
Introduction to Parables



What Is A Parable? 
• Parabole (Gr.) – placing beside; a comparison 

• Mashal (Heb.) – a similitude 

• Includes a number of literary devices 
●Maxims and proverbs 
● Shorter metaphors 
● Extended “story” metaphors 

• Parables use familiar imagery to tell us about 
something else



What Is A Parable (cont’d)
• Bailey calls Jesus a “metaphorical theologian” rather than 

a conceptual theologian. Meaning… 

• God comes down to our level and communicates in 
familiar terms. 

!
!
!
!
• No advanced knowledge of philosophical concepts 

required to understand parables
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What Is A Parable Not?
• Allegory 
● Some confusion because of some allegorical features 
●Not completely absent from Scripture 
●Use caution 

• Fable or Myth 

• Also not “literal” 
● The characters / situations probably not based on actual 

characters / events 

• Not completely abstract or concrete



Why Parables?
• Jesus could have spoken plainly… 

• He tells us one reason why he did not: Luke 8:10 

• Parables require an open, spiritual mind 

• Intentionally ambiguous so as to promote reflection 

• Not difficult for common people to grasp 
● Unlike some philosophy 
● Not so simple that you can thoughtlessly obey 
● Also not explicit instructions 

• Function of parable is ultimately a call to action



Old Testament Parables
• Very few of the “extended metaphorical story” type 

• Prominent example is Nathan confronting David 
● Nathan uses it basically as a sneak attack 
● Useful because David first develops an opinion 
● THEN it is applied to him – “You are the man!” 

• Parables draw us into another world of experience 

• They illustrate some greater truth 

• They are meant to be practical 

• Should push you to DO something



History of Interpreting Parables
• Two early schools of thought: Alexandria and Antioch 

• Interesting quote from Galen, famous 2nd Century medical 
doctor: 
● “Most people are unable to follow a demonstrative argument 

consecutively; hence they need parables, and benefit from 
them…just as we now see the people called Christians 
drawing their faith from parables [and miracles] and yet 
sometimes acting in the same way [as those who philosophize]
…and in their keen pursuit of justice, have attained a pitch 
not inferior to that of genuine philosophers.” 

● He was pointing out that Christians used parables in 
developing their theology





School of Alexandria
• Alexandria 
● Philo of Alexandria – Jewish Thinker 
● Influenced by Platonic Philosophy 
● Wanted to relate Hebrew Scriptures to Greek Philosophy 
● Clement of Alexandria – Early Church Father 
● Origen of Alexandria – Student of Clement 

● Highly developed systematic theology 
● Promoted allegorical method 
● Promoted three levels of meanings of Scripture



School of Antioch
• Gained prominence later in response to Alexandria 

• Promoted literal / historical meaning 

• Limited use of allegory 

• Lucian of Antioch (312 AD) – offered alternative to Origen 

• Eustathius (ca. 270-360 AD) – Directly criticized Origen 

• Greater concern for integrity of the text 

• Diodore of Tarsus (390 AD) – actually founded the “school” – 
preferred historical understanding over allegorical 
● Contemplation and higher meanings are acceptable, but… 
● Interpretations must be consistent with original author’s intent



Problems With Allegorical 
Interpretation
• Common to pagan philosophies 

• Introduces secret meanings unknown to original audience 
and author 

• The intent of parables is to get people to change, not to 
grant secret knowledge 

• Allegorical interpretation can eventually find so many 
different levels of meaning that you can find any meaning 
you desire.



Parable Detail Allegorical Meaning - Origen Augustine ***

Man going to Jericho Adam Adam

Jerusalem Paradise Heavenly City from which Adam fell

Jericho The World The moon, Adam’s mortality

Robbers Hostile Powers Devil and his Angels

Stripped Him*** Of his immortality

Priest The Law
Priesthood & Ministry of OT

Levite The Prophets

Samaritan Christ Christ

Bandaged Wounds*** Restraining sin

Wounds Disobedience / Sin

Oil*** Comfort of good hope

Wine*** Exhortation to work with fervent spirit

Donkey The Lord’s Body – Bears Sin Flesh of Christ’s incarnation

Inn The Church The Church

The Next Day*** After the resurrection

Two Denarii Knowledge of Father & Son Promises of this life & next life

Innkeeper Head of the church Paul

Promise to Return Second Coming of Christ



Reformation
• Moved more toward original author’s intent 

• Allegorical interpretation still held on somewhat 

• Martin Luther was highly critical of Origen



Modern Methods
• Emphasize understanding parables in original context 
● How did the original hearers understand them? 

• “A 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 

• Usually one big idea in each parable with some caveats 
● Perhaps multiple ideas, but all look toward one unifying point



Interpretation Guidelines
• Assume that there are things you don’t know 

• God chose a particular people, place, time 

• Watch out for the “universal appeal” of art / literature 
● Bailey uses example of some cultures valuing a clever deceiver 
● Statue of Moses 
● Symbols change meaning across cultures 

• If it can mean anything, it means nothing





How Did Jesus Interpret?
• Mark 4:13 – 20 – Parable of the Sower 

• Fill in unfamiliar background information 

• Note: 
● It has immediate applicability to the listeners 
● Not some mystical meaning 
● It encourages them to be the fruitful soil 
● Somewhat allegorical, but the details are pretty rigid 
● There is probably a lesson for the Apostles as well, but it ties 

back to the main point 
● Any secondary meanings should tie to the primary theme



Ask Historical / Cultural 
Questions
• What did it mean for a son to ask for his inheritance? 

• How are vineyards important in Jesus’ day?  

• Who were the Samaritans?  

• You’ll find helpful information in Commentaries and 
Bible Dictionaries 

• Look for surprises 
● Rather than removing the vineyard attendants, the owner 

keeps sending more people 
● Rather than punishing the shrewd manager, the rich man 

commends him. 
● If something throws you off, it’s probably an important detail



Exegesis of a Parable
• Find Reference Points – who or what do they signify? 

• Identify The Audience – who was listening? 
● Pharisees? 
● A general audience? 

• If the above are unclear: 
● Read and re-read until the points of reference become clear 
● Ask who would be caught off guard by this parable? 
● Same parable to different audiences in different Gospels?



Kingdom Parables
• “The Kingdom of Heaven is like…” 

• It is “like” the whole parable, not the first or any 
character or object in the story 

• They still call for a response 
● Judgment and Salvation 
● The Kingdom is imminent…therefore… 

● Don’t live for your possessions (Rich Fool) 
● Have an open heart (Sower) 

• All of Jesus’ parables tell us something about the 
Kingdom



Conclusion
• You can make sense of the parables of Jesus 

• They answer both theological and ethical questions 

• But the lessons are meant to be practical 

• Questions?


