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IntrODuctIOn

the gospel of Mark says that Jesus taught the crowds
“with many similar parables . . . as much as they could
understand. he did not say anything to them without
using a parable. but when he was alone with his own
disciples, he explained everything” (4:33–34). here we
have the essence of Jesus’ public teaching—he taught in
short stories. 

the parables take different forms in the Gospels. some
are very short comparisons, like the parable of the yeast:
“the kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took
and mixed into about sixty pounds of flour until it worked
all through the dough” (Matt. 13:33). Others are extended
allegories, like the parable of the weeds, where different
elements of the story all clearly stand for different things.



some of the parables are more like riddles, meant to
filter the audience in accordance with their faith (see
Mark 4:11–12). the meaning of others seems fairly
obvious, and Jesus’ enemies knew he was talking about
them (see Matt. 21:45–46). they remain some of the
most memorable of Jesus’ teachings, because the human
brain is wired to remember stories, especially relatively
brief ones.

this book presents six weeks of bible studies on the
parables of Jesus. Many of Jesus’ parables made similar
points, so it is not hard to group them according to sim-
ilar themes. Week 1 looks at Jesus’ parables having to
do with seeds and weeds. the parable of the soils is, in
a way, the key to all of Jesus’ parables. but he also used
other agricultural images to communicate powerfully to
his agrarian, Galilean audiences.

Week 2 has parables about prodigals and the lost,
which capture Jesus’ important emphasis on reclaiming
the lost sheep of Israel, the heart of his earthly mission.
Week 3 then explores parables of God’s mercy, including
the parable of the good samaritan. Week 4 relates to a
set of parables in luke that address the question of
worldly wealth. Week 5 is a group of parables on the
theme of Jesus’ invitation, both those who accept it and
reject it. Finally, week 6 is a collection of parables having
to do with the final judgment. 

6



Within each week, there are five days of reflection,
looking at a parable or part of a parable each day. the aim
is to experience life transformation by hearing Jesus speak
to you through the words he spoke to the Galilean Jews
in the countryside, as well as through the way God
inspired the gospel writers to mold that teaching for their
own contexts and audiences several decades later. hear
God speak to you through scripture and then live faith-
fully to his Word through the power of the holy spirit.
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Week 1

seeDs anD WeeDs
Matthew 13; Mark 4

Others, like seed sown on good soil, hear the word, 
accept it, and produce a crop—some thirty, some sixty,

some a hundred times what was sown.
—Mark 4:20



Day 1

baD sOIl
Mark 4:1–7, 14–19

IntrODuctIOn
the parable of the seeds, also called the parable of the

sower or the parable of the soils, in a way is key to all of
Jesus’ parables. In Mark especially, only those who have
“ears to hear” will understand and respond appropriately
to Jesus’ stories.

enGaGe
there is only one sower and one type of seed in this

story, but there are four different kinds of results. What
accounts for the different results in each case is the soil.
the first three kinds of soil are “bad soil.” the first soil
is really no soil at all, but seed falls on a path where birds
quickly eat it up; the seed does not have a chance. the
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second soil is over rock and the seed has no room to lay
down roots; the sun scorches it. the third soil has weeds
in it that choke the good seed. Only in the final instance
does the seed find soil where it can truly thrive.

exaMIne
the first three soils represent three different responses

to the Word, which surely is the good news about the
kingdom of God (Mark 1:14–15). those who are like the
seed on the path that the birds eat are people who have no
interest in spiritual things whatsoever. any word about
christ or the good news goes in one ear and out the other.
trying to talk to them about God is like talking to a wall.
those who are like the rocky soil have no depth to their
faith. they are enthusiastic when nothing is demanded but
wither quickly when following christ becomes difficult.
the third kind of bad soil are people who become dis-
tracted by the worries of life or, alternatively, by success.

exPlOre
those like seed on the path would not likely read a

book of this sort or listen to someone who is reading it.
but if perhaps you have a faint glimmer of desire for
God somewhere deep within, pray that the lord will
increase it! those whose faith is superficial might best
pray for God to deepen it before any time of trial might
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come. Our responses to times of trial often reveal how
deep our roots have been in the time leading up to them.
We have a choice whether wealth or desires for other
things choke out God. In such cases, we must insist on
leaving time for God. In the worries of life, we must
continually turn to God for help.

Prayer
Father, in your grace lead me to hear your words,

deepen my faith, and make room for you. keep me from
slumbering in my faith. 

God’s grace that comes to us at first brings our first
wish to please God, the first dawn of light concerning
his will, and the first ever so slight and passing 
conviction that we have sinned against him.

—JOhn Wesley, ParaPhrase
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Day 2

GOOD sOIl
Mark 4:8–13, 20

IntrODuctIOn
after describing three different kinds of bad soil, Jesus

went on to speak about the good soil, which represents
not only those who hear the Word, but also accept it and
then bear fruit in their lives.

enGaGe
Good soil yields fruit. It is tempting in our current

climate to interpret this growth as getting more and more
people to come to our churches. certainly the new 
testament at times models this sort of numerical growth.
at other times, faithfulness only brings opposition and
suffering. In the end, the kind of fruit that Jesus is most
interested in has more to do with the fruit of righteousness.
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It is a fruit that does no wrong to others (see Matt. 3:8)
and helps those who are in need (see Matt. 25:31–46).
It is the fruit of the spirit (Gal. 5:22–23). When we yield
this kind of fruit in our lives, others are drawn to christ
(Matt. 5:16). 

exaMIne
sometimes we like to think of the parables as good

illustrations, as stories that make it easier for us to under-
stand Jesus’ message. the book of Mark does not present
the parables in this way. We might think of parables for
Mark more as riddles. they function to filter out those
who do not have faith as they listen “so that ‘they may
be ever seeing but never perceiving’” (Mark 4:12). Iron-
ically, the disciples did not even understand this parable
about the soils. Jesus wondered how they would under-
stand any parable when they could not even understand
the parable whose point was that only those with faith

The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, 
forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 

gentleness and self-control.
—GalatIans 5:22–23

14



would understand his parables! Jesus showed mercy on
them and revealed the parable’s meaning anyway.

exPlOre
We should be in awe of the grace of God that not only

gives us “ears to hear,” but even stoops to our weakness
when we are hard of hearing. the words of the father in
Mark 9:24 shout out to us: “help me overcome my
unbelief!” the disciples were not far enough in faith to
understand Jesus’ parable, but they wanted to under-
stand. Jesus met them where they were and took them
further in maturity and discipleship. We can go a long
time without realizing we are not hearing well or that
we are not seeing clearly. sometimes God or life jolts us
from our faith slumber. It would be better for us to make
ourselves stop and take stock of our hearing.

Prayer
Father, give me a true sense of where I am in my faith

journey; then take me to the next level in maturity.
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