
The Parables Discourse
� This is the 3rd discourse (13:1-53; see  

chaps. 5-7; 10; 18; 24-25). 
� Chapter 13 contains seven (or eight) 

parables. Matthew has a “day of 
parables” in the ministry of Jesus

� Before we examine the first parable,  
let us see the how the 3rd Discourse 
is organized as a whole. 



The Structure of the Matthew’s 
Third Discourse
1. Parable of the Sower (1-23)
2. Parable of the Weeds/Wheat (24-30)
3. Parable of the Mustard Seed (31-32)
4. Parable of the Yeast (33) after which 

there are sections on  
a. The use of Parables (34-35): Psalm 78:2
b. An explanation of the Parable of Weeds 

(36-43) to the disciples, not the crowds



Structure of Chapter 13 (cont.)
Three More Parables
1. Treasure hidden in a field (44)
2. Pearl of great price (45)
3. Net (good and bad fish) (47-50)
Treasures New and Old (51-53)
1. Understanding of the disciples (51)
2. Training of scribes for the Kingdom 

of Heaven—8th parable? (52)
3. Formula Conclusion (53) 



Key Words in the Discourse
� “parable” 12 times (11 in vv. 3-36)
� “in parables” 5 times
� “kingdom” 12 times, 8 times with “of 

the heaven”
� “to hear” 13 times, 12 in vvs. 9-23
� “to speak” 6 times in 13:34-35, 13 

times in vvs. 12:22-13:34
� “to understand” 6 times



From the crowds to the 
disciples
� The entire discourse depicts how Jesus 

turns from the crowds to the disciples
� This happens in two stages
◦ 1st Stage (10-23) features why the crowds, 

but not the disciples, do not understand
◦ 2nd Stage (36-52) Crowds do not 

understand or agree with the words of the 
prophets (34-35), but the disciples do (51).

� Some believe this discourse is the 
turning point in the Gospel of Matthew



The Parable of the Sower
That same day Jesus went out of the house 
and sat beside the sea. 2 Such great crowds 
gathered around him that he got into a boat 
and sat there, while the whole crowd stood on 
the beach. 3 And he told them many things in 
parables, saying: “Listen! A sower went out 
to sow. 4 And as he sowed, some seeds fell on 
the path, and the birds came and ate them 
up. 5 Other seeds fell on rocky ground, where 
they did not have much soil, and they sprang 
up quickly, since they had no depth of soil. 6
But when the sun rose, they were scorched 



Sower (cont.)
and since they had no root, they 
withered away. 7 Other seeds fell 
among thorns, and the thorns grew up 
and choked them. 8 Other seeds fell on 
good soil and brought forth grain, 
some a hundredfold, some sixty, some 
thirty. 9 Let anyone with ears listen!



Comment
� Notice the large crowds & open-air 

public scene
� The crowds appear often in Matthew 

and are neutral or sympathetic to 
Jesus (7:28; 14:13; 21:45-46). Finally, 
they are swayed by the Jerusalem 
religious leaders against Jesus (26:47; 
27:20). 

� The crowds are addressed first (1-9) 
and, then, the disciples (10-23).

� The disciples understand Jesus’ words; 
the crowds do not. 



Comment (cont.)
� Parables “are brief comparison stories, 

drawn from nature or everyday life, 
that tease the imagination, challenge 
accepted values, or illustrate a point” 
(Duling, NRSV (Harper-Collins), 1881. 

� The word parable literally means “to 
throw alongside.” The Hebrew word 
means “illustration, saying, fable, 
proverb, riddle.” For Jesus parables 
have a comparative and revelatory 
function. 



Comment (cont.)
� Thus, some maintain that parables are 

enigmatic proverbs or riddle stories that 
provoke bewilderment. A popular largely 
erroneous view is that parables provide 
clarity. Clarification is needed in the 
Parable of the Sower but, but it is given 
only to the disciples, not the crowds. 

� In chapter 13, Jesus’ parables show 
something about the “kingdom of heaven” 
(vss. 24, 31, 33, 44, 45, 47) by captivating 
the imagination and testing conventional 
outlooks.  



Comment (cont.)
� As noted, Jesus goes “out of the house” 

indicating a public presentation.
� “Into the boat”; probably, the disciples 

are in the boat with Jesus and the 
crowds are standing on the beach. 

� The story’s emphasis is not on the 
“sower” but on the seed scattered over 
four different types of soil: path, rocky, 
thorny, and good.



Comment (cont.)
� Path—this is where people walk.
� Rocky ground—does not have depth of 

soil, a thin layer over limestone.
� Thorns—is weed infested soil 

(brambles, thistles, nettles, etc.). 
� Usual understanding: sowing precedes 

plowing; but is this what happens in 
Jesus’ story? 

� Assume the seed is good. Luke says it’s 
the word of God. The good soil yields 
an amazing crop. Visualize one seed 
yielding 100, 60, or 30 seeds. 



Purpose of the Parables
10 Then the disciples came and asked him, 
“Why do you speak to them in parables?” 11

He answered, “To you it has been given to 
know the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, 
but to them it has not been given. 12 For to 
those who have, more will be given, and they 
will have an abundance; but from those who 
have nothing, even what they have will be 
taken away. 13 The reason I speak to them in 
parables is that ‘seeing they do not perceive, 
and hearing they do not listen, nor do they 
understand.’ 14 With them indeed is fulfilled 
the prophecy of Isaiah that says: 



Purpose (cont.)
‘You will indeed listen, but never

understand,
and you will indeed look, but

never perceive.
15 For this people’s heart has

grown dull,
and their ears are hard of 

hearing, 
and they have shut their eyes,
so that they might not look

with their eyes, 



Purpose (cont.)
and listen with their ears,

and understand with their heart
and turn

and I would heal them. 
16 But blessed are your eyes, for they 
see, and your ears, for they hear. 17 

Truly I tell you, many prophets and 
righteous people longed to see what 
you see, but did not see it, and to hear 
what you hear, but did not hear it.



Comment
� Now, Jesus speaks to the disciples. 

Conversely, why does Jesus address the 
crowds in parables (see 13:34-35)?

� The disciples, not the crowds (or the 
religious hierarchy of chapter 12) have 
been granted the “mysteries” of the 
“kingdom of heaven.” This “understanding” 
will increase. The loss of understanding for 
those on the outside will increase. Those to 
whom God has granted knowledge will get 
even more, whereas others will lose even 
what little they have. 



Comment (cont.)
� So, parables, at least here, increase or 

decrease understanding. A great division is 
created and preserved. The antecedent for 
this division goes back to Isaiah 6:9-10, the 
call scene of Isaiah. 

� The quotation affirms that seeing they do 
not see; hearing they do not hear. This 
happens at the time of Isaiah, but, also, 
now at the time of Jesus’ ministry, and at 
the time of Matthew’s church. In all three 
instances the conflict is an Israelite intra-
familial clash. 



Comment
� Thus, Isaiah’s context finds 

fulfillment in Jesus. Isaiah’s and 
Jesus’ proclamations do not lead to 
repentance, but to the hardening of 
hearts to the message and will of 
God. 

� The Isaiah passage in some way 
appears in all four Gospels (Mark 
4:12; Luke 8:10; John 12:40; see also 
Acts 28:26-27; Rom. 11:8). 



Comment
� What happened to Isaiah now happens in 

the time of Jesus. In other words, the 
crowds inability to understand paraphrases 
the Isaiah text (see Mark 4:11-12).

� Understanding with the heart echoes Matt. 
5:8. The heart is the region of thought, 
intention, and moral disposition (see 9:4; 
11:29; 12:34; Ps. 24:3-4).

� “Blessed are eyes that see” echoes 11:25-27. 
It is the reverse of Isa 6:9-10.   

� Prophets are probably the OT prophets. An 
example of a “righteous” person is Joseph 
(1:19), a “law abiding” person. 



Explanation of the Parable
18 “Hear then the parable of the sower. 19

When anyone hears the word of the 
kingdom and does not understand it, the 
evil one comes and snatches away what 
is sown in the heart; this is what was 
sown on the path. 20 As for what was 
sown on rocky ground, this is the one 
who hears the word and immediately 
receives it with joy; 21 yet such a person 
has no root, but endures only for a while, 
and when trouble or persecution arises



Explanation (cont.)
on account of the word, that person 
immediately falls away. 22 As for what 
was sown among thorns, this is the one 
who hears the word, but the cares of the 
world and the lure of wealth choke the 
word, and it yields nothing. 23 But as for 
what was sown on good soil, this is the 
one who hears the word and 
understands it, who indeed bears fruit 
and yields, in one case a hundredfold, in 
another sixty, and in another thirty.” 



Comment
� Jesus deepens the disciples’ 

understanding through an 
allegorical explanation of the four 
soils. 

� The “seed” images Jesus’ preaching 
of the word of God (as well as the 
disciples’ and the church’s 
proclamation). 

� The seed sown scattered on the path 
is “snatched” by the “evil one.”  



Comment
� A hostile environment (persecution; 5:10-

12; 10:17-20) on account of the “word” 
causes those categorized as “rocky” soil to 
fall away (take offense). Living in the here 
and now, they have no depth which leads to 
apostasy.

� Lure of wealth (6:19-21, 24) and other 
“worldly priorities” are “weeds” that 
destroy. Anxiety destroys. Such persons 
produce no fruit for the kingdom.

� Three out of four soils do not bear fruit.



Conclusion
� Bumper crops in “good” soil belongs to 

those who understand the word.  
� Think in terms of Matthew’s church 

(and the church today). The life of the 
entire community is a matter of 
concern. 

� Relate the challenge to yourself and to 
us. Ask the question, “How is it with 
my heart?” What fruits are being 
borne? Never should the church be 
self-assured and self-satisfied. 



Conclusion
� Then, on what can rely? Where is our 

security? Not all “church members” bear 
the fruit of the kingdom of heaven.

� We can, however depend on Jesus. He is 
“with them” (the disciples and us) in this 
parable chapter. He pronounces blessing on 
our hearing and seeing. We are drawn into 
Jesus’ school of life. That is why Jesus 
teaches his disciples in the house (vv. 36-
53). 

� He also unlocks the fate of those who do not 
hear, see and understand. 



Conclusion
� Ulrich Luz, “Our text was deadly, and 

may become so again, when one is 
confident that the first three types of 
soil mean ‘the others,’ . . .” Matthew 8-
20, 251. 

� The text is understood “when the 
hearers understand it self-critically as 
a question to themselves. 

� But, let us remember that Jesus is 
reliable and remains with his church 
until the end of the world (28:20). 


