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This  fall  we’re  looking at  kingdom living and kingdom values,  as  taught  in  Jesus’  parables  in  the
gospels. Five studies are fixed topics due to their importance, and for the other three studies, language groups
are to choose their own topics. Handouts will be available for 4-5 other parables which you can choose from. (If
you want  to  choose  something outside  those  options,  you  may do  so,  but  you have  to  prepare  your  own
materials; besides, the materials I’ll make available will cover most of the major parables.) Here is the schedule.

27 Aug. New student night

03 Sept. SB#1 Parable of the Good Samaritan  [Lk. 10:25-37]

10 Sept. Evangelistic meeting (by CCCC)

17 Sept. SB#2 Parable of the sower  [Mt. 13:1-23, Mk. 4:1-20]

24 Sept. SB#3*

01 Oct. Talk Mike McQueen: on relationships, dating, marriage

08 Oct. SB#4*

15 Oct. Prayer & praise night (worship team)

22 Oct. SB#5 Parable of the lost son (and his brother)  [Lk. 15:1-32]

29 Oct. Activity TBA (whole group activities led by Mike)

05 Nov. SB#6 Parable of the unmerciful servant  [Mt. 17:15-35]

12 Nov. ACW All Campus Worship 

19 Nov. SB#7*

26 Nov. Thanksgiving (small group activity)

03 Dec. SB#8 Parable of the talents  [Mt. 25:14-30]

10 Dec. TBA (movie or activity night)

*Optional parable studies:
• The marriage feast  [Mt. 22:1-14]
• The ten maidens  [Mt. 25:1-13]
• The rich man and Lazarus  [Lk. 16:14-31]
• The rich fool  [Lk. 12:13-21]
• The weeds (the wheat and the weeds); the mustard seed  [Mt. 13:24-43]
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The parables of Jesus

Summary of parable topics, lessons and themes:

1. Good Samaritan.
Being good brothers and sisters; our moral obligations to others; being a good witness; human relationships.

 
2. Sower. 

Practical theology of evangelism and salvation; why and how some people respond and some don’t.
 
3. Lost son (and his brother).

Repentance, reconciliation, and forgiveness; where we came from before our salvation; God’s love for the
lost and for believers; religious hypocrisy and religious pride.

 
4. Unmerciful servant.

Religious hypocrisy and pride; reconciliation, and forgiveness; relationships with other believers; spiritual
watchfulness and responsibility; the nature of true versus false religion and religiousness.

 
5. Talents (pounds).

Spiritual responsibility; Christian service; spiritual stewardship of our time, abilities and resources. 
 
6. Marriage feast.

The universal call of the gospel; those who do and don’t respond to the gospel; the need to repent; who can
enter God’s kingdom. 

 
7. Ten maidens.

Spiritual watchfulness; salvation and the Holy Spirit; those who do and don’t respond to the gospel; the need
to repent; who can enter God’s kingdom. 

 
8. Rich man and Lazarus.

Materialism versus the one true God; who can be saved; eternity, judgment, and the need for salvation; a
stark contrast of kingdom values and the world’s values; about those who have access to the Word or hearing
the gospel but don’t believe; responsibility toward others; proper use of wealth. 

 
9. The rich fool.

Materialism versus the one true God; proper use of wealth; who can be saved; eternity, judgment, and the
need for salvation; a stark contrast of kingdom values and the world’s values.  

 
10. Weeds, mustard seed.

Understanding God’s long term plans with the church and the gospel; the nature of the church and God’s
kingdom; eventual judgment of the lost and the end of human history; the supremacy of God’s kingdom; our
identity as kingdom citizens. 
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All the parables of Christ 

This is a complete list of the parables of Jesus Christ, plus other analogies (such as those in John, which are
not parables because they are not in story form). This is adapted from a handout at www.lifeofchrist.com.  

 Parable  Matthew  Mark  Luke  John
 Alert servants    13:33-37   
 Barren fig tree    13:6-9  
 Bread of life     6:31-38
 Budding fig tree  24:32-35  13:28-32  21:29-33  
 Children in market  11:16-19   7:31-35  
 Christian light  5:14-16  4:21-23  8:16-18  
 Dinner guests    14:15-24  
 Divided kingdom  12:24-30  3:22-27  11:14-23  
 Feast invitations    14:12-14  
 Friend at midnight    11:5-13  
 Good Samaritan    10:25-37  
 Good shepherd     10:1-18
 Great physician  9:10-13  2:15-17  5:29-32  
 Grooms attendants  9:14-15  2:18-20  5:33-35  
 Growing seed   4:26-29   
 Hidden treasure  13:44    
 Householder  13:52    
 Humbled guest    14:7-11  
 King's war plans    14:31-33  
 Laborers in vineyard  20:1-16    
 Landowner  21:33-46  12:1-12  20:9-18  
 Yeast  13:33   13:20-21  
 Lost coin    15:8-10  
 Lost sheep    15:4-7  
 Marriage feast  22:1-14    
 Mustard seed  13:31-32  4:30-32  13:18-19  
 Net of fish  13:47-50    
 New cloth  9:16  2:21  5:36  
 New wine  9:17  2:22  5:37-39  
 Pearl of great price  13:45-46    
 Pharisee and tax collector    18:9-14  
 Prodigal son    15:11-32  
 Rich man & Lazarus    16:19-31  
 Rich fool    12:16-21  
 Salt without taste  5:13  9:50  14:34-35  
 Servant's duty    17:7-10  
 Sheep and goats  25:31-46    
 Sign of Jonah  12:38-42   11:29-32  
 Tares in field (part 1)  13:24-30    
 Tares in field (part 2)  13:36-43    
 Ten minas    19:11-27  
 Ten talents  25:14-30    
 Ten virgins  25:1-13    
 The Sower (part 1)  13:3-9  4:3-20  8:4-15  
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 Parable  Matthew  Mark  Luke  John
 The Sower (part 2)  13:18-23    
 Two debtors    7:41-43  
 Two sons  21:28-32    
 Unclean spirit  12:43-45   11:24-26  
 Unjust judge    18:1-8  
 Unjust steward    16:1-13  
 Unmerciful servant  18:21-35    
 Unprepared builder    14:28-30  
 Vine and branches     15:1-17
 Watching servants    12:35-40  
 Wise builder  7:24-27   6:47-49  
 Wise servant  24:45-51    
 Wise steward      12:42-48   
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Studying the parables.

A parable is a story based on a very familiar scene, which makes the reader think; it conceals the truth
from the stubborn or prejudiced; it is a short story with one main point or meaning (usually), which is a spiritual
point or lesson. We are not to try to read too much into parables, as the main idea is obvious, though profound.
The “punch line’ is application – what are you going to do about it?

Interpreting parables.
The English word ‘parable’  comes from the Greek word  parabolē  (parabolh),

meaning  “to  put  alongside  each  other,  to  compare;  comparison,  application”.   (The
geometric term ‘parabola’ comes from the same word.)  As a story, a parable consists of a
“literal” story meaning, and an analogous meaning that goes alongside it or is juxtaposed
alongside it,  so to speak.  It  is  basically an extended analogy in story form.  Usually
familiar settings and generic characters or items are used1, such as agricultural settings
that people back then would easily relate to. 

Interpretively, parables are quite straightforward and easy to understand, at  least  for those who are
genuinely interested.  Jesus explained that he spoke in parables to deliberately hide the full meaning (Mt. 13)
from those who were spiritually stubborn and hard-hearted, namely, the religious leaders of his day.  To such a
person, the meaning is only superficially apparent. To believers or the seriously seeking, the deeper significance
can become apparent.  

Only a few general principles need to be outlined in interpreting parables.  First, one does not take
parables to an extreme by over-interpreting them – by trying to link every small  element with a real-world
equivalent.  Unfortunately, in the past some have taken parables to extremes by assigning symbolic significance
to every minor detail (see below). In such matters, common sense is the best interpretive guide. 

Secondly,  context  is  important.  Jesus  often  gave  parables  directed  at  something  going  on  in  the
preceding context (the preceding verses or chapter). Again, the Parable of the good Samaritan was given in
response to a person who wanted to justify himself by asking Jesus the age-old moral question that goes back to
Cain and Abel – “who is my neighbor”. The parables of the lost coin, the lost sheep, and the lost son were given
in response to the Pharisee’s unbelief and hypocrisy. As Jesus’ death drew near, he told perhaps his last parables
(The talents, The unmerciful servant, The fig tree) to prepare his disciples to take up full-time service and lead
the church after his departure.  

Cultural, social and historical context is important, as it is important to note the cultural context and
customs that  the parable  refers to,  in particular:  (1) how Jesus’ stories follow and draw from customs and
culture; and (2) how Jesus deliberately flaunts or violates cultural norms.  The Parables of the ten maidens and
of the wedding banquet are deeply rooted in Jewish wedding customs, and require some understanding of the

1 With the notable exception of the Parable of the rich man and Lazarus, where Lazarus is probably a fictional character.
Parables are different from fables in that parables are based on real life situations, while fables are more fantasy like
(e.g., none of Jesus’ parables featured talking animals). Also, a fable just has one general moral or didactic purpose,
while with a parable, different elements of the parable correspond to a real world element or a different point of the
speaker’s overall main lesson.   
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culture (this type of information will be provided in the handouts for each Bible study).  But sometimes Jesus
deliberately violated social and cultural norms in his parables and in his ministry in general, because they were
contrary to kingdom values.  The good Samaritan is highly ironic, because the hero of the story is a Samaritan, a
race of people to the north that the Jews hated a great deal.  In the Parable of the lost son (also called the
prodigal son), the father welcomes back a disobedient son with open arms, which was contrary to the strong
Jewish sense of family values, including the supreme authority of the father, religious and family honor, and the
dominance of males and elders.  The son dishonored his father, lived immorally, and squandered his wealth. His
behavior is not only egregious, but is tantamount to renouncing the Jewish faith.  Such a son would not have
been received back by a typical father, let alone treated well.  Many Jewish listeners at that time would have
been shocked by how the story unfolds.  

Another caveat involves the purpose of the parables.  Some parables such as the Good Samaritan are
moral parables, which describe the kingdom values that God expects of us.  It is not intended to teach that those
who do these things will be saved – it is not a parable of the theology of salvation per se.  Rather, they describe
the righteous life that God expects of us who already believe.  The fictional character Lazarus in the story of the
rich man and Lazarus was not saved because he did good, but because he was already justified in God’s sight
(which is not the focus of the parable); the main lesson comes from the rich man, who simply ignored the
teaching of God’s word all his life.  He is told that God’s word (“Moses and the prophets”) is a sufficient
witness for any living persons who choose to listen to it.  Of course, in presenting a picture of the lifestyle that
God expects from his followers, this of course contrasts with the values of non-believers, and even challenges
the  “good”  that  non-believers  might  pride  themselves  in.   The  moral  standards  are  high,  and  cannot  be
consistently followed by anyone in their own fleshly strength, no matter how good they think they are.  Therein
lies the challenge to us and to non-believers.

How not to interpret parables.

Some commentators (especially in medieval times, but even some today) have tried to find allegories in
the parables. Some of them sound quite far-fetched, as in these classic misinterpretations of the Parable of the
good Samaritan: Jesus is the Good Samaritan, we are the beaten victim; the priest represents keeping the law,
which could not help us; meanings are found in the oil and wine – representing the Holy Spirit, for example; the
inn is the church; some even try to ascribe meaning to the donkey. Rather, all the general help rendered to the
victim serves as an example or simile for what we are to do for others, as a moral obligation to help others; and
the oil and wine were really just common medicinal substances back then, with no special meaning here. Some
have even claimed that the whole story has an allegorical meaning: It illustrates how we receive eternal life; at
his own expense, Jesus became our neighbor, acted like the good Samaritan when we were helpless, and came
to our aid. It  may be a nice story that  some find inspiring, that  is  not  the reason Jesus told the story. By
developing allegorical interpretations, one ignores what Jesus is really teaching. 

Kingdom values.   
After discussing the cultural background and gaining an understanding of the lessons of the parable,

much of your study time can be spent in discussing applications of the lessons to our daily lives. This involves
examining our heart motives, our daily behavior, our interactions with other believers, and with non-believers.
This includes whether we really follow the kingdom values that are taught in the parables.  We could talk a lot
about kingdom values, which are taught in the parables, the Sermon on the Mount, and all the other sermons of
Jesus, as well as in his healing ministry.  Below is simply an overview.

The kingdom.

When Jesus proclaims the kingdom of God, he is not referring to something that will happen far in the
future when he returns.  He refers to the spiritual kingdom that he introduced, and where God reigns supreme.
Of course, God is sovereign over the whole universe, but where he reigns in particular, and where is reign is
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recognized and obeyed, is in the hearts of believers, and in the church.  The church, spiritually speaking, is all of
Christ’s followers throughout the world and throughout all time.  We are the subjects of his kingdom, he is the
king, the domain is his sphere of direct rule over us and the church, and his kingdom is eternal.  

Today we don’t think in terms of kingdoms; we have nation-states, whose boundaries are static, and are
established by treaties and international law.  But in the ancient world, things were different.  Kingdoms started,
grew, rose, and fell.  Kingdoms usually did not maintain the same size and strength over time.  If a kingdom did
not grow, eventually it would become a target for another kingdom to take it over.  Kingdoms were driven by a
need to grow economically and technologically, and ideally, to expand and come to exert control or influence
over a greater area.  God intends for his kingdom to eventually to include all people groups and everything – but
at a spiritual level, not a political level; it is a spiritual kingdom of God’s reign, not an earthly kingdom.  Its
growth  and dominance  are  prophesied  in  the  book of  Daniel  (the  vision  of  the mountain  in  Dan.  7)  and
elsewhere in the Old and New Testaments, and is taught in the Parables of the mustard seed and the yeast.  The
Parable of the wheat and the weeds teaches how God’s kingdom will grow alongside Satan’s “kingdom” or
sphere of influence, including some who pretend to be righteous but are not, until the day of judgment. 

Identity and allegiance.

We gain a sense of identity from the family, culture, and country to which we belong.  In some way or
another, most of us are patriotic, or have some sense of loyalty to our nation or culture.  However, our social and
national loyalties can get in the way of the values of God’s kingdom.  For the Jewish people in the time of
Christ, religious nationalism ran strong. They felt that as God’s chosen people they were superior to others,
especially to  the Gentiles   (and to the  Samaritans,  whose race  and religion were regarded as  a  paganized
corruption of Judaism). The Parable of the good Samaritan was a counter-cultural slap at this religious pride and
ethnocentrism. A Samaritan, whose people were regarded as filthy untouchables by Jews, was used as the moral
hero  of  a  story,  where  he  helps  a  Jewish  victim of  robbers.  Even  more  shockingly,  the  Jewish  religious
characters in the story were cast as antagonists. He wishes to show how the moral values of God’s kingdom are
higher than human values,  such as  those that  are selfishly grounded in one’s own social  group,  nation,  or
culture. As believers, we sometimes have to reject or go against the norms of our culture, nation, or even family,
when they are at odds with the values of God’s kingdom. 

Our primary identity and purpose in life is to come from being in God’s kingdom, and this is much more
important to any other loyalties we have to family, culture, or nation. Favoritism is forbidden (James 2:1-5), and
our  obligations  to  witness  and  serve  cannot  be  selfishly  directed  only  at  our  own  kind  or  group.  Hence,
cliquishness is also not allowed. And we stand for what is right in God’s eyes, even if it means at times going
against  prevailing social  or cultural  norms, or  even disobeying those who want us  to act  in ways that  are
contrary to biblical teaching. We identify ourselves as God’s children and members of his family first and above
all, and other loyalties are secondary or tertiary.   

Christian service.

Loyal citizens of a kingdom have to be committed to protecting it, and working to develop, advance, and
promote it, either economically, militarily, or in other ways, to keep it strong and to help it grow. As believers,
we are  to  be actively committed to  important  aspects  of  maintaining and promoting God’s  kingdom.  This
includes recognizing unfriendly or false elements within the church (Parable of the weeds), being watchful and
responsible servants (Parable of the ten maidens, Parable of the unmerciful servant), and spreading the gospel
(Parable of the mustard seed, Parable of the sower).  Another important aspect is Christian service. We are to
actively serve God,  and to be good stewards of  the time,  money,  abilities,  and resources  that  he  gives  us
(Parable of the talents).  For this we will be held accountable someday. Serving is not an option or a request, but
a command.  In all this, proper attitude is important. 

The gospel.
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Jesus expects us to be active in promoting the gospel, and thus he uses several parables to explain the
nature of the gospel, and to make us think about our role and God’s role in spreading the gospel. He explains
how the gospel will grow and spread, and is to be a blessing to all (Parables of yeast, the weeds, the mustard
seed); God is the one who is sovereign and is ultimately involved in spreading the gospel, and he will judge all
some day. The importance of the gospel, the judgment, and the witness of God’s word are described, especially
for the sake of non-believers (The rich fool, The rich man and Lazarus, The ten maidens). He teaches us how
people  will  respond  differently,  according  to  their  heart  motives  and  attitudes  (The  sower,  The  wedding
banquet), so we can better understand how to share God’s word with others.  

Attitude and motives.

We are called to examine our motives and attitudes in Jesus’ teachings.  This includes our attitudes
toward service (Parable of the talents, Parable of the unmerciful servant); our general religious attitude and our
attitudes toward other believers and toward non-believers (The good Samaritan, The lost son, The unmerciful
servant),  watchfulness and spiritual responsibility (The ten maidens, The unmerciful  servant).  Attitudes and
motives are complex, and require a lot of reflection and self-examination on our part. Without proper attitudes
and motives, our service will be ineffective, or even worthless in God’s sight. Due to its importance, an entire,
separate handout on heart motives will be provided for you to incorporate into one or more of your Bible studies
as possible application material.  

Godly living.

Younger Christians sometimes ask, “Are we still under the law?” Well, yes and no. We are not “under
the law” in the sense that Paul uses in Romans – a set of religious rules and regulations to follow to attain
salvation. Paul makes it clear that it was never the case that people were saved in that way, and that was never
the purpose of the law. We are not under the specific regulations of the Old Testament regarding rules of
worship rituals (ceremonial law) or the Old Testament civil law. Those were culture-specific and time-specific
applications, illustrations or instantiations of the moral law, which were only intended for that time period, and
were done away with by Christ’s perfect life and his death on the cross as a final sacrifice.

But of course, we’re still under the moral law of both Old and New Testaments – not to earn salvation
or to earn God’s approval, but simply because this is what God expects of us. This is the righteous and godly
life for which we were saved, and which pleases God. These are how the citizens of God’s heavenly kingdom
are to live (now, not just when we get to heaven). Jesus clarifies the moral teachings of the Old Testament, he
illustrates the real purpose of the moral law, and he shows how it even applies to our internal spiritual life and
attitudes (like his teachings on lust and hate), not just our external behavior.

Moral teaching is not just an ethical intellectual exercise, but part of how God wants us to live to glorify
him. He challenges our limited, fleshly human views of moral, godly lifestyle in his sermons and parables (The
good Samaritan, The talents, The unmerciful servant). The nature of forgiveness, salvation, and repentance is
also illustrated (The lost son). In those parables, a human interpretation of righteous without godly love or
spiritual balanced is exposed as false in God's eyes. For the believer, our sin is overcome by and replaced with
God's love, not our own effort or self-righteousness. For the phony religious person or the hypocrite who does
not repent, God's judgment surely awaits them. So an important point of these parables is the purpose of holy
living – to please God and serve others, not for our selfish purposes. And love of God and others is an important
ingredient in the godly Christian lifestyle; without it, any righteousness is merely self-righteousness and is fake. 

Lordship.

A kingdom naturally requires a king, and the lordship of Christ and the sovereignty of God are essential
concepts for us to understand and obey if we are to be of use in God’s kingdom. God’s long-term plans for the
gospel, the church, and the kingdom are illustrated in several  parables (The weeds, The mustard seed, The
yeast). Redemption and forgiveness are up to God and are quite different from people’s natural expectations
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(The lost son). So, too, is judgment (The rich fool, The rich man and Lazarus, The sheep and the goats, The ten
maidens, etc.), which is a reality whose importance Jesus tried to impress upon people in his teachings. The
importance of us to serve him faithfully and dutifully as our master, to whom we must someday give an account,
is made clear (The talents, The unmerciful servant). When we consider who the sower in the Parable of the
sower, we should understand that the process of bringing a person to salvation is up to God, and we can’t make
a person become a Christian.  

Final note. 
All the parables come from Matthew, Mark, and Luke, which are known as the synoptic gospels – from

the Greek synopsis, meaning literally “seen together”.  They describe many of the same events and share much
material in common (and hence called synoptic), though with different perspectives and emphases.  John, on the
other hand, presents altogether very different material, and in a different format and style.  He does not present
parables,  but  presents  a  lot  of  unique material  that  is  not  found in the  synoptic  gospels  –  such as  deeper
theological  discussion and teachings, and various events,  healings, sermons,  and details  that  are  not  found
elsewhere. 
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