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W H AT ’S A PA R A B LE ?
Most of us would say we know what a parable is. “An earthly story with 
a heavenly meaning” was the definition given to this writer long ago. 
Robert Mounce says a parable is “a simple story from daily life that 
illustrates an ethical or religious truth.” However, the reality is somewhat 
more complex.

The Greek word parabolee literally means a “placing beside”—a 
comparison or illustration. It occurs 48 times in the Synoptics, but not 
at all in John. Usually rendered “parable,” it can also be translated as 
“proverb” (Luke 4:23) or “lesson” (Matt. 24:32), and applied to forms of 
speech that tell no story at all. Dr. Jeff Gibbs concludes, “No definition 
has won general acceptance,” but then he offers his own: “‘Parable’ 
refers to a small past-time narrative that Jesus tells in order to 
communicate a deeper meaning.” Many of the images Jesus employs are 
common scenes from work and home life of His time. Most writers agree 
on the fact that parables offer “two levels” of meaning and require the 
listener’s reflection. “He who has ears, let him hear” (13:9)!

Even making a list of the Gospels’ parables isn’t easy. Are there 30—or 
as many as 60? It depends on which commentary you consult and which 
definition you use, but there is no doubt that parables are important. 
Matthew 13 is devoted largely to Jesus telling (and in two cases, 
interpreting) seven kingdom parables. Six of these are prefaced with “the 
kingdom of heaven is like.” This chapter forms the third major discourse 
of Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew.

As we read, we must ask what the disciples asked: “Why do you speak 
to them in parables?” Meanwhile, it’s time to put on our listening ears. 
As we consider each parable, we will not only ask, “What does it mean?” 
but also, “What does it mean for me?”

Matthew
k i n G d o m  p a r a b l e s
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T H E PA R A B LE OF T H E SOW ER 
A N D I TS EXPL A NAT ION 
Matthew 13:1–9, 18–23
Consider the context of this chapter. This 
discourse follows on the heels of two chapters 
detailing the rising opposition to Jesus and 
His message, and is, in fact, a response to it. 
“That same day” (v. 1), Matthew notes, Jesus 
began to address the crowds “in parables” (v. 
3). Those crowds, though fascinated by Him, 
still were not certain about Jesus’ identity 
and remained unconvinced. Meanwhile, the 
scribes and Pharisees accused Him of being in 
league with Satan and demanded a miraculous 
sign. The parable of the sower explains why 
so many in Israel (and so many now) are not 
responding in faith.

The setting is familiar. Jesus sits in a fishing 
boat beside the Sea of Galilee and addresses 
a throng standing on the shore (the reverse 
of our experience in which a pastor stands 
while speaking to a seated audience). Matthew 
begins with one of the best known parables—
the parable of the sower. This sower is unusual 
in that he casts seed without regard for where 
it lands, and much of it winds up in places that 
produce little or nothing. The sower is Jesus 
Himself (note v. 37), and the seed is “the word 
of the kingdom” (v. 19) scattered extravagantly 
to any and all kinds of hearers. God is 
remarkably generous in making His Gospel 
message available to people, even those with 
little promise of fruit. Grace trumps efficiency!

The parable is focused on the soil and what 
happens there. For that reason, some have 
suggested calling this the parable of the soils. 
The four soils represent listeners in a variety of 
situations making different responses:

 · Seeds “along the path . . . devoured” 
by birds (v. 4) are hearers who don’t 
understand the message and have it 
snatched away by the devil (v. 19).

 · Seeds on shallow “rocky ground” that 
sprout quickly but also wither quickly 
under the sun’s heat (vv. 5–6) are 
hearers who make an initial joyful 
response but fall away quickly under 
persecution (vv. 20–21).

 · Seeds “among thorns” that are “choked” 
(v. 7) are hearers in whom “the cares 
of the world and the deceitfulness of 
riches choke the word” and render them 
unfruitful (v. 22).

 · Seeds “on good soil” that “produced 
grain” with varying yields (v. 8) are 
those listeners who “hear the word” and 
understand it, and subsequently bear an 
abundant harvest of fruit (v. 23).

There is profit in examining the kind of 
hazards that hinder our listening and the 
response we make. Are we hardened? 
Shallow? Distracted? Fruitful? These are 
useful questions, but we must not miss the 
larger picture here, the question that looms 
over Jesus’ earthly ministry—why isn’t His 
message more successful (as we’d define it)? 
The parable makes clear that when God finally 
comes into the world, He comes in a way that 
is weak and resistible. The proclamation of 
the Word does not automatically bring fruit. 
On the other hand, the parable comforts us 
by showing that there will always be SOME 
who respond fruitfully. We who share in the 
sowing can do it full of hope, trusting God for 
the results.
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W H Y PA R A B LES ? 
Matthew 13:10–17
The telling of this parable prompts an important question from the disciples: “Why do you speak to 
them in parables?” (v. 10). They notice a new approach by Jesus. Until now He has been teaching 
regularly in the synagogues. Only once more will He do so (v. 54), greeted by unbelief. From this point 
on His normal “classrooms” will be the seashore, roadside, and homes (until He finally comes to 
Jerusalem and teaches in the temple). More strikingly, they observe, He begins to teach “in parables” 
(v. 3). Why this change?

To repeat, these parables are spoken in response to misunderstanding and opposition. The crowds 
don’t “know the secrets of the kingdom” as do the disciples (v. 11). “This is why I speak to them in 
parables,” Jesus explains, “because seeing they do not see, and hearing they do not hear, nor do they 
understand” (v. 13). He is, it appears, deliberately hiding things that must remain “secret” until God 
chooses to reveal them. That’s the import of the passage Jesus now quotes in explanation from Isaiah 
6:9–10:

“You will indeed hear but never understand, and you will indeed see but never perceive.” For 
this people’s heart has grown dull, and with their ears they can barely hear, and their eyes 
they have closed, lest they should see with their eyes and hear with their ears and understand 
with their heart and turn, and I would heal them. (Matt. 13:14–15)

Isaiah had been sent to a people stubbornly opposed to God. God’s response to their disobedience 
and unbelief was to veil His message. Their own dullness and rebellion kept them from hearing and 
seeing God’s compassionate intent! Now, says Jesus, the story is being repeated. The people of Israel 
are again resisting. God is again making His response to the unbelief that has greeted this message 
of the Kingdom. The parables are not primarily illustrations to clarify, as a pastor might use a sermon 
illustration. Initially, their function is to conceal more than to reveal.

But Jesus is not abandoning the crowds—not writing them off. “He who has ears, let him hear” (v. 9) 
is an invitation to those who are, for now, in the dark about the Kingdom. He invites them to ponder 
the parable, and, by God’s grace, receive what it offers. In this chapter He continues to teach them, 
but now in more obscure fashion, using parables to engage their curiosity and invite their reflection. 
Parables begin by hiding but end by revealing. Even with His own disciples Jesus employs parables 
(13:36–50; 18:10–14, 23–35; 20:1–16) and makes the same challenge: “He who has ears, let him 
hear” (13:43).

The parables are not primarily illustrations to clarify, as 
a pastor might use a sermon illustration. Initially, their 

function is to “conceal” more than to “reveal.”

M A T T H E W  1 3 : 1 – 5 8

MichaeL KaSting 81

11



T H E FI R ST T R I A D OF 
K I NGD OM PA R A B LES 
Matthew 13:24–35
As he did with the miracles in chapters 8–9, 
Matthew again clusters his material in threes. 
The introductory parable (the parable of the 
sower) is now followed by two triads of parables: 
the first told to the crowds by the lake (13:24–
33); and the second to the disciples in the house 
(vv. 44–50). All of these six begin with the words 
“the kingdom of heaven is like” (or “may be 
compared to”).

The first triad of parables, directed to the crowds 
by the lake, insists that the reign of God now 
manifest in Jesus’ ministry is taking place in an 
unspectacular way that most people may find 
unsatisfying. The parable of the weeds depicts 
the kingdom of God as a “mixed bag”—a field 
of wheat laced with weeds. What’s more, the 
master chooses not to do anything about it! The 
parables of the mustard seed and the leaven 
describe God’s reign at present appearing small 
and insignificant. The mustard seed, though 
not literally the “smallest of all seeds” (v. 32), 
was the smallest used by farmers in Israel. It 
ultimately grew into a sizable bush 8–10 feet 
high, much larger than most other garden plants. 
The woman’s batch of dough is sizable too. The 
Greek word for “measure” is the equivalent of 
13 liters of flour. “Three measures” is about ten 
gallons. She’s making enough bread to feed a 
banquet hall full of guests!

All three parables say the situation will change. 
One fine harvest day the weeds will be separated 
and burned. One day the tiny mustard seed will 
become “larger than all the garden plants . . . 
a tree” with birds in its branches (v. 32). The 
image recalls Daniel 4:20–22, where it pictured 
Nebuchadnezzar’s worldwide kingdom. One day 
that banquet-sized batch of dough will be “all 
leavened” (Matt. 13:33). The small beginnings 
now seen in Jesus’ earthly ministry will result in 

something awesome later, but not yet. For now, 
God’s kingdom appears unimpressive—a weedy 
field, a tiny seed, a hidden yeast. Nevertheless, 
the true reign of God has come.

“All these things Jesus said to the crowds in 
parables” (v. 34). Even as the confusion and 
opposition of people fulfilled prophecy (Is. 
6:9–10, quoted in vv. 14–15), so also does Jesus’ 
response in parables: “I will open my mouth in 
parables; I will utter what has been hidden since 
the foundation of the world” (v. 35, quoting Ps. 
78:2). Once again, by means of a fulfillment 
citation, Matthew declares that Christ’s purpose 
is rooted in the Old Testament and brings its 
promises to pass.

T H E PA R A B LE OF T H E 
W EEDS EX PL A I N ED 
Matthew 13:36–43
In verse 36, the scene shifts: “Then he left the 
crowds and went into the house.”

The uncomprehending crowds are left behind and 
the disciples are His audience. They do not stand 
aloof. They are following with trusting hearts 
but wobbly comprehension: “Explain to us the 
parable of the weeds” (v. 36).

Point-by-point Jesus identifies each ingredient in 
the parable. He Himself is the master who sowed 
good seed (v. 37). “The field is the world, and the 
good seed is the sons of the kingdom. The weeds 
are the sons of the evil one, and the enemy 
who sowed them is the devil. The harvest is the 
end of the age, and the reapers are angels” (vv. 
38–39). Harvest is a standard figure of Judgment 
Day (see Jer. 51:33; Hos. 6:11; Rev. 14:14–16), 
the day when God will set everything right again. 
Jesus gives generous detail about the role of 
those angels and the fate of the wicked. The 
“righteous,” on the other hand, “will shine like 
the sun” (Matt. 13:43, cf. Dan. 12:3).
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The first lesson in the parable is a sobering 
one. The weeds and wheat grow side by side. 
Indeed, the verb for “sowed” literally means 
to “sow on top of,” with the result that weeds 
are set “among the wheat” (Matt. 13:25) and 
their roots are intertwined (v. 29).

The world Jesus’ disciples knew was a Jewish 
world in which all (including those hostile 
Pharisees and those greedy tax collectors) 
were part of the same visible community. While 
the field is explained as “the world” (v. 38), it is 
obvious that the visible church too is a “mixed 
bag” of people, whether newcomers, pillars, 
delinquents, or hypocrites. Some interpreters 
conclude we are being warned against church 
discipline that might REMOVE someone from 
the fellowship. That cannot be the case in 
light of Matthew 18:15–17 and 1 Corinthians 
5:9–13. Even in those passages, however, the 
real goal is to restore and not simply remove 
the sinner (Matt. 18:15: “Gained your brother”). 
Church discipline is appropriate, but care and 
caution are clearly being urged on us. Motives 
are harder to read than outward behavior.

The second lesson is an encouraging one. 
Earlier, Jesus told the crowds of the master’s 
present inaction with a focus on the present. 
Here with His disciples He skips ahead to 
describe the harvest, telling the disciples about 
the future. The day will come, He assures them. 
Take the long view and don’t lose heart! Things 
will be set right in the end. We who live in a 
corrupt and violent world where it often seems 
no one is held accountable find this message 
most heartening.

T H E SECON D T R I A D OF PA R A B LES 
Matthew 13:44–50
Jesus now shares a second triad of parables 
with His disciples—the hidden treasure; the 
pearl of great price; and the net. The first two 
say the same thing with differing images: 
something valuable is purchased for a large 
sum. In each, someone sells “all that he has” 
to acquire that valued object.

For most of Christian history, interpreters 
have asserted that Christ and His Kingdom 
are the valued objects. The disciple is the 
merchant whose goal is to lay hold on Christ 
as the “priceless treasure” (as the great hymn 
describes Him) or the pearl of great price and 
be willing to “sell everything”—make any 
sacrifice to be a part of that Kingdom. There 
is certainly worthwhile truth in that depiction. 
Discipleship has a great cost and yields a 
great treasure, but is that the meaning of 
these two parables?

In the other kingdom parables in Matthew, it is 
not the action of the DISCIPLE, but the action of 
JESUS that is at the heart of things. He is the 
sower of the seed in the field; he is the woman 
hiding leaven in the dough; he is the master who 
forgives the debt of the servant (18:23–35); and 
he is the owner who hired the workers in the 
vineyard (20:1–16). The list could be expanded. 
In these two parables about a treasure and 
a pearl, a lone figure gives up everything to 
purchase something valuable. Gibbs argues 
convincingly that Jesus is that man, the 
merchant who gave up “all that he had” (the 
very act He says He will undertake in 20:28). If 
so, you see, WE would be the “treasure” (14:33), 
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the “pearl of great value” (v. 46) that He so valued 
that He gave His very life. That in and of itself is a 
Gospel surprise to many of us who are not used to 
thinking we are of such value to Him. He takes joy 
in doing this for us (cf. Heb. 12:2). What a savior!

The final parable of this triad, which employs 
a dragnet (Matt. 13:47–50), speaks the same 
message as the previous parable about the 
weeds (vv. 24–29). The focus is on the close of 
the age and the final vindication that awaits the 
disciples. With that encouragement, the parable 
makes clear that there is work to be done right 
now. “I will make you fishers of men,” Jesus 
told them (4:18–22). So be about the work, and 
do not worry that some of those gathered are 
unworthy. The angels will sort things out on the 
last day.

R ESP O NSE TO T H E PA R A B LES 
Matthew 13:51–58

Sometimes as we return from worship or Bible 
class, we ask one another, “What did you think 
of the sermon?” “What did you get from the 
class?” In like manner Jesus asks the disciples, 
“Have you understood all these things?” (v. 51). 
Although sometimes they don’t have a clue (John 
10:6), here they answer, “Yes” (v. 51). God has 
begun to open up their understanding, even if it 
is rudimentary.

Jesus encourages them with still another 
parable: “Every scribe who has been trained 
for the kingdom of heaven is like a master of a 
house, who brings out of his treasure what is 
new and what is old” (Matt. 13:52). In Judaism, 
scribes were students of the Law who studied, 
transcribed, and taught others. Here and in 
23:34, Jesus speaks in a positive way of His 
disciples as the true scribes, trained in the ways 
of the Kingdom and capable of teaching. They 
bring treasures out from the “old” (that is, the 
Old Testament Scriptures) and the “new” (that 
is, the new revelation Jesus is bringing) (13:52). 
Matthew, we have observed, is very keen on 
stressing the Old Testament as fulfilled in Jesus’ 
ministry. At the close of Matthew, Jesus formally 
commissions them to disciple “all nations” with 
their teaching (28:19–20).

While the disciples express understanding, the 
crowds in Galilee do not. Back home in Nazareth, 
Jesus one last time teaches in their synagogue 
(13:54). The result is that they are “astonished” 
(v. 54). That reaction is not a compliment, as 
the context shows. They blurt out a string of 
disdainful questions, all of which are variations 
of the theme that “familiarity breeds contempt.” 
Just who does He think He is?

Matthew’s readers already know. Jesus has 
earlier said to the crowds that He is “greater than 
Jonah” and “greater than Solomon” (12:41–42), 
but they clearly don’t accept it. Jesus has, very 
recently, told the crowds that He is not “the 
carpenter’s son,” and that earthly relatives have 
no special connection to Him—that His true 
family are those who do “the will of my Father in 
heaven” (12:50). The crowds don’t understand, 
but Matthew hopes that those who read his 
Gospel will have “ears to hear” and hearts to see 
Him ever more clearly.

The crowds don’t understand, but 
Matthew hopes that those who read 

his Gospel will have “ears to hear” and 
hearts to see Him ever more clearly.
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PER SONA L A PPLIC AT ION

Gracious God, ever since John the Baptist, your kingdom has suffered violence. Give me a 
willingness to endure whatever may come because of my faith. As I study Your Word, let me 

hear Jesus say to me, “Take heart; it is I. Don’t be afraid.” In His name I ask it. Amen.

For Review
1. After this lesson, how would YOU define “parable”?

2. Select one of the parables in chapter 13 and share a new insight you gained. Which of these parables 
speaks most directly to your own situation?

Matthew 14:1–12
3. What can you discover on the Internet (or from footnotes or a Bible dictionary) about Herod Antipas and 

Herodias?

4. Herod murdered John because he feared what others might think. In what area of life are your actions 
governed by such fears?

Matthew 14:13–21
5. What prompted Jesus’ withdrawal to a “desolate place by himself” (v. 13)?

6. Feeding a large throng when there are few resources is a familiar story in the Old Testament. Read two of 
those accounts (Ex. 16:1–15; 2 Kings 4:42–44) and list connections you see.

7. Describe the training Jesus gives the disciples in this incident.

8. Have you ever had an experience of the Lord stretching your resources beyond what you thought possible?

Matthew 14:22–36
9. Can you guess reasons why Jesus might have wanted to pray alone (v. 23)? Does John 6:12–15 shed any 

light on this?

10. When is the fourth watch? Check footnotes or the Internet.
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11. Peter makes an impulsive and risky request. When it comes to taking risks, how would you describe yourself?

 a) I’m quick to step out of my boat. c) I’m scared to death.

 b) I test the waters first. d) I procrastinate.

 What, if anything, does your answer have to do with your faith?

12. What do you think prompted the disciples to worship Jesus and confess Him as “the Son of God”?

Matthew 15:1–20
13. What two sources of authority are in view in vv. 2–3? Which is the “major”? Which is the “minor”?

14. As additional background for the question Jesus discusses, read Exodus 20:12 and Mark 7:11–13. (Note: 
“Corban” is money dedicated to God, not to be used for any other purpose.) How does their obedience of a 
“minor” tradition lead to disobedience of the “major” commandment?

15. Jesus again cites Isaiah in Matthew 15:8–9. What’s the source of Jesus’ quote? How would you summarize 
its message to His opponents?

16. In vv. 10–20 what “minor” acts have the Pharisees made into a “major” concern? In the process, what 
“major” issue have they lost sight of?

17. What’s the connection between v. 19 and what Jesus taught earlier in 5:28?

18. For personal reflection: reread v. 19 and take inventory of your own heart (the Bible’s way of speaking 
of the human will). What’s your heart producing these days? What would you seek from Jesus, the heart 
specialist?

MEMORY VERSE
Matthew 15:8 “This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me.” OR
Matthew 15:11 “It is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, but what comes out of the mouth; this 

defiles a person.”
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