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Why Jesus spoke in parables

CrossMark

In the Synoptic Gospels, listeners ask Jesus about the purpose of his parables. These Gospels
provide two parallel accounts of this discussion (Mt 13:10-17 // Mk 4:10-12 // Lk 8:9-10 and
Mt 13:34-35 // Mk 4:33). The version in Mark 4:10-12 particularly raises problems related to
a sharp distinction between the ‘mystery’ that the ‘insiders” understand, and “parables’, which
are intended ‘so that’ the ‘outsiders” would not understand, repent and be forgiven. Mark’s
reference to Isaiah 6:9-10 differs from the Masoretic Text (MT) and Septuagint (LXX) versions,
but corresponds with the Aramaic Targum, which reads ‘they may be forgiven” instead of ‘and
I would heal them’. It seems that the Markan Jesus deliberately uses parables to prevent ‘those
on the outside’” from understanding, repentance and forgiveness. Luke retains the ‘so that’, but
does not distinguish between the two groups that sharply, as he refers to ‘others” and not
‘those on the outside’. He omits Mark’s apparent offensive phrase about the prevention of
repentance and forgiveness. Matthew smooths out some of these difficulties by changing the
‘so that’ to ‘because’. According to Matthew, Jesus speaks in parables because the people do
not see, hear and understand. The reason for their inability to comprehend, is their rejection of
Jesus. This article investigates these parallel passages to decipher the meaning within their
textual context. The argument of this article is that these parallel statements should be read
within the context of the parable of the sower to grasp their meaning.

Keywords: Parable; Mystery; Insider; Outsider; Teacher; Jesus; Parable of the sower.

Introduction

Although each of Jesus’ parables is a self-contained story,' it is only accessible to modern
interpreters through written texts. Gerhardsson (1991:325) warns that ‘modern expositors can
increase their hermeneutic freedom immensely, when they cut the narrative meshalim out of their
frames’. In many cases, the parables are framed by introductions (zpoun6ia — forethoughts) and
conclusions (€mun6io — afterthoughts) that provide evaluations and interpretations. Though some
of these introductions and conclusions may have formed part of an original story, others were
added by the evangelists. Such additions determine the interpretation of the story. Comparative
frames such as “as it is [with the situation in the parable], so is it with the kingdom of God / heaven’
often form part of such settings.

The parallel passages in Matthew 13:10-17 // Mark 4:10-12 // Luke 8:9-10 and in Matthew 13:34—
35 // Mark 4:33 form significant interpretive frames, not only for the parable of the sower and
Jesus” explanation of the parable, but to a certain extent for all of Jesus” parables. This article
investigates these passages that provide an explanation of why Jesus spoke in (a) parable(s).
While it seems that the term parable in this context primarily refers to the parable of the sower, the
principle applies to similar stories that meet the requirements of the form-critical definition of a
parable. The broader context indicates that the term also includes other figurative forms of speech
that Jesus used.?

The reason for speaking in parables
The textual setting of Jesus’ explanation

The explanation of why Jesus spoke in parables follows the parable of the sower in all three
Synoptic Gospels (Mt 13:1-9; Mk 4:1-9; Lk 8:4-8). This parable begins Jesus’ ministry of
proclaiming the Word. The parable tells the story of how seed is sown in different kinds of soil.
1.john included none of these parables. Instead he portrays Jesus as making use of tapouiio: [figures], for example the image of the

sheepfold (Jn 10:1-6), the door of the sheepfold (Jn 7-10), the good shepherd (Jn 10:11-18) and the vine and the branches (Jn 15:1-8).

Besides the Synoptic Gospels, two non-canonical texts are known to also preserve parables of Jesus, namely the Gospel of Thomas and
the Secret Book of James.

2.The evangelists did not identify parables in the exact same way. Proverbs, similes, similitudes and narratives are all sometimes described
as parables (cf. Hedrick 2004:8). Scholars most commonly consider parables to be short narrative fiction dramatising a common human
experience or some incident from nature to convey a spiritual message (cf. Snodgrass 2008:7-9).
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Only the seed that was sown in the good soil comes up,
grows and produces a crop.

This parable is followed by the question Jesus’ followers pose
about the parables (Mt 13:10-17; Mk 4:10-12; Lk 8:9-10).
Jesus responds by explaining that parables demonstrate why
not all people are receptive to his ministry of the Word.?

Following this answer, Jesus continues by explaining the
meaning of the parable of the sower (Mt 13:18-23; Mk 4:13-20;
Lk 8:11-15). He tells his followers that the determining factor
of the parable is the soil, and not the sower or the seed. The
condition of the soil determines whether the seed would
grow or not. The parable signifies that only some people
would be receptive to Jesus” words. This explanation sheds
light not only on the parable of the sower, but also on Jesus’
answer as to why he spoke in parables in general.

The parable of the sower can be regarded as the parable
about the parables (Hooker 2000:87). This is evident from
Jesus’ opening words when he starts explaining the parable,
‘Don’t you understand this parable? How then will you
understand any parable?” (Mk 4:13). Mark seemingly regards
this introductory parable as key to understanding all Jesus’
parables.

As conclusion to the section on the parables, Mark 4:33-34
once again states that Jesus always spoke in parables,
a statement that Matthew 13:34-35 takes over with some
variation.

That which is given to insiders and outsiders
respectively

Each of the Synoptic Gospels provides accounts of the ‘twelve
and others” (Mk) // ‘disciples” (Mt and Lk) asking Jesus about
the purpose of his parables. Jesus” answer varies slightly in
each of the Gospels. These significant similarities and
variations are indicated in the following Table 1.

To insiders Jesus spoke of mysteries and to outsiders
in parables

According to each of the Synoptic Gospels, Jesus responds
to the questions of “oi mepi adTOV GOV T0ig dddeka’ [those around
him with the 12] according to Mark // ‘ol pafntoi’ [the
disciples] according to Matthew // ‘oi pofntai avtod” [his
disciples] according to Luke. According to Mark, those who
pose the question are people who gathered around Jesus
along with the 12. The reference to ‘disciples’ in Matthew and
Luke could refer to the 12 only, but probably also includes a
wider group of disciples. What is clear from all three accounts,

3.There are, however, questions about where Mark 4:10-12 (et par.) comes from. ThIS
question is based on mainly three issues: Firstly, this passage contains words and
expressions that are not characteristic of Mark; secondly, the quotation from Isaiah
6:9-10 corresponds with the Aramaic Targum, which suggests that the passage has
its origin in a pre-Markan Aramaic speaking community; and lastly, it seems that this
passage pre-supposes reflections on the question why so many refused Jesus’
message (Hultgren 2000:460; Snodgrass 2008:146). Some scholars are of the
opinion that it is a composition of Mark (Bultmann 1968:325; Lambrecht 1981:93-9;
Scott 1989:24). Others argue that it comes from a pre-Markan collection of parables
(Guelich 2015:200; Schweizer 1983:69). Others argue that it is a traditional unit that
Mark inserted between the parable of the sower and its interpretation (Hultgren
2000:459; Jeremias 1963:18). Yet others claim that whatever the immediate context
of the material in Mark 4:11-12, it is an authentic logion of Jesus (Manson 1957:77).
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is that those who pose the question are people who are drawn
to Jesus’ ministry and who have responded by gathering
around him. They can be regarded as an inside group. Mark
emphasises that this enquiry takes place in privacy, as he
mentions that Jesus is alone (katd povog) when this wider
group of disciples posed their question. In Mark’s version,
the question is not specific and relates to the parables
(g mapaPordg) in general. In Matthew, the question is
about Jesus’ reason for talking to them in parables (8w ti év
napaPorais Aakelg avtoic). In Luke, the question is what
this one parable, the parable of the sower, means

(tig o €N M TapaPorn).

In his response, Jesus then differentiates between the group
with him and those on the outside.* In Mark, the outside
group is strongly defined as ‘those on the outside” (éxeivoig 8¢
101g £€m). While the invitation of Jesus in Mark 4:3 and 4:9 to
listen, is addressed to everyone: the secret of God’s kingdom
is only given to those who are prepared to receive it (Hooker
2000:91). Matthew also refers to ‘those’ (éxeivoig), but omits
‘on the outside’. Luke does not have such a clear distinction
between the insiders and outsiders, as he merely refers to ‘the
rest’ (10ig ... Aowmoic). However, all three the Synoptic Gospels
make a distinction between the way Jesus speaks to his
disciples and the way he speaks to the others. This signifies
different ways in which one can relate to the kingdom, either
as an insider or as an outsider (Culpepper 2007:136). It should
be noted that the first part of Jesus” answer does not refer to
what Jesus does, but to what God does. God provides the
inside group with the ability to comprehend the mysteries of
Jesus’ teachings, while the rest lack this ability. Although the
disciples do not understand everything, they have the
privilege of receiving additional explanations from Jesus.
Mark 4:13 explicitly mentions the disciples’ lack of
understanding. Yet, they can be taught, while the others lack
the ability to comprehend.

It was common practice in the ancient Mediterranean world
for teachers to differentiate between how they treat their
inner group and how they treat those on the outside. They
would usually keep teachings to the outsiders obscure
(Keener 1999:378). Diogenes Laertius, a 3rd-century (AD)
biographer of the Greek philosophers, mentions how Plato
(cf. Diog. Laert. 3.63) and Pythagoras (Diog. Laert. 8.1.15)
wished to keep their teachings incomprehensible to
outsiders.® It seems that most itinerant Greek teachers
preferred to instruct their followers in private, where they
gave additional teachings away from the public audience.
Although members of the public in some cases would be
welcome to attend, special teachings were provided to the
‘insiders’ as such (Culpepper 1975:112).

In the Gospels, those on the inside receive ‘10 pvotipiov ...
i Bactreiog tod Geod’ [the mystery of the kingdom of God]

4.7 similar distinction is made between those inside and those on the outside of a
religious group in 1 Corinthians 5:12, Colossians 4:5 and 1 Thessalonians 5:12.

5.Diogenes Laertius (3:63) writes that ‘Plato has employed a variety of terms in order
to make his system less intelligible to the ignorant ..." and with regard to Pythagoras,
he writes that ‘down to the time of Philolaus it was not possible to acquire
knowledge of any Pythagorean doctrine, ... and the rest of the Pythagoreans used to
say that not all his doctrines were for all men to hear’ (Diog. Laert. 8.1.15).
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TABLE 1: Speaking to outsiders and insiders respectively.

Mark 4:10-12

Matthew 13:10-17

Luke 8:9-10

Kai 6te éyEVETO KATA LOVACE, APWTWY aUTOV oL
nept alTOV oLV T0i¢ SWdeKa TAG TapaBoAdg

Kot EAeyev aUTolg YV TO puothplov €dotat
tfig Baoheiag tol Oeol- ékeivolg 8¢ Tolg €W
€v napaPolaig ta ndvra yivetal,

va B)\anovtsc B)\snwcw kat pr dwoty, kat
aKouovtsq AKOVWOLV Kol ur] ouvidoLy,
MR ToTE EMLoTpEPwaoLy Katl adedfi auTois.

When he was alone, those around him with
the 12 asked him about the parables.

He told them, ‘The mystery of the kingdom of
God has been given to you’. But to those on
the outside everything is said in parables

so that ‘they may be ever seeing but never
perceiving, and ever hearing but never
understanding; otherwise they might turn
and be forgiven!’

Kol tpooeABovTeG ot padntai elmav altd At Ti v tapaBolaic AaAeic aiToic;

0 8¢ AmoKpLBELS imev BTUY iV S£60Tal yvGval Té pucThpLa Tiic Bactheiag Thv
oUpav@v, ékeivolg 8¢ ol dedotal.

dotig yap SX£L, dobrioetan alTd kai mepLoceubioeTaL BoTIG 5€ 0K ExEL, Kol O Exel
apbnoetat an’ avtod.

61a tolto év mapapolais altoig A,

Ot BAEmovTEG OV BAs'r[ouotv Kal AKOVOVTEG OUK dkoUouaty 0USE cuviouaty.

Kot uvan)\npoural autoign npod)nrsta ‘Hoatou f Aéyouoa Akofj GkoUGETE KAl oV Ui
OUVATE, Kal B)\snovteq BAEWETE KAl OV pA lénrs

Enaxoven vap Kap&La o0 Aaol toUTou, Kal 101§ Wolv Bapéwg f nKouoav Kal rouc

ocbeot)\uouq alTtiv emuuuacxv ur rote (Swotv tolg o¢9a)\u01§ Kol Tol¢ wolv dkoUowoLv

KaLrn KapéLq GUVOOLV Kal émotped;wow Kot L0(00|J.Otl autouq

uuwv 13 uaKapLot ot od)BoO\pot ot B?\snouow, Kol T& wta U@V OTL AKOUOUGLY.
aunv_yap }\svw uuLv OtL oMot npod:ntou Kot Sikatlol EmeBUpunoav 8elv & PAEmeTe Kal
oUK eldav, kat akodoat & dkoUETE Kail 0UK fKousav.

The disciples came to him and asked, ‘Why do you speak to the people in parables?’

He replied, ‘Because the knowledge of the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven has
been given to you, but not to them’.

Whoever has will be given more, and they will have an abundance. Whoever does not
have, even what they have will be taken from them.

This is why | speak to them in parables:
Because seeing, they do not see; though hearing, they do not hear or understand.
In them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah: ‘You will be ever hearing but never

understanding; you will be ever seeing but never perceiving. For this people’s heart has

become calloused; they hardly hear with their ears, and they have closed their eyes.
Otherwise they might see with their eyes, hear with their ears, understand with their
hearts and turn, and | would heal them.

But blessed are your eyes because they see, and your ears because they hear. For truly
| tell you, many prophets and righteous people longed to see what you see but did not

Ennpwtwy 8¢ altov ol padntatl

avtol tic altn £ln ) mapaBoln.

0 8¢ imev Yuiv 8£€60tan yvdvat Té
pnuothpla tf¢ Baotheiag tol Osol,
101G 6¢ Aourolc év mapaBolaic,

va BAémovteg pr) BAEmwoLy Kat
AKOUOVTEG
MR cUVLDOLW.

His disciples asked him what this
parable meant.

He said, ‘The knowledge of the
mysteries of the kingdom of God
has been given to you, but to others
| speak in parables’

so that, ‘though seeing, they may not
see; though hearing, they may not
understand’.

see it, and to hear what you hear but did not hear it.

according to Mark // yvévoil ta pootmpa g Pactreiog @V
ovpav@v [to know the mysteries of the kingdom of heavens]
according to Matthew // yv@vou t& pootpia tiig Bacireiog tod
®eod [to know the mysteries of the kingdom of God]
according to Luke. Matthew and Luke add the ability to
know, while this knowledge is assumed in Mark.® Those who
are receptive get to know the mystery or mysteries of the
kingdom of God as contained in the parables through Jesus’
special teaching.” The requirement for having access to this
knowledge is being part of the Jesus” loyal inner group. This
group is like the soil that is receptive to the seed. The disciples
are in the audience when Jesus speaks in parables, but he
provides them with additional explanations of the meaning
of the parables when they are together in private.®

The insiders are privileged to receive 10 pvotplov
[the mystery] according to Mark // ta pootiipia [the mysteries]
according to Matthew and Luke. While Mark refers to a
mystery in the singular, Matthew and Luke refer to mysteries
in the plural. The term mystery is only used in this place in the

Gospels. In pagan mystery religions, initiates were given

uke refer to mysterles in plural (t& uuotana)
and add|ng the verb ‘to know’ (yv@vadi), portions of Matthew 13:11 and Luke 8:10
can be counted among the minor agreements between the two as opposed to Mark
(Hultgren 2000:463).

7.The Gospels often refer to Jesus talking to the crowds in parables: ‘Jesus spoke all
these things to the crowd in parables; he did not say anything to them without using
a parable’ (Mt 13:34), for example the father’s good gifts (Mt 7:9-11), the wise and
the foolish builders (Mt 7:24-27), children in the marketplace (Mt 11:16-19), the
sower (Mt 13:1-9), weeds among the wheat (Mt 13:24-30), the mustard seed
(Mt 13:31-32) and the leaven (Mt 13:33).

8.The evangelists report that Jesus also spoke to his disciples in parables, for example
the treasure in the field (Mt 13:44), pearl of great price (Mt 13:45-46), the dragnet
(Mt 13:47-50), the lost sheep (Mt 18:12-14) and the wedding feast (Mt 22:1-14).

9.In the Gospel of Mark, the secret of the kingdom of God is probably related to the
‘messianic secret’.

http://www.indieskriflig.org.za . Open Access

secret knowledge and shown secret objects during initiation
rituals so they could inherit eternal life (Culpepper 2007:138).
A person who experienced 10 pvotiplov was required to take
a pledge of silence to ensure that holy secrets would not be
disclosed to profane outsiders (Meyer 1992:942). Some Jewish
movements believed that God had entrusted Israel with
special ‘mysteries’ (e.g. Test Lv 2:10; Judah 16:4). Some spoke
of hidden things, like the laws of creation, being concealed
from the rest of humankind (e.g. Dt 29:29; 1 Enoch 4:1-3;
41:1-8; 49:2; 52:2; 59:1-3; 106:19). The righteous would
receive teachings about hidden things and mysteries, while
these mysteries would remain concealed from the wicked
(Wis 2:22; 4 Ezr 14:45-47). The Qumran community believed
that revelation occurred in two stages: God inspired the
prophets to write, but they did not fully understand what
they had written. God then revealed interpretation of
mysteries to their “Teacher of Righteousness’ (e.g. 1 QpHab
7.4-5, 13-14). By following his teachings, they would be able
to recognise the real meaning of Scriptures. While the
Qumran “Teacher of Righteousness’ was said to interpret the
Scriptures, Jesus interpreted his own words, being the
revelation of the mystery of the kingdom of God (Culpepper
2007:138). Apocalyptic texts often refer to ‘mysteries’ (e.g.
LXX Dan 2:18-19, 28-30, 47; 2 Esdr 14:5; 1 Enoch 63:3; 103:2)
to signify hidden eschatological secrets that can be revealed
by God alone (Hultgren 2000:454). According to New
Testament text, these secrets will be revealed at the end of
times, but they have already been disclosed to the inner
community (Rm 16:25-26; Eph 3:3-6), as this divine
knowledge is revealed in Christ. This emphasises Jesus’ role

10.Paul describes the mystery of God as his plan to redeem Jews as well as Gent‘lles
through the Gospel (Rm 11:25; 16:25; Eph 3:1-9; Col 1:25-27).
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as the revealer of these mysteries. According to Matthew
11:25 and 16:17, Jesus apparently agrees that, until the end of
time (cf. Mt 10:26), some truths will only be understood by a
special group." It seems that Jewish people in general shared
such understandings (Mt 13:35).

While the parables reveal the mystery of the kingdom, they
also conceal. For “ékeivoig 8¢ toic &£’ [those on the outside]
according to Mark // “éxeivoig’ [those] according to Matthew
// ‘10ig 8¢ houroic’ [the others] according to Luke, everything
is done “év mapaBolaic’ [in parables]. Mark’s statement makes
a sharp distinction between the insiders and outsiders, while
the distinction is less sharp in Matthew and Luke. Jesus refers
to those who are not receptive to his ministry of the Word as
regarded as the bad soil that is not receptive to the seed of the
sower in the parable. They are those who reject Jesus such as
the scribes and the Pharisees. It was common practice that
Jewish leaders would use parables as illustrations to explain
what they were teaching (Keener 1999:378). However, if they
only gave the illustration without providing the point they
were referring to, the illustration remained a riddle (Test Abr
12-13A). This implies that in the context of Jesus’ ministry,
only persons who knew him were able to understand his
parables. For those who rejected him, such as the Pharisees,
the parables remained riddles (cf. Mt 12:24-45).

It seems that parables by nature were enigmatic and required
explanation (Hultgren 2000:456). In the LXX, the term
napaPol refers to a figure of speech of which the meaning is
not obvious. In Psalms 78:2 (LXX 77:2), nopofoiai [parables]
and mpofMpata [problems] are used in a synonymous
parallelism. In Proverbs 1:5-6, napafoiai refer to sayings that
require skills to be understood. Parables need interpretation
(2 Esdr 4:47; Sir 47:15-17). John also refers to Jesus’ figurative
speech, which results in his disciples not understanding him
(Jn 10:6). The hour would come that Jesus would no longer
speak in figures (év mapotuiong) but would tell them “plainly”
(mappnoiq)'? about his Father (Jn 16:25, 29). According to the
gnostic Apocryphon of James (8:1-10), a document from the
2nd century CE, Jesus had to spend 18 days after his
resurrection with his disciples to explain his parables. In
contrast to speaking in parables or in figures, Mark 8:32
describes that, when Jesus tells his disciples of his coming
death and resurrection, he does so plainly (rappnoiq).

The Synoptic Gospels are clear about Jesus’s disciples not
always understanding his parables and needing further
explanation. The parable of the sower is told in public, but
the disciples receive explanation in private (Mk 4:13-20).
Jesus speaks in parables by way of public speaking, but then
explains what he said in private (cf. Mk 4:33-34; 6:30-31;
7:14-17; 9:28, 33; 10:10; Culpepper 2007:137). In doing so,
Jesus unveils the apocalyptic secrets of the coming of God’s
eschatological reign (Witherington III 2006:263).

11.The private teaching forms part of the secrecy motif according to which the secret
of God’s coming kingdom is only given to the inner circle of followers (Witherington
111 2006:263). While the secrecy motif is prominent in Mark, it is also evident in
Matthew and Luke, though to a lesser degree.

12.The contrast between speaking ‘in parables’ and ‘plainly’ is also made in Ap. Jas.
7:1-6; Irenaeus, against Heresies, 1.3.1 and Pistis Sophia 1-6.
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It was common practice that disciples would ask their rabbis
for further explanation, for example as in Tosefta Sanhedrin
7:10" and the Babylonean Talmud Qiddushin, 31a.'* While
parables were used as illustration, the rabbis sometimes even
used them as secret speech. Some rabbinic traditions also
linked the ability to understand with membership to the
community of Israel (Keener 1999:379).

Matthew is the only evangelist to insert the statement
“Whoever has will be given more, and they will have an
abundance. Whoever does not have, even what they have
will be taken from them.””® This statement reinforces the idea
that the secrets of the kingdom being given to the disciples
are not being given to the crowds. Whatever inkling of
understanding they have, would be taken away from them,
while the ability of his disciples to understand would be
enhanced (Hedrick 2004:33).

Accounted reason: ‘So that’, or ‘because’

Jesus then proceeds by providing the reason for speaking in
parables to outsiders. In the account of Mark 4:12, Jesus
speaks in parables ‘iva PAémovieg PAénmoty kol pr Bootwv, kai
GK0DOVTEG AKOVMO V! Kol (1) CLVIDGLY, U TTOTE EMOTPEYOOLY KOl
apedij avtoig [so that they may be ever seeing but never
perceiving, and ever hearing but never understanding;
otherwise they might turn and be forgiven!]. Jesus quotes
Isaiah 6:9-10, which is introduced by the ‘so that (iva)’ they
do not understand. Otherwise they ‘might repent and be
forgiven’. The Markan quotation differs from the MT and
LXX versions, but corresponds exactly with the Aramaic
Targum by including the use of the third person (rather than
the second) and the phrase ‘they may be forgiven” instead of
‘and I heal them’ (as in the MT and LXX). In this response
lies the difficulty. Why would Jesus deliberately speak in
such a way that people would not understand and repent?
As mentioned above, this version of the quote creates the
impression that this passage may have had its origin in
the pre-Markan Aramaic speaking community (Hultgren
2000:460). The easy answer to the problem would be to argue
that Mark included this quote from the Targum in an
inattentive and clumsy manner, as it does not fit his overall
message. However, such an answer is unsatisfactory. Another
suggestion to the problem could be that iva be understood
as ‘because’ (Lampe 1991:189). To soften the offense, one
suggestion has been to revert to the Aramaic syntax to
weaken the purpose clause. Such a suggestion also does
not seem to fit, because it is complemented with the un note

13.The Tosefta is a compilation of the Jewish oral law from the late 2nd century ck, the
period of the Mishnah.

14.The Talmud forms one of the primary sources of Jewish religious law and Jewish
theology, serving as guide for the daily lives of Jews. The Talmud has two
components, the Mishnah (c.200 CE), a written compendium of Rabbinic Judaism’s
oral Torah, and the Gemara (c.500 CE), an elucidation of the Mishnah and related
Tannaitic writings.

15.Mark also uses this statement in Mark 4:25.

16.The phrase ‘a@kovovteg akolwotv’ echoes the opening exhortation of the parable,
‘listen!” (akoVete) (Mk 4:3) and the final exhortation ‘Whoever has ears to hear, let
them hear!” (Og &xeL Wta dkovew dkovétw) Mt 13:9 // (Mk 4:9 // Lk 8:8). This
exhortation probably would have evoked in the mind of the audience the Shema of
Deuteronomy 6:4-5, but whereas Deuteronomy 6:4-5 requires its hearers to love
God with heart and soul and strength, the parable of Jesus calls for wholehearted
response to Jesus himself (Hooker 2000:89).
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[otherwise] clause in the same sentence, which clearly
expresses purpose in a negative sense. The most obvious
meaning of the clause is therefore that the outsiders get a
glimpse of the mysteries of the kingdom with the parables,
but they do not grasp their full meaning. They are indeed
seeing (BAémovieg PAémootv) what Jesus does and hearing
(dxovovteg akovmoty) what Jesus says. However, they do not
perceive (u Wwowv) and do not understand (1 cuvidow).
If they indeed do perceive, they will turn and be forgiven.

The Lukan account sounds slightly less offensive, ‘iva
Brémovteg N PAémwowv kol dkovovieg uny cuvidow’ [so that,
‘though seeing, they may not see; though hearing, they may
not understand’]; Luke 8:10. The Lukan version only contains
the first part of the quotation from Isaiah 6 without
mentioning ‘healing’ (as in the MT and LXX), or “forgiveness’
(as in the Aramaic Targum and Mk). Luke omits Mark’s
comment that the intention of the parables is to condemn
those who are not his disciples. Yet, the separation is clear.”
Those who resist the parables, those who do not see or hear,
will not understand. They are like the rocky or the thorny soil
in the parable of the sower. However, it is no longer ‘all
things’ that are in parables to ‘those outside” as in Mark, but
in Luke Jesus speaks ‘parables’ to ‘others’. Luke’s version
seems to correlate with his overall perspective, which is that
Jesus prepared his disciples with special teachings so that
they could become the apostles in the post-Easter era
(Hultgren 2000:464). In Acts 28:26-27, Luke once again quotes
Isaiah 6:9 to illustrate the blindness of Israel and to justify his
mission to the gentiles (Ac 28:28).

Matthew’s account removes the offensiveness by replacing
the “iva” with ‘61, ‘6t PAénovteg 00 PAémovoy kol dxodovieg
ovK kovovstv 00dE cuviovsty [because seeing, they do not see;
though hearing, they do not hear or understand]. They have
an inability to understand on their own account. They
deliberately refuse to listen to Jesus. For Matthew, the parable
serves a didactic purpose. Jesus tells parables ‘because (8t)’
people do not see, hear and understand” (Hultgren 2000:426).
As is typical of Matthew, he expands on the quotation
introduced with a fulfilment formula, ‘In them is fulfilled”
(dvaminpodtor). Matthew’s account reminds of Ezekiel 12:2,
‘Son of man, you live among rebels who have eyes but refuse
to see. They have ears but refuse to hear. For they are a
rebellious people’, where God commands his prophet to
speak to his hard-hearted people in a way that would make it
clear that they do not understand (Witherington III 2006:263).
With such rebellious people, the parables have the judicial
function of demonstrating their broken relationship with
God. They must become aware of how ignorant they are
about the coming of God’s kingdom. For such people, the
parables serve as stumbling blocks, similarly to those placed
in Israel’s path as in Isaiah 6."°

and Acts, where Paul repeats the quotation from Isaiah by referring to the Jews in
Rome who continue to refuse his message (Ac 28:26-27).

18.Although Isaiah 6:9-10 recounts Isaiah’s call, it conveys the prophet’s experience
with his ministry to Israel as what seemed to be a complete failure to convert his
people (Hooker 2000:92).
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The Synoptic Gospels all state that the outsiders rejected
Jesus with the result that he increasingly turned to his
disciples and trained them in private. The disciples are
depicted as being capable of learning and understanding. To
the crowds, he would only speak in parables with the result
that they would not grasp the point of illustration
(Witherington III 2006:258). Parables gave insight to those
who accepted Jesus, but they came as a judgement to the
stubborn ones who rejected him. Therefore, listening
attentively becomes a prerequisite for understanding God'’s
revealed mysteries. Jesus offers revelatory wisdom to his
open-minded followers. The message is clear: one cannot
understand the kingdom of God apart from accepting Jesus,
the agent of the kingdom.

The parables provide some explanation as to why so many
people of Israel rejected Jesus (Hooker 2000:88). They did
not respond to Jesus as they did not understand his
teachings. Those who were unable to comprehend the
message of Jesus, fulfil the prophecy in Isaiah 6:9-10. This
prophecy was central to the early Christian view of
why Israel did not accept Jesus (cf. Mk 4:12; Lk 8:10;
Jn 12:37-41; Ac 28:26-27; Keener 1999:38). It reflects a
common motif in the prophets (e.g. Is 29:9-10; 42:19-20;
43:8; 44:18-19; Ezk 12:2).

However, those who turn to Jesus, will be “healed” (Mt 13:15).

Jesus always spoke to the crowds in parables

Later in the same Markan and Matthean chapters, the
evangelists once again refer to Jesus speaking in parables (see
Table 2). In Mark it forms the conclusion to the section on
Jesus teaching in parables.

Mark 4:33-34 once again distinguishes between how Jesus
speaks to ‘them’ (avtoig) and to his ‘own disciples’ (toig idioig
nabntaic). His own disciples have the privilege of receiving
explanations for Jesus’ earlier teachings. In a similar
statement, Matthew defines ‘them’ as ‘the crowds’
(Toig 8yAo1g). Mark refers to ‘the word’ (tov Adyov) Jesus speaks
in the parables. It echoes ‘the word” that the sower in the
parable sows. This implies that the parables are vehicles of
the Word, the gospel of the kingdom to which they point

TABLE 2: Jesus always spoke to the crowds in parables.
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Mark 4:33-34

Matthew 13:34-35

Kat totautalg mapaBolaig moAAaic
£NdAeL aUTOTG TOV Adyov,

KaBwg RSUVAVTO AKOVELV:

Xwpig 8¢ mapaBoAfi ouk ENGAEL AUTOILG
Kat’ idiav 8¢ toig idiolg padnraic
£méNvev mavta.

With many similar parables Jesus spoke
the word to them,

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.

Tadta navta ENdAncev 6'Incolc

€v napaBolaig Toic SyAolg

Kol wpig rtapaBoAfiq ouSev ENGAEL
auToig:

Onwe mMAnpwOf to pnBév 61d tod
nipodritou Aéyovtog: Avoiw év
TIapaBoAaig to oTtopa Hou, EpelEopat
KEKPUHUHEVQ Atd KATABOARG.

Jesus spoke all these things to the
crowds in parables;

he did not say anything to them
without using a parable.

So was fulfilled what was spoken
through the prophet:

‘I will open my mouth in parables,
| will utter things hidden since the
creation of the world.
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(Culpepper 2007:152). Mark qualifies Jesus speaking of the
word ‘as much as they could understand’. Apparently, this
stands in conflict with Mark 4:12. However, in light of this
qualification, it is clear that Jesus customised his teaching
according to the ability of the people to grasp it. From this, it
can be surmised that Jesus did not limit his teaching due to a
desire to keep the crowds in the dark, but because they were
not able to hear more of his teaching.

Mark proceeds by telling readers that Jesus explained the
meaning of the parables to his disciples when they were
alone. In Matthew, the distinction between ‘them’ and the
‘disciples’ is less prominent, as he only refers to the crowds.
Matthew furthermore omits this reference to Jesus’ private
teaching to his disciples, but adds the formula quotation
while quoting from Psalms 78:2 to explain how the parables
convey hidden mysteries.”” ‘So was fulfilled what was
spoken through the prophet (6nwg tAnpwdij 0 pnov d1d T0d
npopntov): “I will open my mouth in parables, I will utter
things hidden since the creation of the world”” (Mt 13:35).
While Mark states that mysteries are concealed in the
parables, Matthew states that the parables convey God’s
hidden revelations.?

Conclusion

The parable of the sower forms a simile that reflects Jesus’
ministry. Jesus spoke in public and the seed of his Word
fell on several kinds of soil. In his private clarification of
the parable, he explains to his disciples how this parable
depicts the way different kinds of people relate to his
teachings. Between the parable and the explanation, Jesus
answers the question of his followers about the reason why
he spoke in parables. His answer reflects the meaning of the
parable. Mark and Matthew later both again refer to why
Jesus regularly spoke in parables.

Jesus’ answer, as retold in all these passages, serves as a
commentary on his ministry. Jesus spoke to all those who
were receptive to his message, as well as those who rejected
him. Those who were receptive to his message were like
the good soil. They formed his inner group. They were
privileged to receive Jesus’ private explanations. During
these explanations, Jesus gave the disciples special teachings
so that they could recognise the mysteries contained in
the parables. The outsiders were considered to have a
basic understanding of Jesus’s parables, but because of the
hardness of their hearts, they did not recognise the significant
role of Jesus as apocalyptic teacher. They therefore forfeited
the opportunity to have access to Jesus’ private teaching
and could subsequently not grasp the mysteries contained in
the parables.

related to Jesus’ birth (Mt 1:22), his childhood (Mt 2:15), his ministry in Galilee

(Mt 4:14), his healing miracles (Mt 8:17, quoting from Is 53:4.), and his passion
(Mt 12:17; 21:4; 27:9). Matthew regards Jesus’ parables of equal importance.

20.In a similar way, Paul refers to the mysteries that God reveals to his followers (1 Cor
2:7-10; Col 2:2-3).
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These passages reveal that Jesus’ parables can only be
perceived as life-changing through faith. The parables as such
do not generate faith, as faith is a gift from God. While the
parables are often enigmatic, the revelation contained in them
is grasped in a miraculous way.

After the earthly ministry of Jesus had ended, the
evangelists who received insight into the mysteries
contained in the parables, utilised these parables to teach
the churches, its leaders and disciples of the mysteries of
the parables.
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