not be the original intent of the parables. May this study help us have a better appreciation and understanding of these marvelous stories that Christians down through the centuries never tire of hearing.

Definition of Parables

What is a parable? A parable has been popularly defined as an earthly story with a heavenly meaning. The NT word, parable, comes from the Greek term, παραβολή, which literally means “a throwing alongside.” In other words, one thing is placed beside another for the purpose of comparison. The word parable occurs some 48 times in the Gospels and twice in the Epistle of Hebrews (in which case the word is rendered “type” or “counterpart”). In the Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke), the term “denotes a characteristic form of the teachings of Jesus.” Matthew uses parable 17 times, Mark 13 times, and Lue 18 times. The word for proverb (παροιμία) occurs three times in John and once in 2 Peter.​[1] “A parable is a short discourse that makes a comparison” which often makes a “complete thought.”​[2]

Parables are likened to allegories in that they are both lessons told in story form. One main difference between the two is that a parable is generally taken from actual, every day occurrences, while allegories are taken from imaginary events.​[3] A parable is sort of an extended metaphor (metaphor – using figurative language for the purpose of comparison, as in Matt 16:11, where Jesus warns His disciples to beware of the leaven of the Pharisees and Sadducees), but more than a metaphor (Matt 16:6 – “Behold, I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves.”). For example, Jesus states that believers are salt and light (not that we are like salt and light, which would make it a simile). Thus, a parable is more than a simile (Matt 10:16; a simile says something is like or as something else). A parable is a “similitude which uses evident truth from a known field (nature or human life) to convey new truth in an unknown (the kingdom, the nature, and action of God).​[4]
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Parables in the Old Testament

One should not suppose that the usage of parables to teach God’s eternal truth is found only in the NT. In fact, the OT is full of examples of this sort of teaching. The closest word akin to parable in the OT, mashal (מָשָׁל), means “to be similar” or “like.”​[5] This verb is rendered as parable, proverb, discourse, saying, oracle, or byword. This is the same word used throughout the book of Provers to refer to the divine wisdom that is taught through these short, pithy statements (like “He that spares his rod hates his son, but he that loves him chastens him diligently,” Prov 23:29).

The type of earthly story with a heavenly meaning we find in the NT is common in the OT. There are some eight examples that one should examine in order to show the rich history of parables in the OT. First, in 2 Sam 12:1 – 4, there is the parable by Nathan the prophet about the wealthy man who stole his poor neighbor’s little ewe lamb to feed his guest. King David was outraged and said that the rich man should have to repay fourfold (v 6). Nathan then told David, “You are the man” (v 7). This simple little parable drew David in and before he realized it, he condemned himself (he was the one who stole another man’s wife and then gave Uriah his death sentence). Second, in Jdgs 9:8 – 21, there is the parable spoken by Jotham about the trees and the bramble (where the trees tried to find someone to reign over them and finally settled with the bramble). The message in this story was this: the children of God would bow down to any ruler or judge, no matter how awful of a leader he was. Third, there is the parable in Isa 5:1 – 7 (known as the parable of the vineyard). God described how He, as the vinedresser, cared for the vineyard (represented by Israel), yet all that the vines brought forth were wild grapes. Fourth, in Isa 28:23 – 29, there was the story the prophet told known as the parable of the plowman and the seed. The message to God’s people was this: whatever a farmer sowed in his field would grow to maturity. The lesson today reminds us of what Paul told the Galatians, you reap what you sow. Fifth, there are five visions in Amos chapters 7 – 9 that are told in parable form. Each parable teaches that God would seek vengeance upon the wicked (1st vision, Amos 7:1 – 3, the plague of locust; 2nd vision, Amos 7:4 – 6, the fire of drought; 3rd vision, Amos 7:7 – 9, the plumb line; 4th vision, Amos 8:1 – 14, the basket of summer fruit; 5th vision, Amos 9:1 – 10, Amos saw that God would not allow the wicked to escape His judgment). Sixth, there was the parable of the two eagles and the vine in Ezekiel chapter 17. In this parable, the prophet shows that Judah is in captivity because she has put too much confidence in her earthly king (probably has Zedekiah in mind, 2 Kgs 25:1 – 7). Thus, God allowed the King of Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar, to be taken away into captivity. Seventh, there is the parable of the boiling pot in Ezek 24:1 – 10. The imagery of the prophet boiling a sacrifice in a pot, bones and all, described what would happen to Jerusalem when Babylon descended upon her and would bring utter destruction upon the inhabitants. Ezekiel cried out, “Woe to that bloody city! I will even make it a pile for great fires” (v 9). Eighth, we find the parable in Ps 49:4 – 20 concerning the dangers of trusting in wealth and riches (“I will incline mine ear to a parable ...”, v 4). The psalmist reminded God’s people that no one could redeem their souls with money (vv 7 – 8). Everyone who died, whether a wise man or a fool, will have to leave their treasures to someone else. The psalmist also reminded Israel that you cannot take your riches with you when you are gone (v 17).

When Jesus began to teach by using parables, He was not using some brand new method. He was simply using a form of teaching that they were familiar with. Yet His teaching methods were far superior to anyone else. Matthew said of Jesus’ teaching, “And it came to pass, when Jesus had ended these sayings, the people were astonished at His doctrine: for He taught them as one having authority, and not as the scribes” (Matt 7:28 – 29).

Why Did Jesus Teach in Parables?

I believe there are at least four reasons why Jesus taught in parables. First, Jesus taught using the parabolic method to attract people’s attention.​[6] He knew the power of a good story from everyday life. After Jesus taught the parable of the wicked husbandmen or farmers (in Matt21:33 – 44), the Bible stated that the chief priests and Pharisees heard His lesson and realized that “He spoke of them” (v 45). They were so angry that they nearly took Him but could not because “they feared the multitude,” who believed Jesus to be a prophet (v 46).

Second, Jesus used these earthly stories with a heavenly meaning to stimulate an inquiry from His disciples.​[7] In that great chapter on the parables of the kingdom (Matthew chapter 13), the disciples asked Jesus, “Why do you speak to them in parables?” (Matt 13:10). Jesus said, “Therefore speak I to them in parables: because they seeing see not; and hearing they hear not, neither do they understand” (v 13). Jesus said that the people in His day and time were just like those in Isaiah’s day; they simply would not listen. They did not want to see or hear the truth. Because Jesus’ form of teaching was beneath the crowd (too simplistic), they chose to disregard Him completely.

Third, Jesus’ purpose for teaching through parables was to state the truth in a crisp form so that the audience could easily understand and digest the truth.​[8] How could one hardly misunderstand Jesus’ teaching on forgiveness in Matt 18:21 – 35 (the parable of the two debtors)? We were the debtor who owed such a great debt that we could never repay. Since God has forgiven us so great debt, we must be willing to forgive others.

Fourth, our Lord taught through parables due to the increasing opposition from His enemies. They sought every opportunity to misquote Him. There were times that Jesus wanted to convey His teachings to the disciples without His opponents understanding His message (see Matt 13:10 – 17; Mark 4:10 -13).​[9]

Norman Young argued that the parables of our Lord proclaimed four important spiritual truths. First, Jesus challenged
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