A Teacher Like No Other #3

“Let Me Tell You a Story”

Matthew 13:1-52
Everybody enjoys a good story, especially when told by a good storyteller. And nobody was a better storyteller than Jesus. Someone has said, “﻿Whatever else is true of Jesus, it is certainly true that he was one of the world’s supreme masters of the short story.﻿”


Jesus used one particular kind of short story in His teaching called parables. (We will define what a parable is in a moment.) This was Jesus’ characteristic method of teaching,
 comprising one-third of His earthly instruction as recorded in Matthew, Mark, and Luke.
 Leon Morris notes,

Parables formed an important part of Jesus’ teaching, and it is significant that no other New Testament character is recorded as having told as much as one parable. The parabolic method is Jesus’ own. Parables were known outside Jesus’ teaching; there are parables in the Old Testament, and the rabbis told parables.﻿ But nobody used the method as effectively or as extensively as Jesus did.


In our previous study we discovered that Jesus taught more about the Kingdom of God than any other topic. The thirteenth chapter of Matthew contains a group of parables that set forth the “secrets of the kingdom.”
 I have chosen that text as our passage this morning, not to go into great detail about each parable, but to understand what parables were, why Jesus used them like He did, and what truths were taught by these parables.

The Pattern of Jesus’ Parables


Let’s begin with the pattern of Jesus’ parables. What is a parable? Our English word “parable” comes from the Greek term parabolē, literally “putting things side by side.”
 Thus a parable is a short, simple story in narrative form from which a moral or spiritual truth is drawn by comparison.
 

Parables were stories drawn from the everyday experience of the people, designed to illustrate the central truth of the message.
 A parable would take something familiar or known from ordinary life in order to teach something unknown about the spiritual realm. I like one classic definition: A parable is “an earthly story with a heavenly meaning.”

As mentioned above, Jesus was not the first to use parables to teach a deeper, spiritual truth. The prophet Nathan used the powerful parable of a wealthy man taking his poor neighbor’s pet lamb in 2 Samuel 12 to convict King David of the despicable nature of his crimes. Isaiah used a parable in the fifth chapter of his prophecy to illustrate the spiritual state of Judah.
 Yet Jesus took the use of parables to a whole new level.
Jesus took the illustrations for his parables sometimes from nature; sometimes from familiar customs and incidents of everyday life; sometimes from recent events; and sometimes from what might be regarded as occasional happenings or events within the realm of possibility.
 In this thirteenth chapter of Matthew, Jesus uses common seed, wheat and weeds, a mustard seed, yeast, a hidden treasure, an expensive pearl, and a fishing net. Everyone who heard Jesus’ words could relate to those things. But when He would begin a parable with the words, “The kingdom of God (or the kingdom of heaven) is like…” He was at once signaling that the literal imagery or action represented a spiritual reality.
 There was, indeed, a deeper meaning.

In order to understand Jesus’ parables, we must follow the first rule of all biblical interpretation: We must discover what it meant then before we discover what it means now. We may need to do some research to understand the practices and customs of Jews in the first century, else we will likely misinterpret the whole point of the parable.

The Purpose of Jesus’ Parables

Secondly, let’s consider the purpose of Jesus’ parables. You may wonder, “Why did He choose to teach this way?” If so, you would not be the first! Matthew 13:10 says, “The disciples came to him and asked, ‘Why do you speak to the people in parables?’”
Jesus answered them in verses 10-17, though many are confused by His words:

The knowledge of the secrets of the kingdom of heaven has been given to you, but not to them. Whoever has will be given more, and he will have an abundance. Whoever does not have, even what he has will be taken from him. This is why I speak to them in parables: “Though seeing, they do not see; though hearing, they do not hear or understand.” 

In them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah: ‘You will be ever hearing but never understanding; you will be ever seeing but never perceiving. For this people’s heart has become calloused; they hardly hear with their ears, and they have closed their eyes. Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their hearts and turn, and I would heal them.’” ﻿

But blessed are your eyes because they see, and your ears because they hear. For I tell you the truth, many prophets and righteous men longed to see what you see but did not see it, and to hear what you hear but did not hear it.
This may sound as though Jesus was playing head games with the people; that He didn’t really want them to understand or grasp the truth. That is not what He is saying here. Rather He explained that parables were used to separate the true believers from the unbelievers, those who were serious about following Jesus and those who were merely along for the ride.
 Through parables Jesus revealed the truth of the Kingdom of God to those who listened while He concealed the truth from those did not have faith.

You see, the parables themselves did not enlighten or blind the eyes of those who heard; rather the parables exposed the condition of the listener’s heart for what it already was. Those who trusted in Christ understood the spiritual significance of the story; those who refused to believe in Him saw nothing more than an ordinary facet of everyday life. We often hear the phrase, “Seeing is believing.” When it comes to the parables of Jesus, “Believing is seeing.”

The Principles of Jesus’ Parables

Now that we understand the pattern and the purpose of Jesus’ parables, let us zoom in on this thirteenth chapter of Matthew and consider the principles of Jesus’ parables, specifically these parables about the Kingdom of God. Many of these principles appear elsewhere in Jesus’ teaching regarding the Kingdom.

The first parable is the well-known story of a farmer sowing seed. We must take this story in light of first-century, rather than twenty-first century, farming practices! The farmer went into his field and scattered the seed rather randomly. The seed fell on four different types of soil: hard, rocky, weedy, and good. The seed did not take root in the first three types of soil, but it did take root in the fourth, producing an abundant harvest.

This parable speaks of the entrance into the Kingdom of God. The sower and the seed are the same, but the outcome is very different. What makes the difference? The condition of the soil. In the same way, the Word of God (represented by the seed, as Jesus explains) must be received by faith and nurtured. If the fact that only one kind of soil out of four produces a harvest is any indication, then only a small minority (or “remnant”) will end up in the Kingdom (as taught by Jesus elsewhere).

This would have astonished the typical Jew of Jesus’ day. First of all, many would have figured they were already in the Kingdom by their Jewish heritage. Not so, says Jesus. Even Jews must be saved by grace through faith. Second, the Jews of Jesus’ day were looking for a conquering Messiah who would force the Kingdom on those who did not willingly receive it. Yet Jesus speaks of the Kingdom as something offered to people who can choose to reject it. It is true that one day Jesus will come and force unwilling knees to bend before Him, but not in the present age. The Kingdom must be received. 

This is followed by the parable of the weeds, in which weeds are sown alongside the wheat, growing up side by side. Rather than having his workers pull the weeds (and likely pull the wheat with them), he instructs them to wait until the harvest, when the weeds and the wheat can be more easily separated. This parable is very similar to the one about the fish caught in a dragnet, recorded in verses 47-50 of this same chapter. All kinds of fish are caught, but they are divided out between the good and the bad, with the bad being destroyed.

These two parables teach the exclusiveness of the Kingdom. Not everyone is going to be saved in the end—not even everybody we would expect to be saved! Again, for the Jewish audience of the first century, this was surprising—even scandalous. Here we see the concept we mentioned last week—the “already but not yet” nature of the Kingdom of God. Ultimately all evil will be destroyed when the Kingdom of God is fully revealed. But that’s part of the “not yet.” In the present age (the “already”) good and evil co-exist, and at times the evil seems to be gaining the upper hand. But in the end the good and bad will be separated by God, with only those who have received the goodness of Christ into their account allowed into the Kingdom.

The next two parables use the images of a mustard seed and yeast (or “leaven” in the kjv). The mustard seed is one of the smallest seeds, yet the tree that results from that seed is impressive in size. Likewise, a small amount of yeast, when worked into a batch of dough, permeates the entire batch. These parables reveal the extensiveness of the Kingdom. Though small, it becomes great. Ladd explains, 

This parable illustrates that the Kingdom of God is present among men but in a form not previously revealed. It is here as something tiny, as something insignificant, as something as small as a mustard seed. The important thing is that even though it is like a tiny seed, it is still the Kingdom of God. Jesus says, “ Do not let its apparent insignificance deceive you. Do not be discouraged. The time will come when this same Kingdom of God, which now is here like the tiny seed, will be a great shrub, so great that the birds of the heaven will come and lodge in its branches.”

The yeast provides a similar image. A small amount of yeast is worked into a big batch of dough. In both cases, the symbol of the kingdom is not large or imposing in and of itself. Likewise, when Jesus came to earth proclaiming the Kingdom, He did not do so forcibly and violently. He came, in His own words, “gentle and humble in heart,” not like the aggressive, conquering hero the Jews expected in a Messiah. But we should not mistake “meekness” for “weakness.” The Kingdom, though despised by the world, will one day rule the planet.

Jesus spoke next of the expensiveness of the Kingdom in the parables of hidden treasure and a costly pearl. These parables describe those who count everything else loss in comp​arison with the great gain of obtaining the Kingdom.
 Through these simple stories Jesus taught that God’s reign (the true meaning of the Kingdom) requires total devotion to him and a life exemplifying repentance, trust, love, and obedience.

We must be careful, however, not to press the imagery of the parables too far, or we will miss the point. The idea that this man buys the field or that the merchant buys the pearl has nothing to do with the basic truth of the parable. This parable does not tell us that we can buy salvation. Salvation is by faith, the free gift of God. Yet even though the Kingdom is a gracious gift, it is also costly. It may cost one his earthly possessions, or his friends or the affections of his family or even his very life. But cost what it may, the Kingdom of God is like a treasure or a costly pearl whose possession is worth everything.

These parables all speak of the “already but not yet” character of the Kingdom. In “this age” the kingdom may seem small, passive, or unimpressive—certainly not what the original audience of Jesus would have expected. Yet it is in “this age” that the Kingdom must be entered by faith, for if one waits until “the age to come,” when the Kingdom appears in its full glory, it will be too late. At that time, the Kingdom will be all that we could hope it to be…and more! But the time to act is now.

Years ago a popular line of television commercials promoted Fram oil filters. Each ad featured a mechanic describing a costly overhaul of a car engine that could have been prevented with a much less expensive oil filter. The ads all ended with the same line: “You can pay me now or you can pay me later.”

I think of that line when I read Philippians 2:10-11, “…at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” In the words of a worship chorus,

One day every tongue will confess You are God,

One day every knee will bow,

Still the greatest treasure remains for those

Who gladly choose You now.


The time will come will everyone will bow before King Jesus and give Him the homage He deserves. You can do so now, and be a part of His Kingdom, or you can do it later, on the losing side, forced to acknowledge the truth of who He is.


Will you bow before Him now (of your own free will) or later (when you have no choice)? Your eternal destiny depends on how you answer.
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