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CHAPTER 8:   
PARABLES AND 

ALLEGORIES 
WHAT: 

Parables are extended similes. They can be defined as earthly stories that have a 
heavenly meaning. They are simple stories that are set in a context familiar to the 
recipients and are used to illustrate a moral or spiritual lesson, as told by Jesus in the 
Gospels. This word “parable” is used in the Old Testament in reference to a prophetic 
message from the Lord. In the New Testament however, it more specifically refers to 
a message from the Lord that is brought across through the means of a story. They are 
used as tools for Christ to teach. For example, the parable of the Good Samaritan 
(Luke 10). The only two parables that were explained by Christ were, 1) the Parable 
of the Sower and the Grounds (Matthew 13:1-23), and 2) the Parable of What Defiles 
a Man (Matthew 15:10-20). From these explanations, we will learn how we ought to 
interpret parables.  

Allegories (not to be confused with the allegorical method of interpretation) are 
extended metaphors. Instead of using words such as “like”, “as”, and “liken to”, the 
allegory is used symbolically to refer directly to a particular truth that is taught. It is 
also a tool used by Christ and also Paul to teach a particular truth. One example is the 
allegory of the True Vine (John 15). 

WHERE: 

Parables and allegories are found mainly in the gospels, but parables can also be 
found in prophetic books, and there is an allegory by Paul found in Galatians 4:24-31. 

QUALITIES: 

1) Purpose: Conceal and Reveal 

Matthew 13:11  “He answered and said unto them, Because it is given 
unto you to know the mysteries of the kingdom of 
heaven, but to them it is not given.” 

a) Conceal: It is to conceal the truth from those who would not submit 
themselves to Christ. These people who came to Christ merely to fill their 
stomachs left Christ when they could not understand what He was saying. 
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They had no sincere desire to find out the truth. Parables were like a test that 
revealed their motives and heart.  

b) Reveal: Conversely, those who were truly sincere in seeking the Lord like 
the disciples would enquire the meaning of the parable of which He spoke. 
They were not satisfied with just hearing the parable, but they wanted to 
understand it. Furthermore, to those who had the Holy Spirit indwelling them, 
this was an effective tool of teaching to help bring across a point via 
illustrations.  

2) One Point 

In interpreting parables and allegories, one must bear in mind that both 
parables and allegories have one single driving point only. In other words, 
each parable or allegory has only one singular theme or one singular teaching 
point. There may be different aspects described, but they all centre around one 
point. For parables, this point is usually found at the end of the parable, like a 
punchline at the end of a story. For allegories on the other hand, this one 
single point will be established through each element of the allegory. This one 
point will help guard our interpretation and understanding of the text. It will 
guard us against coming to wrong conclusions. We will see more of this in the 
example below.  

3) Context  

In order to understand the driving point of the parable or allegory, the context 
in which the parable or allegory is spoken is key. Sometimes, parables and 
allegories are mentioned in response to a question raised. In other times, 
parables and allegories are spoken because Christ was dealing with a 
particular issue at hand. Understanding the context will give a clue to the 
driving topic of the parable or allegory. 

For example: In the parable of the unjust judge in Luke 18:1-8, the context in 
verse 1 tells us that the point that Jesus was trying to make 
regarding the speaking of this parable was that “men ought 
always to pray, and not to faint”. In other words, the focus 
would be on the person praying, his attitude and his manner of 
prayer, and not on whom the prayers are offered to. This point 
is also repeated at the end of the parable in verses 7-8. 
Knowing this emphasis, we can rightly understand this parable 
as teaching the importance of importunity in prayer, and not 
that God is an unjust judge. Rather, if an unjust judge can be 
moved by importunity, what more God who loves and cares for 
His own? 

4) Culture  

In considering the interpretation of parables and allegories, we must 
understand the cultural context in which the parables and allegories were 
spoken. Parables and allegories were specifically designed for the people of 
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those times to understand it. Jesus would use themes like agriculture and daily 
living that the people could identify with to explain spiritual truths. 
Understanding the culture will help in the interpretation of parables and 
allegories. A book on biblical manners and customs or a good Bible 
encyclopaedia would help greatly. Resources can also be found online but all 
resources should be used with much discernment.  

For example: In the parable of the wise and foolish virgins in Matthew 25:1-
13, the Lord used a story of a wedding to teach the importance 
of being ready for Christ’s return. If we were to understand this 
parable based upon our context of what a marriage is, this 
parable would not make sense. In our weddings today, 
everything happens within a day, and the timetable for the day 
is carefully planned. Scarcely would there be anything that 
happens out of schedule for the wedding where one would be 
suddenly caught unaware. To understand this parable, we have 
to understand what a Jewish wedding is like. In ancient Jewish 
customs, there four steps: 1) Betrothal, 2) Separation and 
Preparation for about a year, 3) Return to take his bride at a 
time unknown to the bride but known by the groom’s father, 
and 4) Wedding feast for seven days.3 This parable would have 
been set at the third stage of the wedding, which would be in 
line with the theme of this parable.  

5) Elements 

This is the most challenging aspect of interpreting parables and allegories. 
Some elements in the parables and allegories point to specific things. 
However, not all elements are applicable. Only the elements that relate to the 
one topic directly should be paralleled, and one should not read into the 
elements that are purely auxiliary and do not relate to the theme. The difficulty 
likes in knowing which elements are primary and which elements are 
auxiliary. Much prayer and study is required. 

FOCUS: 

1) Kingdom of God 

Many of the parables Jesus taught were descriptions of the kingdom of God. 
Jesus would explain the different aspects of the kingdom of God in His 
parables, like the growth of the kingdom of God (Parable of the Mustard 
Seed), the deception within the kingdom of God (Parable of the wheat and 
tares), etc. Some of these parables also have eschatological significances, as 
they deal with the fruition of the kingdom of God at the end times. 

                                                        

3 Charles C. Ryrie, Come Quickly, Lord Jesus (Eugene, OR: Harvest House Publishers, 1996), 
67. 
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2) Christian Living 

Topics of our standing before God, our reception of God’s word, our love for 
God and love for others, our need to abide in Christ, our preparation for His 
coming, and all other aspects of Christian living are frequently seen in 
parables and allegories. The teachings in parables and allegories are very 
practical.   
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ACTIVITY 7: UNDERSTANDING PARABLES AND 
ALLEGORIES 

SAMPLE STUDY FROM MATTHEW 21:28-32 

Is this a parable or an allegory? How do you know? 

 

 

 

 

What is the context in which this parable was given? 

 

 

 

 

What is the driving point of this parable? 

 

 

 

 

What are the elements of this parable and what do they refer to? 

 

 

 

 

How can I apply the lesson learnt from this parable into my life? 

  


