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What are parables and why does Jesus use them so often?

“At its simplest the 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, The Parables of The Kingdom, p. 16

Intentionally obscure? (Mark 4:10-12)
Figurative sayings, similitudes, and parables proper (Bultmann, cited in Dodd, p. 18)
Drawn from everyday life

Stories with a single point or allegories where every detail is significant?

Some similitude parables of the Kingdom

“The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and reburied; then
in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field.

“Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant in search of fine pearls; on finding one pearl of
great value, he went and sold all that he had and bought it.” Matthew 13:44-46

He said therefore, “What is the kingdom of God like? And to what should I compare it? It is like a

mustard seed that someone took and sowed in the garden; it grew and became a tree, and the birds
of the air made nests in its branches.” Luke 13:18-19

A lesser known and puzzling parable

“Then Jesus said to the disciples, “There was a rich man who had a manager, and charges were
brought to him that this man was squandering his property. So he summoned him and said to
him, “What is this that I hear about you? Give me an accounting of your management because you
cannot be my manager any longer.” Then the manager said to himself, “What will [ do, now that
my master is taking the position away from me? I am not strong enough to dig, and I am ashamed
to beg. I have decided what to do so that, when I am dismissed as manager, people may welcome
me into their homes.” So, summoning his master’s debtors one by one, he asked the first, ‘How
much do you owe my master?” He answered, ‘A hundred jugs of olive oil.” He said to him, ‘Take



your bill, sit down quickly, and make it fifty.” Then he asked another, ‘And how much do you
owe!” He replied, ‘A hundred containers of wheat.” He said to him, ‘Take your bill and make it
eighty.” And his master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly, for the
children of this age are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than are the children of
light. And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by means of dishonest wealth so that when it is
gone they may welcome you into the eternal homes.” Luke 16:1-9

A famous parable

“Then Jesus said, “There was a man who had two sons. The younger of them said to his father,
‘Father, give me the share of the wealth that will belong to me.” So he divided his assets between
them. A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a distant region, and
there he squandered his wealth in dissolute living. When he had spent everything, a severe famine
took place throughout that region, and he began to be in need. So he went and hired himself out
to one of the citizens of that region, who sent him to his fields to feed the pigs. He would gladly
have filled his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, and no one gave him anything. But
when he came to his senses he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired hands have bread enough and
to spare, but here I am dying of hunger! I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him,
“Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son;
treat me like one of your hired hands.” ’ So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still
far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him
and kissed him. Then the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; |
am no longer worthy to be called your son.” But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a
robe—the best one—and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. And get the
fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate, for this son of mine was dead and is alive again;
he was lost and is found!” And they began to celebrate.

“Now his elder son was in the field, and as he came and approached the house, he heard music
and dancing. He called one of the slaves and asked what was going on. He replied, ‘Your brother
has come, and your father has killed the fatted calf because he has got him back safe and

sound.” Then he became angry and refused to go in. His father came out and began to plead with
him. But he answered his father, ‘Listen! For all these years I have been working like a slave for
you, and I have never disobeyed your command, yet you have never given me even a young goat so
that [ might celebrate with my friends. But when this son of yours came back, who has devoured
your assets with prostitutes, you killed the fatted calf for him! Then the father said to him, ‘Son,
you are always with me, and all that is mine is yours. But we had to celebrate and rejoice, because
this brother of yours was dead and has come to life; he was lost and has been found.””

Luke 15:11-32



