Sharpening the Skills of Scripture #6

“Understanding Parables”

selected Scriptures

How do you explain a complex concept to a child? You put it in simple terms that he or she can comprehend. How do you explain a spiritual truth to earth-bound humans? The same way.

Throughout the Bible, speakers employ parables to communicate truth. The term “parable” comes from the Greek word parabolē. The meaning has to do with “setting beside,” with the intent that two things should be compared and then understood as similar. It therefore means “comparison.”

Someone defined the term simply as “an earthly story with a heavenly meaning,” designed to compare something that is patently obvious to that which may not be obvious at all.
 Yet the meaning of parables are not always “heavenly,” as we will see. A parable is simply the art of teaching through telling a story in such a way that the familiar sheds light on the unfamiliar. Common, everyday circumstances are used by the speaker to communicate things that are not familiar and may even be supernatural. They appear simple and obvious, but the truths they convey are neither.

While parables can be found in both Old and New Testaments, Jesus was the master of teaching in this fashion. In fact, parables comprise more than one third of Jesus’ recorded sayings, brief stories from everyday life told by way of analogy to illustrate spiritual truths.
 Most scholars regard about thirty parables in the teaching of Jesus. Luke records the most and John the least.

Turn in your Bible to Matthew 13, where we see an example of a parable.

Then he told them many things in parables, saying: “A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he was scattering the seed, some fell along the path, and the birds came and ate it up. Some fell on rocky places, where it did not have much soil. It sprang up quickly, because the soil was shallow. But when the sun came up, the plants were scorched, and they withered because they had no root. Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up and choked the plants. Still other seed fell on good soil, where it produced a crop—a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown. He who has ears, let him hear.” (Matthew 13:3-9)

As we sharpen our spiritual skills of understanding Scripture, we must seek to understand parables. This morning I want to consider why parables are used, how we understand them, and how we apply them to our lives today.

The Intention of a Parable

Let’s begin with the intention of a parable. Why did Jesus teach in parables? Good question! His disciples asked him that same question in Matthew 13:10, “Why do you speak to the people in parables?” Jesus replied,
“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.” (Matthew 13:11-17)

Jesus used parables in mixed audiences because this unique form of story accomplished two important objectives: Parables repelled hostile skeptics while equipping serious disciples. Of all the tools available to a teacher, none has greater power to convey deep spiritual truths than the parable. And none has greater potential to confuse. That’s why Jesus often chose the art of storytelling when teaching a mixed audience of disciples and detractors.

Hosea 14:9 states, “Who is wise? He will realize these things. Who is discerning? He will understand them. The ways of the Lord are right; the righteous walk in them, but the rebellious stumble in them.” Two people can hear the same story and walk away with vastly different conclusions. That says nothing about the story or the storyteller; it says everything about the listener. Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 2:14, “The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually discerned.” Without the enlightenment of the Holy Spirit, these parables will mean little or nothing at all. 

Jesus frequently uses the words, “He that has ears to hear, let him hear,” such as in Matthew 13:9. The way Jesus uses this phrase strongly suggests that not everyone who is “hearing” his words is hearing them in the special sense that he intends.
 In Jesus’ day people had a variety of motives for listening to Jesus. Some wanted to see what Jesus could do for them in terms of political power, material wealth, or just a free lunch. Others were listening for evidence to be used against Him to arrest or even to execute Him. Still others were genuinely interested in following Him, living a life that pleased God. In telling parables, Jesus gave nothing to the first two groups of hearers while explaining deep spiritual truths using everyday things and events to the third.
The Interpretation of a Parable

Now we turn to the interpretation of a parable. What does it mean? Two factors make interpretation possible. First, there must be a willingness to understand. An unteachable spirit will find it easy to twist a parable into nonsense and then use it to try to prove the teacher a fool. As a result, those who wanted to reject Jesus found more than enough justification in His parables. Second, as mentioned previously, there must be spiritual discernment. The parables of Jesus reveal truths that exist beyond the natural realm. His lessons cannot be accessed through scientific research. They must be revealed by someone able to transcend the natural world to comprehend the supernatural. Thus, the listener must have the aid of the Holy Spirit to understand the parables of Jesus.

At times Jesus provided His own meaning to a parable, as in Matthew 13:18-23,

“Listen then to what the parable of the sower means: When anyone hears the message about the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what was sown in his heart. This is the seed sown along the path. The one who received the seed that fell on rocky places is the man who hears the word and at once receives it with joy. But since he has no root, he lasts only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, he quickly falls away. The one who received the seed that fell among the thorns is the man who hears the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke it, making it unfruitful. But the one who received the seed that fell on good soil is the man who hears the word and understands it. He produces a crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown.”
Unfortunately, Jesus did not provide an interpretation to all of His parables—perhaps for the same reasons listed above in the intention of the parables. In those cases we must properly interpret what Jesus was saying.

Before I get into how to interpret a parable, let me begin by pointing out how not to interpret a parable. Do not make the mistake many have made by trying to deduce a specific spiritual significance in every detail of the story! When interpreting parables we must look for the central truth and not push for meanings all the details.
 Unlike an allegory, in which the figurative people or things have direct, literal counterparts, a parable is intentionally less precise, focusing on a single big idea. Therefore we must avoid two tendencies when interpreting parables. First, we must guard against missing what is important in the hidden truth; second, we must resist the temptation to overanalyze every detail.
 Look for the one big idea.

A parable is a story that seeks to illustrate a truth by analogy. Two things, then, are being brought together in a parable—a true-to-life incident and the spiritual truth it is illustrating or illuminating. Therefore to understand the spiritual truth properly, it is essential first to comprehend fully the true-to-life incident.

Remember the first rule of interpreting Scripture: To understand what it means for us today, we must first understand what it meant for the people of that time. We interpret parables properly by picturing the story in our minds as if we lived in Jesus’ day, finding the one main point, and not giving meaning to all the details.
 For example, Jesus often used weddings or wedding feasts in His parables. If we picture modern day wedding practices as we hear His words, we will most likely misinterpret His teaching. We need to understand the text as the original audience would have in order to obtain the correct interpretation.
One thing to look for in parables is the “surprise,” the unexpected turn of events, or the role reversal. Parables often use unforeseen, even shocking, twists to drive home the point. This is often a key in understanding it.

Consider a parable that was not from Jesus. We read in 2 Samuel 12:1, “The Lord sent Nathan to David.” The prophet Nathan is sent to confront King David regarding his affair with Bathsheba and the murder of her husband Uriah to cover it up. Is that an assignment you would eagerly accept? After all, David had been working overtime to keep his sins hidden from everybody, including God. Besides that, he was the king, wielding absolute authority; and there are indications that David at times could be impulsive and hot-headed, such as the time he intended to kill Nabal. Nathan’s job wasn’t an easy one. This might well have been the last job as a prophet…or his last day on earth!

Listen to Nathan’s story as though you’d never heard it before.

When he came to him, he said, “There were two men in a certain town, one rich and the other poor. The rich man had a very large number of sheep and cattle, but the poor man had nothing except one little ewe lamb he had bought. He raised it, and it grew up with him and his children. It shared his food, drank from his cup and even slept in his arms. It was like a daughter to him. Now a traveler came to the rich man, but the rich man refrained from taking one of his own sheep or cattle to prepare a meal for the traveler who had come to him. Instead, he took the ewe lamb that belonged to the poor man and prepared it for the one who had come to him.” (2 Sam. 12:1–4)
 In telling David a story, Nathan took the wise approach. Most of us enjoy hearing stories because there’s usually somebody or something in the story that we can identify with. Once we’re caught up in the story, the possibilities of self-discovery are numerous. Nathan’s story is really a parable, and parables start off like pictures, then become mirrors, and then become windows. First there’s sight as we see a slice of life in the picture; then there’s insight as we see ourselves in the mirror; and then there’s vision as we look through the window of revelation and see the Lord. As he went to the palace, Nathan prayed that David would see himself, judge himself, and then turn himself over to the Lord in repentance.

When the prophet Nathan told King David a story of a cruel and greedy rich man—the surprise element—David “burned with anger” toward the offender. When Nathan revealed that David himself was the villain in the story with the words, “You are the man!” the king could make no defense. He had indicted himself. The story was the spiritual equivalent of a knockout punch. 

Stories have a beautiful way of sneaking up on us with the truth. This is why they are such effective teaching tools. A good story can unlock all the dead bolts, chains, and defense mechanisms we use to shield ourselves—and swing the door wide open.

So for the interpretation of a parable, a general approach would be to find the primary point, staying consistent with the original purpose and message of the parable as it was given at the time. Then we can move on to secondary points of application, bringing the meaning into our own time.

The Implication of a Parable

This is what I mean by the implication of the parable. How can ancient stories from a culture far different than ours speak to us today? Whereas I believe there is one correct interpretation—what it meant at the time it was given—I believe there may be many valid applications—what it means to us today.

If interpretation is a science, application is an art. It may look different for each person. In fact, application can change for the same person over time. Life experiences and gained wisdom can open our eyes to new ways the Scripture speaks to our lives. The same truth can pertain to what we face at that particular time.

There are still some rules in applying the implication of a parable to our lives, however. We cannot make the story say anything we want. Here are a few steps to keep in mind when bringing an ancient parable into modern times.

First, an appropriate application cannot contradict other Scriptures. For example, in the parable of the unjust judge in Luke 18, we cannot equate God the Father with the unjust judge. Often Jesus uses reasoning that says, “If this is true of people on earth, how much more is this true of your Father in Heaven.” Parables are used to illustrate truth through comparisons, not making identical statements between the physical and the spiritual realms.

Second, apply the meaning of the parable to your life, not someone else’s. If you come away from God’s Word and your first thought is, “So-and-so needs to hear this!” you may want to inspect your own spiritual condition. As Jesus said in Matthew 7:3-5, “Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the plank out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your brother’s eye.”
Finally, ask yourself how this parable should change the way you think or act. God did not give us His Word to satisfy our curiosity or to give us a swelled head. Take His Word and put it into practice. Even those simple stories called parables.
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