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Word parable is a compound word in Greek. 

Preposition para means alongside of and the verb ballein means to place something. 

Parables set something rather ordinary to illustrate spiritual truths. 

 

Matthew 13:10-17 explains the purpose of the parables. 

To understand these verses it helps to remember the context in the previous chapter.  

In Chapter 12 Jesus moved from one controversy to another.    

In vs. 1-8 the disciples provoked a controversy by plucking grain on the Sabbath. 

In vs. 9-14 Jesus provoked a controversy by healing on the Sabbath. 

In vs. 38-42 scribes and Pharisees asked Jesus for a sign and he responded with a sharp rebuke. 

But the crowds still followed Jesus and he healed many people. 

Great crowds continued to gather around him in 13:2. 

In this parable Jesus provided a rationale to help the disciples understand the rejection. 

 

Based on this background Jesus quoted Isaiah 6:9-10 in 13:14-15. 

Isaiah spoke of people whose hearts had become dull and who shut their eyes to the truth. 

Jesus meant that the same was true for the people who were rejecting him. 

They saw but did not perceive and they heard but did not understand (they had no interest). 

Hearts were closed to Jesus. 

 

Parable of the Sower (Matthew 13:1-23) (Mark 4:1-20) (Luke 8:4-15) 

Parable is found in all three Synoptic Gospels.   

Version in Mark was the first to be written. 

It is likely that both Matthew and Luke had access to Mark when they penned their versions. 

 

Matthew 13:18-23 (Interpretation) 

Jesus likened the seed to the word of the kingdom. 

In the parable there were four kinds of soil and the seed was the Word of God.  

Seeds represented the people who fell on the four kinds of soil. 

 

Scholars attribute 13:3-9 to Jesus. 

Then in 13:18-23 the church of Matthew added the interpretation. 

Rationale was the fact that the church would have found comfort in this interpretation.  

Understanding required living by faith. 

Failure to understand left the seed/word vulnerable.   

When the seed fell on good soil it would bear fruit. 

When the Word of God fell on receptive hearts it would do likewise. 

 

 

 



For discussion: What does ministry look like when these are the different soils in the church? 

Hears the Word of God and does not understand it  

Hears the Word of God and receives it with joy but endures for only a while 

Hears the Word of God but the cares of the world choke it  

Hears the Word of God and understands it and bears fruit  

 

Same parable from the Gospel of Thomas – 9  

Jesus said – Look the sower went out, he filled his hand and cast the seed.  Some fell upon the 

road; the birds came, they gathered them.  Others fell upon the rock, and struck no root in the 

ground, nor did they produce any ears.  And others fell on the thorns; they choked the seed and 

the worm ate them.  And others fell on the good earth, and it produced good fruit; it yielded sixty 

per measure and a hundred and twenty per measure.   

 

Gospel of Thomas  

Gospel of Thomas included as a way for us to compare canonical with non-canonical books. 

We will look at the criteria used by the early church to determine canonical books.   

Church looked for three different attributes – 

Apostolic authority, divine qualities, and corporate reception 

 

By apostolic authority, the church only received books traced to apostolic eye-witness testimony. 

This would include books written by both apostles and their close associates. 

By divine qualities, the church looked for books that gave evidence of God’s fingerprints. 

It was determined by the consistency with other authoritative books. 

By corporate reception, the church only received books that the universal church accepted. 

Reception had to stretch across Christianity. 

 

Rejection of Gospel of Thomas  

It has been shown that an apostle or close associate did not write the gospel. 

Book dates to the middle of the second century (long after the apostles died). 

Text reflects a type of Gnosticism that was not prevalent until the middle second century. 

Gospel demonstrates a deep dependence on large parts of the New Testament. 

It quotes all four gospels, Acts, most of letters by Paul, and Revelation. 

Scholars suggest that Thomas relied heavily on the Diatessaron –  

a four Gospel harmony produced by Tatian around 170. 

 

Thomas was one of several Gnostic texts in the Nag Hammadi discovery (1945). 

In general Gnosticism was polytheistic and believed that . . .   

God who created the world was evil and by extension his entire creation was evil too. 

Salvation was the liberation of the soul from the physical realm into a spiritual realm. 

One could achieve this salvation only through secret knowledge. 

Secret knowledge came from Jesus.   

Since everything physical was evil, Jesus did not really have a physical body.   

He only appeared to be human and therefore did not die on the cross (Docetism). 

 

 

 



Gospel of Thomas emphasized the secret teachings of Jesus. 

Introduction to Gospel reads These are the secret sayings that the living Jesus spoke. 

Whoever discovers the interpretation of these sayings will not taste death. 

At the close of the book Jesus states – 

Look I will guide her (Mary) to make her male, so that she too may become a living spirit. 

For every female who makes herself male will enter the kingdom of Heaven. 

 

It is obvious that the church specifically rejected Thomas as heretical. 

Thomas was so far out in left field that it was not even up for discussion. 

However, when we read his parables they do resemble the ones in the Synoptics. 

 

 

 
 

 

Among the Wheat (Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43)  

Parable uses the same agricultural motif as the last one but deals with a different problem. 

Here the Kingdom of God must contend with the evil around it. 

God permits evil and good to co-exist until the end of times. 

We need not weed out the bad as God will deal with the bad in the harvest. 

 

In Matthew the kingdom of heaven and the kingdom of God are roughly synonymous. 

Both refer to the realm over which God reigns. 

Matthew favors kingdom of heaven in deference to a predominantly Jewish audience. 

He uses kingdom of heaven 31 times and kingdom of God only 5 times. 

 

Jesus mentions a weed (bearded darnel) that in its early stages closely resembles wheat. 

As the plants mature the roots of the weeds and wheat intertwine. 

Any attempt to pull the weeds will also pull the wheat. 

Separation is necessary at some point because darnel is both bitter and mildly toxic. 

If not removed prior to milling the darnel will ruin the flour. 

Sowing darnel seed among the wheat was a common act of sabotage.  

Romans had a law against such practices. 

 

Matthew is the only one who records this parable although it is also found in Gospel of Thomas. 

Matthew included it because he had a serious concern for the ethical behavior of the people. 

Church at the time of Matthew had ethical lapses.   

He was the one who started the ministry of Jesus with the Sermon on the Mount (good prelude). 



He believed that Jesus set forth high ethical standards. 

He was troubled by Christians who failed to live up to them. 

It was not just the unethical people who criticized Jesus but the scribes and Pharisees. 

Matthew subdued his concern for purity in 7:1 when he said – 

Do not judge so that  you will not be judged. 

Words mirror those found in the Parable of the Weeds. 

 

But we are not called to tolerate the intolerable. 

There are times when it is necessary to terminate a relationship decisively. 

We are sinners living among sinners. 

We who hope to receive grace must also be willing to extend it. 

Greatest sins of the church had been committed in the interest of purifying the world. 

Jesus calls us to trust that he will separate the good from the bad on Judgment Day. 

 

In his interpretation of the parable – 

He who sows the good seed   Son of Man 

Field      World (not Israel) (not the church) 

Good seed     Children of the kingdom 

Weeds      Children of the evil one 

Enemy      Devil 

Harvest      End of the Age 

Reapers     Angels 

 

Gospel of Thomas – 57 

Jesus said: The kingdom of the Father is like a man who had good seed.  His enemy came by 

night and sowed weeds among the good seed.  The man did not allow them to pull up the weeds.  

He said to them: Lest you go and pull up the weeds, and pull up the wheat with it.  For on the 

day of the harvest the weeds will be manifest; they will be pulled up and burned. 

 

 
 

 

Small Collection of Parables (Matthew 13:44-52) 

Collection includes three or four more parables (depending on how we count 13:51-52). 

All describe the kingdom of heaven but not in a systematic way. 

They show us a series of snapshots taken from different perspectives. 

No single picture is definitive but each provides a glimpse that add to our understanding. 



There is a pairing among these parables: 

• Parables of the Mustard Seed and Yeast contrast small beginnings with their great effects. 

Both emphasize the power of God.   

They are classified as parables of growth.   

• Parables of the Hidden Treasure and the Pearl have to do with objects of great value. 

Each speaks to great commitment.   

• Parable of the Net and the Parable of the Weeds talk of the present openness of the kingdom. 

Great judgment will come to the bad who will be separated from the good. 

 

Parables suggest that the real power of the kingdom is to be found in the humblest places. 

It is also to be found among the least likely people.   

In Matthew the church and the kingdom are not synonymous. 

However the church is a manifestation of the kingdom. 

Parables offer hope for great outcomes from small beginnings. 

Parables encourage Christians to exercise faith and patience.  

Christians will see only small evidence of progress but it has the potential to grow. 

Parables encourage Christians to be involved in the world. 

 

Parable of the Hidden Treasure and the Pearl are about discovery, joy, and action. 

Merchant is actively looking for pearl while the man just stumbles onto treasure in a field. 

Both recognize the overwhelming value of their discovery. 

They sell everything to buy it. 

In neither case is their any hint of sacrifice nor having to make a difficult decision. 

Neither is sad to sell everything because they are overwhelmed with joy of discovery. 

 

Vs. 51-52 was to help his followers understand an essential quality of authentic discipleship. 

Disciples would only understand in part. 

Only after the resurrection would their eyes really be opened. 

They will train for the kingdom of heaven by studying Scripture. 

Matthew expected disciples to be reverent and disciplined. 

They were to carefully attend to the Word of God. 

 

Thomas 109 

Jesus said – The kingdom is like a man who had in his field a hidden treasure, of which he knew 

nothing.  And after he died he left it to his son.  The son also did not know; he took the field and 

sold it.  The man who bought it came and as he was ploughing found the treasure. He began to 

lend money at interest to whomever he wished. 

 

     Mark 4:26-32 

     Mark contains few parables but the ones included are  

     significant.  This lesson concludes an extended string of  

     parables that begin in Mark 3:23.  Taken together the  

     collection of parables creates the context for Jesus’ continuing  

     ministry.   

 

     Jesus is the inaugurator of the yet realized kingdom of God. 



Parables do not explain how one is supposed to recognize the reign of God. 

They do make it clear that we will need to adopt or receive new ways of perceiving the kingdom. 

 

Mark introduced these two parables with explicit mention of the kingdom of God. 

In both stories Jesus spoke about seeds (formation and education in ancient contexts). 

They indicated that God’s new order would take root and eventually come to fruition. 

 

Seed Growing on Its Own (4:26-29) 

No other gospel contains this parable. 

It emphasized that there were no surprises and everything would proceed according to plan. 

Jesus simply spoke about seeds and what they were supposed to do (grow and produce). 

But they grew and produced without help. 

The reign of God would take root gradually and automatically. 

It will grow so subtly that we will not even notice until at last it produces its intended fruit. 

 

Parable provided a vital counterpoint to the parable about sowing seeds in various soils. 

In that parable so many seeds failed to bear fruit. 

This unique parable offered reassurance in the face of such concerns.  

Reign of God would grow even if untended and even if its expansion was hard to detect. 

 

Mustard Seed (4:30-32) 

In this parable  something small eventually turned into something much larger. 

It implies that the reign of God would not grow for its own sake. 

It would provide shelter and security to creation. 

Real nuance was that a mustard seed was not the kind of crop most people would sow. 

Where Jesus lived mustard was prolific. 

It could pop up almost anywhere and start multiplying. 

Implied that the reign of God was not such a big deal and yet it grew. 

It was not easily eradicated.  

 

Jesus could have likened the kingdom of God to the cedars of Lebanon. 

Instead he described something more ordinary. 

It would take over inch-by-inch and eventually transform a whole landscape. 

Reign of God would mess with established boundaries and conventional values. 

It would get into everything and bring life and color to desolate places.   

It would crowd out other concerns. 

It would resist our manipulations. 

Some people may want to burn it all down in a pointless attempt to restore their fields. 

 

 



Context for Jesus’ time: 

Jesus generated amazement but also misunderstanding. 

Insiders stumbled along and abandoned Jesus in the end. 

People from the margins demonstrated an unlikely capacity for faith and recognition. 

Parables insisted that the kingdom of God would not remain secretive forever. 

Nor did its ultimate emergence depend on humanity’s ingenuity or moral virtue. 

It exposed and ultimately replaced systems of dominance. 

 

In Mark, the reign of God did not endorse a passive stance on the part of the disciples. 

Yes, there was something inevitable about the deliverance by God. 

But other passages in Mark called the would-be disciples to participate in the activities of Jesus. 

Kingdom of God did not carve out a separate sacred space. 

It claimed all aspects of human existence. 

Gospel was not to be buried in the ground like a dormant seed. 

 

Next Session – September 8 

God Demands a Righteous People  

 

 


