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Parables in General

BIG Idea!

Stories for a reason

Parables are one of the tools Jesus used to explain the Kingdom of God. They are not always straight
forward.Jesus used parables for a particular purpose to a particular audience in a particular context. He
would often use a parable to get a response from his hearers, knowing that they would have “got” the
imagery he was using.

Some have suggested that Jesus was trying to be subversive and clever to hide the true meaning of the

stories to make people hunt out the real meaning. Augustine suggested that the parables only had an

allegorical meaning. Eg) if we looked at the good samaritan story he suggested that the; The man
beaten up was referring to the fact that Adam was fallen from grace; That the mention of Jerusalem
meant the heavenly city of peace; and that Jericho was the moon shining on Adam’s mortality and the

Thieves were talking about the devil and so on. There is danger in looking at parables in this way

because no where in scripture does Jesus refer to these things even when he explains them.

Jesus used these stories not to have hidden meaning but so the hearers would be challenged by the

status quo and that they would further understand the point he was trying to get across. NT Wright says

they were “ ... not simply illustrations that is preachers tricks to decorate an abstract thought...but
designed to tease (and) clothe the shocking and revolutionary message about God’s kingdom...

We also need to be aware that the vast majority of the parables were to explain or illuminate the

“Kingdom of God” or “Kingdom of heaven” and that they were a vehicle that Jesus used to elicit a

reaction from the hearers to his invitation and radical and revolutionary call to discipleship.

Parables are not all the same and not all imagery in Jesus teachings are parables. Many sayings are

similes or metaphor eg) you are the salt of the earth is not a parable but is a metaphor.

Some parables were like true stories with a beginning middle and end with a clear plot. eg) Lost sheep,

prodigal son... Others were illustrations used from everyday life to make a point. eg) The Leaven meal.

Parables are not a direct teaching or in fact even allegories although they look like it at times.

This leaves us with the question of how do we interpret the parables for us in 21st century provincial

New Zealand or where ever you are living at this time.

The things to note when reading parables:

1. The Audience; was it the pharisees (who were a constant audience) or was it the disciples or the
crowds. At times we are not told directly who the audience was but by reading carefully we can
often work out by the point of the story or the points of interest that Jesus may have used to
connect with his hearers.

The Context The context where Jesus uses these stories is crucial. Knowing not only who but the
at is going on around him is very important to help us understand fuIIy the main point

| HOPE THIS HAS BEEN HELPFUL IN YOU READING THE PARABLES AND
GETTING THE MOST OUT OF THEM.
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BIG Idea!
The Grace of God

Humility is the key to understanding the upside down Kingdom of God. Not a kingdom of
power, might, violence or military force but a kingdom of compassion, humility and love.
God’s grace is irrespective of status, power, finances or position and is based solely on the
generosity of God giving us what we do not and can not deserve or earn. This often means
that those who think that they deserve more because of their hard work, social standing or
even in a church, are at times the very ones who do not appear to understand and miss the
point of the whole deal. This grace is not given in measures of who deserves it more or who
has been at it the longest but is all, for all. It can not be bartered or stored up. It can not be
measured or nor is it sort of thing one person can have a lot and someone else only a little.

Or as Paul put it in Ephesians 2
8For it is by grace you have been saved through faith, and this not from yourselves; it is
the gift of God, 9not by works, so that no one can boast.

And Romans 3 ... this righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who
believe. There is no distinction, 23for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God,
24and (all) are justified freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.

Therefore there are none who are more important or who are more special in Gods eyes. We
are all called by his name and enter the family of God on equal footing to receive the
inheritance of life in him; freedom from the power of sin and death. He is the one who holds
up his end of the bargain even when we do not hold up ours. This story tells us more about
the covenantal grace, generously given by God rather than rules to follow to be accepted in
God’s Kingdom. It echoes the story of a Father running to embrace his wayward son with arms
spread wide. Displaying love, forgiveness and grace so freely to the one who least deserved it.

DIGGING Deeper!
Context:

n Israelite literature the Israel was often referred to as a vineyard and Isaiah 5 likens God to.
vineyard owner. This story would have been very appropriate for the people of the day.

PRAYER POINT ACTION POINT

What can you pray for this Ask God to help you see all as
week, for yourself, your he sees them no matter what

family and friends? socio economic or position
they might have or not have.



https://biblehub.com/ephesians/2-8.htm
https://biblehub.com/ephesians/2-9.htm
https://biblehub.com/romans/3-23.htm
https://biblehub.com/romans/3-24.htm
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BIG Idea!
The First shall be Last

In the previous chapters, Jesus established the counter-cultural values of God’s Kingdom, with
particular attention afforded to Israel’s poor and marginalised. Now it was time to deal with
Israel’s rich and powerful. His intention, however, is not to spite or insult the upper echelons
of Jewish society, but to break through their prideful defences by whatever means necessary.
To this end, Jesus tells them the parable of the Two Sons. Building upon the parable of the
Workers in the Vineyard, Jesus presents the Gospel in the simplest terms possible. God is like
a loving, generous father. God has many children and, broadly speaking, those children can
be divided into two groups; rule-breakers and rule-keepers. The Chief Priests, Elders and
Pharisees, to whom Jesus was speaking, belong to the later category, thinking that their rule-
keeping will secure them a place in God’s Kingdom. Jesus, rejects their presumption. God’s
Kingdom belongs to the humble. No amount of rule-keeping will earn a place in God’s
Kingdom, just as no amount of rule-breaking could permanently exclude someone from it.
Anyone and everyone who asks for forgiveness, who humbles themselves before the Father,
are welcomed into God'’s family as heirs to His Kingdom.

DIGGING Deeper!
Context

The series of events which lead up to the parable of the Two Sons serve to underscore its
meaning. At the beginning of the chapter, Jesus is welcomed into Jerusalem. Only, He doesn’t
gallop into the city riding a mighty war horse, as the messianic model required, but meanders
through the city gates atop a humble donkey. This subversion of expectations continues in the
Temple. Like the Macabbe’s who violently ‘cleansed’ the Temple from gentile influence 200
years earlier, Jesus performed His own cleansing. This time, however, the messiah-apparent

out gentiles, but Jews. Clearly, the focus of Christ’s ire were not people
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PRAYER POINT ACTION POINT

What can you pray for this If God’s Kingdom cannot be
week, for yourself, your earned, how do | balance good
family and friends? behaviour with God’s grace
and forgiveness?
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BIG Idea!

enants v Owners

Matthew continues his realigning of the temple and religious leaders in the following parable. He
emphasises, and the religious leaders recognised themselves, that they were not following what God’s
intention was for leaders of his people. They were blinded by their need to be popular, important and to
have power over others and totally missed the point of what it meant to be a leader of God’s people. In
the story of the wicked farmers or parable of the tenants Jesus likened the priests and pharisees to a
bunch of tenants who had been given a vineyard to farm. It was set up to be protected, secure, and
fruitful. Yet the tenants did not wish to allow the owner of the vineyard to profit from the harvest and so
they choose not to listen to the messengers sent but beat, stoned and ultimately killed them so they
didn’t have to do what the owner wanted. The son was sent and yet he too was murdered so the
tenants might steal the farm and become owners themselves. The message Jesus seems to be saying is
that tenants are tenants and not owners and therefore they need to know their place. They are there to
serve the masters wishes and as they live in the bountiful land the owner provides they were to produce
fruit in the name of the owner and therefore all bounty and harvest belongs to him. This idea of
demanding ownership in spite of the benevolence of the owner brings ultimate judgement to the
farmers and the very vineyard that they inhabited is given to others while they are banished and left with
nothing. We too have the choice to come to God in humility and grace not trying to be the Lord of our
own lives but willingly submitting to the will of the one who has gifted us with life. So quickly we try to
take back control and be the very ones who would push God away from our lives choosing not to trust
him. In Romans 12 we are called to be living sacrifices and the problem with living sacrifices they so often
want to take back control and jump off the altar thinking we know better and wanting to be the ultimate
owners of our lives even after we have given our lives over to the trust and care of the faithful all creator

DIGGING Deeper!

Context:

Je in Jerusalem in the final days before the cross addresses the hypocrisy in temple and religious
leaders. Ushering in a new temple, new kingdom and new way for God’s people. Using the imagery of
the fig tree with leaves but no fruit that he curses for its lack there of. All show and no true life or fruit. To
emphasise these things Jesus uses stories making connections with old testament scriptures that would
have added extra weight to those listening, in particular the priests and pharisees. This particular story is
almost a direct reteII of Isaiah chapter 5 where Isaiah speaks of the vineyard being the people of God It

PRAYER POINT ACTION POINT

Ask what God might be Discuss with someone else
saying to you about what what you think God is saying
you still own in your life? you about this parable.
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BIG Idea!
The Kings Invitation:

Ancient wedding invitations were understood to have been sent in much the same manner as
they are today. Guests would respond to an initial ‘save the date’, before receiving a specific
invitation to attend the wedding feast some time later. This would mean these VIP guests
were not refusing to attend a wedding they previously knew nothing about, but a wedding
they had already committed to. Their time-sensitive excuses, therefore, serve only to
underscore the absurdity of their behaviour.

The guests' treatment of the King’s servants, however, go beyond the absurd and into the
ridiculous. Indeed, a lesser person could have made their point using the theme of dishonour
alone, yet Jesus describes the guests as a people in full rebellion, necessitating nothing less
than the judgement that the King passes down.

While the allegory between the King and God, the King’s Son and Jesus are clear, it would be a
mistake to assume that Jesus is therefore implying God will deal with Israel in the same
manner as the fictional king. Rather, Jesus’ intention is to show the seriousness of Israel’s
rebellious past. In the same way that an ancient king was expected to eliminate such
rebellious subjects, so God could reasonably be expected to reject His own rebellious people.
Yet, in the second half of this parable reveals God’s true character. The King’s invitation is
extended to the world, regardless of their reputation. Notably, these ‘ordinary’ guests
gratefully took up the King's offer. Only one guest is noted for his lack of wedding clothes. His
lack of proper attire likely had nothing to do with his wealth, as garments were often supplied
by the host. This is a guest wanting to join the feast on their own terms. They were, in a sense,
a wedding crasher, wanting to join the feast, without having to join in the celebration. This
dishonourable behaviour is, once again, dealt with in a manner that would have seemed
normal to Christ’s ancient audience.

DIGGING Deeper!
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PRAYER POINT ACTION POINT

What can you pray for this If the invitation of the Klng is
week, for yourself, your just that, an invitation, how
family and friends? do we know that we have
responded to it?




Taxes in Matthew

BIG Idea!
ULTIMATE WORTH

In an effort to discredit Jesus, the Pharisees hatch a plan to politically smoke Jesus out. The
issue they chose was not so ordinary as taxation in general, but a specific annual tax which
could only be paid with a specific coin known as a denarius. The coin bore the image of
Caesar, inscribed with the self-aggrandising title “Divine Augustus”. This coin was to be paid
to Rome as an acknowledgement of the ‘privilege’ it was to be a subject of Caesar.

Following the introduction of the tax, some 25 years prior, a revolt was led by a man named
Judas the Galilean. Although the revolt was ultimately put down, Judas left a lasting legacy in
the Jewish psyche, cleansing the temple in Jerusalem of all Gentile influence and declaring
Israel to be God’s kingdom, not Rome’s.

The question put to Jesus, therefore, was incredibly dangerous. If Jesus rejected the tax then
the authorities would accuse Him of rabble-rousing. On the other hand, if Jesus simply
accepted the tax, then His own claims about the Kingdom of God would ring hollow,
suggesting He was too frightened to challenge Rome’s oppression and, therefore, would be
labelled a false messiah. All of this, of course, in the wake of Jesus’ own temple cleansing,
albeit in a manner vastly different to the messianic claimants who came before Him.

Jesus’ answer rejects political simplicity, political primacy and political complacency. Indeed,
Jesus offers a nuanced perspective which reflects the complex nature of so many political
issues. He provides no silver bullet, no ‘righteous’ answer. He reminds us that God does not
belong to a political party. Instead, Jesus deftly reorientates our perspective. Our values
should not be shaped by politics, rather our politics should be shaped by Kingdom values.
Pointedly, Jesus asks the question “Who are you more concerned to repay? The emperor of
Rome, or God?”. For just as a denarius bears the image of its creator, so we all bear the image
of our creator, personified in the character of Jesus. A rebel from Galilee, come to lead a very

DIGGING Deeper!

Context:
noted that on thi
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PRAYER POINT ACTION POINT

What can you pray for this Try asking yourself these difficult

questions “Am | shaped more by
politics than | am by the Gospel?
How can | be sure?”

week, for yourself, your
family and friends?




