
How to Teach the Bible 
Lesson 10: 

 Finding the Hidden Meaning in Parables 

Why parables? 
• I had a professor in college who spent the entire class telling stories. At the beginning of 

the course, he warned us that he would do most of his teaching this way: “Parables were 
good enough for Jesus. They are good enough for me.”  

• But are parables merely illustrations? A parable  is a word picture that provides meaning 
about a reality that is not readily apparent—often of spiritual nature.  

• Why did Jesus teach in parables anyway? 
o Read Matthew 13:10-17.  
o Jesus taught parables for two reasons: To hide the truth. To reveal the truth. 

• What determines whether you are meant to understand the parables or not? 
o Parables are the inside jokes of the Bible. 

Parables are hard. Look for help! 
• Often, Jesus’s disciples pull him aside and ask for an explanation. When you are 

interpreting a parable, look to see if Jesus himself has provided the interpretation. 
o Example: Look at the Parable of the Weeds in Matthew 13:24-30. If you were not 

looking at the context, you might miss what happens a couple of sections later in 
Matthew 13:36-43. 

• Make sure to consider the context. The Gospel writers often grouped together parables 
that deal with a similar subject or theme. Often, adjacent parables can provide help in 
understanding one another.  

o Example: Luke 15. What theme ties these three parables together? 
• Even more, make sure to consider the narrative context that surrounds the parables. 

Often the audience or circumstances that inspired the parable or set of parables are 
important. 

o Example: In Matthew 21:28, Jesus begins a set of three parables. However, if you 
do not read the first half of chapter 21—the narrative context, you may miss the 
point. 

Literary Devices in the Parables: 
Allegory 

• Technically, all parables are allegories more or less. An allegory is a fictional story or word 
picture where the elements of the story represent elements in reality. 

o Example: The Crucible by Arthur Miller is a play about the Salem Witch Trials. 
However, it is rendered as an allegory for the McCarthy era and the witch hunt 
for Communists in America. 

o Example: Animal Farm by George Orwell is a novel about animals who 
overthrew their farmers. It’s an allegory about the Bolshevik revolt in Soviet 
Russia. 

o Example: The most famous Christian allegory (outside the Bible) is Pilgrim’s 
Progress by John Bunyan. The whole story is meant to illustrate the Christian 
walk frought with peril and joys. 

• When we are reading parables, we recognize that elements in the fictional word picture 
or story are pointing us to truth about real people, ideas, or realities. Ask: who or what is 
this really about? 



Audience  
• A parable can have delicious irony when it allows a teacher to speak about members of his 

audience without their knowledge. Jesus often does this when the Pharisees are around. 
o Read Matthew 21:45. Parables are a way for Jesus to goad his antagonists in an 

indirect way—but every one of his punches lands a blow. 
• Jesus often uses parables to illustrate what is going on in his audience—when they are 

receiving or rejecting his message—and why it is happening. 
o Example: Matthew 13:53-57 

Storytelling 
• Many parables of Jesus are narratives. The difference is that the characters in a parable 

often represent people or categories of people in real life. The narrative is more than skin 
deep, so to speak. 

o Consider the story of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32). This is a masterful piece of 
story-telling, with a setting, conflict, climax, and resolution. However, the two 
sons in the story also represent two types of people we meet in Luke’s gospel: 
sinners and pharisees. 

Repetition 
• There is a poetic nature to parables. They often feel like proverbs, and they are presented 

in language that sets them apart from mere prose. Repetition builds suspense. 
• Repetition makes parables easy to remember. 
• Repetition also helps the audience recognize the significance when the “chain” is broken. 

o Example: Luke 20:9-18 
 

Lab: 
 Matthew 13:1-9, 18-23 “The Parable of the Sower” 
 Matthew 13:44-52 “A Hidden Treasure, A Pearl, and a Net” 

Matthew 20:1-16 “Laborers in the Vineyard” 
 Matthew 21:28-32 “The Parable of the Two Sons” 

Mark 4:21-34 “A Lamp, A Seed, and a Mustard Seed” 
Luke 14:12-24 “Parable of the Great Banquet” 
Luke 15:1-7 “Parable of the Lost Sheep” 

 Luke 20:9-18 “Parable of the Wicked Tenants” 
 
  
 


