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There are eight parables in Matthew 13. The first four appear to be given in a public place (13:1, 2); the 
last four seem to be given only to the disciples in the privacy of a house (13:36).  
 

The purpose of parables – to conceal and reveal 

When studying the parables, we often focus on their meaning but fail to understand their purpose. 
Matthew 13:10-15 tells us why Jesus spoke in parables. 

13:10 And the disciples came and said to Him, “Why do You speak to them in parables?”  
13:11 Jesus answered them, “To you it has been granted to know the mysteries of the 
kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been granted.  
13:12 For whoever has, to him more shall be given, and he will have an abundance; but 
whoever does not have, even what he has shall be taken away from him.  
13:13 Therefore I speak to them in parables; because while seeing they do not see, and while 
hearing they do not hear, nor do they understand.  

 
Jesus’ mission was to proclaim the kingdom of God, but those who listened to Him comprised a diverse 
group of people. Some believed, others had nominal interest, and still others rejected almost everything 
He said. Jesus desired to teach and stimulate those who had interest, and yet He had to be careful that 
He wasn’t acting indiscriminately by proclaiming sacred truths to people who would only mock and 
reject them (Matt. 7:6).  
 
When the disciples asked Jesus, “Why do You speak to them in parables?” Jesus said, “To you (the 
disciples) it has been granted to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them (the crowds) 
it has not been granted.” “Mysteries” in the NT denote those things which were previously hidden but 
now made known. Through the medium of parables, Jesus explained things about the kingdom that 
were unknown in the OT.  The parables revealed new truths to His disciples but concealed them from 
the crowds at large. 

It should be remembered that people’s minds in their unregenerated state are darkened (Eph. 4:17-19). 
They are spiritually blind. Spiritual insight cannot be gained though our own innate abilities. It must be 
granted (given) to us. 1 Corinthians 1:21 says, “the world through its wisdom did not come to know 
God.” In Matthew 11:27 Jesus said, “no one knows the Son except the Father; nor does anyone know 
the Father except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son wills to reveal Him.” Knowing God is dependent 
upon Jesus’ will to reveal Him, not us. In Matthew 13:11 Jesus said that God is the one who grants 
knowledge of the mysteries of the kingdom to some but not others. But our inability to understand is 
not just the result of our sinful nature. In Matthew 11:26 Jesus said that God hides things from the wise 
and intelligent and reveals them to infants. Hiding truth (or not revealing truth) is a judgment of God 
upon those who had rejected light that God offered to them. 
 
 Jesus said, “whoever has, to him more shall be given, and he will have an abundance; but whoever 
does not have, even what he has shall be taken away from him.” All men are either progressing or 
regressing spiritually. No person remains static in his relationship with God. The more light someone 
receives, the more light will be given. The more light he rejects, the less truth will be understood and the 
deeper that person will sink into darkness.  
 
“There is sort of an arithmetical progression in things spiritual; to him who already has something, more 
will be given, and insight into the meaning of one parable will lead to spiritual perception of the 



2 
Ted Kirnbauer Matthew 13:1-30 8/8/21 

meaning of other such parables. Contrariwise, failure to apprehend will lead us further and further into 
the fog, until we are completely mystified, groping in the darkness” (Cole, Mark, 88).  

In sum, the parables were a type of judgment against the people. Mark 4:11-12 makes this clear: “. . .  
those who are outside get everything in parables, so that while seeing, they may see and not perceive, 
and while hearing, they may hear and not understand, otherwise they might return and be forgiven.” 
But there is another side to the coin. Jesus spoke parables “because while seeing they do not see, and 
while hearing they do not hear, nor do they understand” (13:13). In one sense the crowd saw and heard 
what Jesus said. But they didn’t take the meaning to heart; they didn’t appreciate or value it. In that 
sense they didn’t see or hear. As Jesus puts it, “they saw but didn’t see; they heard, but didn’t hear.” In 
other words, their failure to understand was not caused by Jesus’ parables; rather, the parables were 
Jesus’ response to their lack of understanding. This is further explained in verses 14 and 15.  

13:14 In their case the prophecy of Isaiah is being fulfilled, which says, 
 

‘You will keep on hearing, but will not understand; 
You will keep on seeing, but will not perceive; 
 
13:15 For the heart of this people has become dull, 
With their ears they scarcely hear, 
And they have closed their eyes, 
Otherwise they would see with their eyes, 
Hear with their ears, 
And understand with their heart and return, 
And I would heal them.’ 

 
Jesus’ speaking in parables fulfilled prophecy in the life of His hearers.  

About 750 years earlier the prophet Isaiah had come to bring the word of God to Israel but their 
hardened hearts and willful closing of their eyes (“they closed their eyes”) made it impossible for them 
to receive it. They were in a state of rejection and denied the fresh opportunity for healing that God was 
offering through the prophet. In the end, their callousness resulted in the judgment of Babylonian exile. 
This classic case of rejection was being repeated. Jesus’ generation was fulfilling the words of Isaiah on a 
new level. Jesus, like Isaiah, was a bearer of good news but He only succeeded in dulling what spiritual 
sense the people had. The people didn’t want to be healed. 

 
Thus, parables were used for a number of different purposes. They taught truth that was previously 
unknown. They provided a venue for Jesus to conceal and reveal truth at the same time. They were both 
a means of judging the unbelieving as well as the result of the people’s hardness of heart toward Christ. 
They fulfilled prophecy. At the same time, their cryptic nature excited curiosity and stimulated further 
interest in Jesus’ message and their content also encouraged introspective thinking.   

 
The Parable of the Sower 
(Matt. 13:4-9, 18-23; Mk. 4:3-9, 13-20; Lk. 8:5-8, 11-15) 
 
13:1 That day Jesus went out of the house and was sitting by the sea.  
13:2 And large crowds gathered to Him, so He got into a boat and sat down, and the whole 
crowd was standing on the beach. 
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13:3 And He spoke many things to them in parables, saying, “Behold, the sower went out to 
sow;  
13:4 and as he sowed, some seeds fell beside the road, and the birds came and ate them up.  
13:5 Others fell on the rocky places, where they did not have much soil; and immediately they 
sprang up, because they had no depth of soil.  
13:6 But when the sun had risen, they were scorched; and because they had no root, they 
withered away.  
13:7 Others fell among the thorns, and the thorns came up and choked them out.  
13:8 And others fell on the good soil and yielded a crop, some a hundredfold, some sixty, and 
some thirty.  
13:9 He who has ears, let him hear.”  
 
.     .     .     .     . 
 
13:18 “Hear then the parable of the sower.  
13:19 When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one 
comes and snatches away what has been sown in his heart. This is the one on whom seed was 
sown beside the road.  
13:20 The one on whom seed was sown on the rocky places, this is the man who hears the 
word and immediately receives it with joy;  
13:21 yet he has no firm root in himself, but is only temporary, and when affliction or 
persecution arises because of the word, immediately he falls away.  
13:22 And the one on whom seed was sown among the thorns, this is the man who hears the 
word, and the worry of the world and the deceitfulness of wealth choke the word, and it 
becomes unfruitful.  
13:23 And the one on whom seed was sown on the good soil, this is the man who hears the 
word and understands it; who indeed bears fruit and brings forth, some a hundredfold, some 
sixty, and some thirty.” 

 
The Parable of the Sower uses different soils to illustrate different types of receptivity to the Word of 
God. All four soils involve professions of faith. In this parable, the seed represents the Word of God 
which is sown by Jesus (Matt. 13:37). The Jews expected the kingdom of God to be imposed by the 
Messiah instantly, even ruthlessly; however, the Parable of the Sower shows the advancement of the 
kingdom requires time as people respond to it. This “mystery” revealed helps the believing understand 
how the kingdom would advance over the centuries.   
 
The parable’s meaning is explained clearly in all three of the synoptic gospels. 

 
1) Seed on the path. (Matt. 13:4, 12) 
 

Unlike modern farming, seed was broadcast by hand and fell in different places – even the pathways 
that separated one field from the next. The path represented a person with a hardened heart that was 
unable to understand the Word when it was preached. Just as birds quickly devour exposed seed on a 
path, so Satan snatches the word of God from such a person. 

 
2) Seed on the rocky places. (Matt. 13:5-6, 20-21) 
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The second soil is a thin layer of dirt with unexposed rock beneath it. It represents the “man who hears 
the word and immediately receives it with joy” (Matt 13:20). Unlike the first individual, this man is very 
receptive to the word, but his faith is shallow. It is “temporary”, not enduring (Matt. 13:21). Initially, the 
person appears to be growing and trusting in the Lord, but like a shallow-rooted plant that is exposed to 
a hot summer sun, as soon as “affliction and persecution arise because of the Word” he “falls away” 
(Matt. 13:21).  

 
3) Seed among the thorns. (Matt. 13:7, 22) 
 

The third soil represents the heart of a worldly man who wants to add the Word to his life, but wants to 
hang on to all he has as well. He may make a profession of faith, but he loves riches and is oblivious to 
the deceitfulness of fleshly desires (Matt. 13:22). Like a weed that eventually grows until it smothers and 
kills the plant, this man’s desire for the things of the world and the pleasures of the world (Mk. 4:19; Lk. 
8:14) dominate his life. Eventually the world’s pleasures choke out his faith. 

 
4) Seed in the good soil. 
 

The last soil is different from the three that preceded it. The Word of God is received, understood, 
grows, and bears fruit - all characteristics of a true believer (cf. Gal. 5:22-23; Phil. 1:11; Col. 1:6; Psa. 1:2-
3; Jn. 15:2-5; Eph. 2:10). Some of the seed bears thirtyfold (a 3,000 % yield), other seed sixty (a 6,000% 
yield), and still other seed bears a hundredfold (a 10,000% yield) (Matt. 13:23). Though fruit bearing 
differs for each individual, all the seed sown in the last soil bears fruit. 
 

13:16 But blessed are your eyes, because they see; and your ears, because they hear.  
13:17 For truly I say to you that many prophets and righteous men desired to see what you 
see, and did not see it, and to hear what you hear, and did not hear it. 

The disciples were blessed by God because they saw and heard that which “many prophets and 
righteous men longed to see” but did not. Many before the disciples had desired to see the coming of 
Messiah and experience the salvation He brought (1 Pet. 1:10-12), but the privilege was given to the 
disciples. 

The parable of the wheat and the tares  
(Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43) 
 
13:24 Jesus presented another parable to them, saying, “The kingdom of heaven may be 
compared to a man who sowed good seed in his field.  
13:25 But while his men were sleeping, his enemy came and sowed tares among the wheat, 
and went away.  
13:26 But when the wheat sprouted and bore grain, then the tares became evident also.  
13:27 The slaves of the landowner came and said to him, ‘Sir, did you not sow good seed in 
your field? How then does it have tares?’  
13:28 And he said to them, ‘An enemy has done this!’ The slaves *said to him, ‘Do you want 
us, then, to go and gather them up?’  
13:29 But he *said, ‘No; for while you are gathering up the tares, you may uproot the wheat 
with them.  
13:30 Allow both to grow together until the harvest; and in the time of the harvest I will say to 
the reapers, “First gather up the tares and bind them in bundles to burn them up; but gather 
the wheat into my barn.”’”  
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. . .  

13:36 Then He left the crowds and went into the house. And His disciples came to Him and 
said, “Explain to us the parable of the tares of the field.”  
13:37 And He said, “The one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man,  
13:38 and the field is the world; and as for the good seed, these are the sons of the kingdom; 
and the tares are the sons of the evil one;  
13:39 and the enemy who sowed them is the devil, and the harvest is the end of the age; and 
the reapers are angels.  
13:40 So just as the tares are gathered up and burned with fire, so shall it be at the end of the 
age.  
13:41 The Son of Man will send forth His angels, and they will gather out of His kingdom all 
stumbling blocks, and those who commit lawlessness,  
13:42 and will throw them into the furnace of fire; in that place there will be weeping and 
gnashing of teeth.  
13:43 Then the righteous will shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father. He who 
has ears, let him hear. 
 

The kingdom of heaven can be compared to the circumstances of the man described here. The story is 
of a landowner who sows good seed which sprouts in his field. However, an enemy enters his field by 
stealth at night while everyone is sleeping and sows tares (The tares were most likely bearded darnel 
{lodium temulentum}, a plant that looks very similar to wheat when the plants are young). Unable to 
distinguish between the two different plants, the servants allow them to grow next to each other and 
their roots intertwine. However, as they mature it becomes obvious that there are weeds throughout 
the field. The workers immediately inform the land owner about what has happened but he forbids 
them from pulling out the weeds, knowing that by doing so the wheat will also be damaged. Instead, 
they will wait until the harvest when the wheat will be separated from the tares and the tares bundled 
and burned to prevent re- infestation.  
 
The parable of the Wheat and the Tares teaches another of the mysteries of the Kingdom of Heaven 
(13:10). The Jew’s understanding of the kingdom was that judgment of the world would come when 
Messiah appeared. But the parable shows that the sinner will not be banished and evil will not be 
completely removed until later. The mystery is that the present manifestation of the kingdom is not the 
same as the consummated kingdom (when Jesus returns). 
 
Some have suggested that Jesus is describing the condition of the visible church which has both 
believers and unbelievers in it. It is not until the end of the age at the judgment when they will be 
separated. But this interpretation doesn’t work. First, the kingdom and the church are not the same 
thing. The kingdom is God’s reign, the church is His people. Also, in verse 38 Jesus says the field is said to 
be the world, not the church. The point of the parable is that there is still a mingling of good and evil 
even after the Kingdom has been inaugurated; judgment only comes later.  


