Parables in the Teachings of Jesus
Throughout the Gospels, Jesus continually uses parables to teach others moral, theological, and spiritual truths in a digestible form. The word parable is derived from the Greek word parabolē[footnoteRef:1], and is defined by Merriam-Webster as ‘a usually short fictitious story that illustrates a moral attitude or a religious principle.’[footnoteRef:2] The purpose of these parables is to teach these ideas through a method that helps audiences grasp them more deeply by presenting them in a relatable story. These parables are central to understanding Jesus' message, particularly concerning the Kingdom of God, judgment, and discipleship.  [1:  Blue Letter Bible, ‘Lexicon G3850’, Blue Letter Bible, <https://www.blueletterbible.org/lexicon/g3850/lxx/lxx/33-1/> [accessed 16 June 2026].]  [2:  Merriam-Webster, ‘Parable’, Merriam Webster, <https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/parable> [accessed 16 June 2026].] 

A key feature of a parable is its brief, narrative form. The parable is kept short so that the audience can engage with the narrative without the central message becoming diluted. Everyday imagery is used within the narrative, allowing diverse audiences to relate the parable to their own understandings, with themes such as farming, family, and money being used. Within these parables, there is often one central message that is being conveyed, although some scholars argue that parables do not always conform to a single definitional model; Klyne R. Snodgrass states, ‘possibly no definition of parables will do, for any definition that is broad enough to cover all the forms is so imprecise that it is almost useless’[footnoteRef:3], meaning each parable must be approached individually. Surprise is another tactic used in Jesus’ parables; an example is the parable of the good Samaritan, where an injured man lies in the road, ignored by a Levite and a priest. The audience would expect both of these characters to help due to their religious roles; however, it is a Samaritan, traditionally viewed as a socially marginalised outsider, who stops to help the injured man. This challenges assumptions about social and religious status, showing the expected roles of each character reversed. [3:  Klyne R. Snodgrass, Stories with Intent: A Comprehensive Guide to the Parables of Jesus, 2nd ed. (Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2008) p. 22. 	] 

Throughout the parables of Jesus, several major themes emerge. One of these themes is the Kingdom of God, through parables such as the mustard seed, where the seed that begins small grows into a large plant (Matthew 13:31-32). The mustard seed is a very small seed, but through nurturing eventually becomes so large that birds nest within its branches. This parable emphasises that the Kingdom of God grows from small beginnings, implying that even the smallest, most seemingly insignificant beginnings can produce great results. Through this parable, Jesus presents the Kingdom of God as a transformative reality, capable of producing far-reaching effects, as Snodgrass notes, ‘like a mustard seed God’s kingdom starts as something insignificant but becomes something quite large.’[footnoteRef:4] It is important to note that contextually, both the Jewish and Greco-Roman communities understood that mustard seeds were small for their size.[footnoteRef:5] Another theme is of mercy and forgiveness, demonstrated through the parable of the Lost Son (Luke 15:11-32). In this parable, a father divides his estate between his two sons, the youngest of whom squanders his wealth, later returning home expecting his father to reject him; however, the father welcomes his son back. Through this parable, Jesus emphasises God’s willingness to forgive those who return to Him in repentance, regardless of their previous sins, as Snodgrass notes, ‘The parable is a narrative demonstration of the grace with which God reaches out to embrace sinful people.’[footnoteRef:6] A further prominent theme throughout the parables of Jesus is how individuals are each responsible for how the gifts and opportunities given to them by God are used. The Parable of the Talents (Matthew 25:14-30) demonstrates this, with a master entrusting his servants with his property. Two of the servants use their talents to trade for further talents, whereas the third servant buried his share in the ground. In the first century, a “talent” referred to a sum of money, roughly equating to 6000 days’ wages for a day labourer[footnoteRef:7], emphasising the parable’s focus on financial accountability and responsibility. Upon the master’s return, the two who invested their talents are rewarded, whereas the third servant is condemned by the master. A common interpretation of this parable is that individuals are given abilities and talents by God, and these should not be wasted, instead used for their intended purpose, also highlighting the consequences of failing to do so.[footnoteRef:8] Pádraig McCarthy asks, ‘Would Jesus want us to join in the condemnation of the third servant?’[footnoteRef:9], inviting readers to consider whether the judgment reflects Jesus’ teaching on mercy and forgiveness. [4:  Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, p. 180.]  [5:  Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, p. 177.]  [6:  Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, p. 120.]  [7:  Snodgrass, Stories with Intent, p. 405.]  [8:  Pádraig McCarthy, ‘The Parable of the Talents’, The Furrow, 60.2, (2009), (p. 108) <https://www-jstor-org.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/stable/pdf/27808799.pdf?refreqid=fastly-default%3A251c6ca203af4caf06a629fb0ebcf6b9&ab_segments=0%2Fbasic_search_gsv2%2Fcontrol&initiator=&acceptTC=1> [accessed 20 June 2026]. ]  [9:  McCarthy, ‘The Parable of the Talents’, p. 108.] 

In conclusion, the parables of Jesus are a key feature of his theological teaching and ministry. Through a form that is often simple in structure, the parables provide teachings over a broad theological spectrum, including the Kingdom of God, faith, mercy, and forgiveness. Although the parables are presented in an accessible narrative style, there is still debate among scholars as to the deeper meanings within many of the parables, demonstrating that they can be interpreted on multiple levels. Overall, the themes within the parables highlight the theology, ministry, and message of Jesus Christ. 
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