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1.0_INTRODUCTION TO THE PARQABLES OF JESUS 
 
 
 
>> When asked by his disciples why he spoke to the crowd in parables, Jesus 

explained that “the reason I talk to them in parables is that they look without seeing 

and listen without hearing or understanding” (Matthew 13:13).  At first glance, this 

appears to be a strange reason to sue parables as a means of teaching, but on 

closer reflection it begins to make sense.  Perhaps what Jesus was saying was 

that the people had grown so accustomed to the Jewish Law and the Scriptures 

that their ears had become dulled to its Trust.  By speaking to them in parables, 

Jesus forced them to listen with fresh ears, and to look with fresh eyes.  They had 

to engage with the story in order to make sense of it and work out what it was that 

Jesus was saying to them. 

 

>> The Gospels state that Jesus used parables as a way of teaching people about the 

Kingdom of God.  The coming of God’s Kingdom was something the Jewish people 

had been looking forward to for some time, however they had differences of 

opinion as to exactly how it would come about and when and what it would be like.  

For example, some thought the coming of the Kingdom would be a spectacular 

event, whilst others thought the Kingdom of God would be hidden and gradually 

revealed. Jesus often begins his parables with the works “The Kingdom of God is 

like…”.  The challenge for the hearer is to listen carefully and to work out exactly 

what Jesus is trying to say about the nature of the Kingdom of God in each 

particular parable. In general, the parables seem to suggest that the Kingdom is 

already present but that it has yet to be fully realised, that it is something that will 

grow from small and humble beginnings.  Its growth and future reality will depend 

on the choices made by the people who hear and respond to his parables. 
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>> In his use of parables, Jesus was drawing on a popular teaching method of the 

time.  His parables were always drawn from life (eg farming, building, fishing, 

cooking) and employed a number of motifs from Scriptures that would have been 

familiar to the people of the time (eg Vineyard; Shepherd).  The difficulty for 

readers today is that Jesus’ parables were illustrative stories set in the context of a 

difference culture, which requires some understanding of the attitudes and customs 

of the time.  In order for the parables to be meaningful in our modern context, we 

need to try to recapture their original impact. 

 

>> Alan Dale in “The Bible in the Classroom “ (1072, Oxford University Press), 

reminds us that the parables of Jesus are not allegories or illustrations of truth 

which can be stated in abstract terms, but rather they are prose poems that, to be 

understood at all, must first be understood as real stories.  The important 

questions, he argues, is not whether children can discuss what Matthew, Mark or 

Luke thought the parables meant, but whether or not they can “respond to the 

stories as stories”. 

 

>> Part of the challenge for the original hearer was to work out who he/she identified 

within the parable.  In this way Jesus was able to challenge them to consider 

alternative points of view.  For hearers today, this challenge still stands.  By 

encouraging children to respond to the three parables included in this pack as 

stories, perhaps they too will find themselves wondering “Which son am 

I?.....”Which type of soil?”
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 2.1_What is this pack about? 
 
>> This pack uses the work of modern artist Anne House in order to present a fresh 

approach to teaching the parables  It focuses on three parables that appear in 

many Diocesan and Agreed Syllabuses, namely the parables of the Good 

Samaritan, the Prodigal Son and the Sower.  This pack presents a way into these 

parables that could be adapted and used with other parables of Jesus from the 

New Testament. 

 

 

 2.2_Who is the artist? 
 
>> Art has the potential to communicate without words.  Anne House has worked 

previously as a teacher and lives in Southampton where she attends the 

Community Church.  She is married with three children.  Anne’s work is based on 

God’s word and has been exhibited around the world.  Her exhibition “New 

Generation” has been shown extensively in churches, at conferences, in prisons 

and shopping centres.
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 2.3_Why was this pack produced? 
 
>> This pack grew out of a concern that the parables of Jesus were not always being 

taught in a way that faithfully reflected their significance for Christians today.  This 

might be for a number of reasons. 

 

>> We are told that parables are designed to “shock” and “challenge” the hearer, but 

we have heard the parables of Jesus so many times, that they have, to some 

extent lost their impact. 

 

>> The parables of Jesus were intended for, and employed imagery relevant to, 

specific people in specific historical situations. This requires some understanding of 

the beliefs, values, attitudes and customs of the time. 

 

>>  The way the parables have been recorded by the Gospel writers often reflects their 

own concerns and understanding of Jesus’ message.  This is particularly evident 

where the same parable is recorded in two or more Gospels but with variations. 

 

>> It is hoped that this pack will enable teachers to provide pupils with an opportunity 

to: 

 

>> hear the parables of Jesus with fresh ears 

>> look at them with fresh eyes 

>> explore their meaning(s) in greater depth 

>> consider what they might mean or could mean for modern hearers. 
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2.4_How is this pack set out? 
 
 

>> This pack is made up of three distinct units (a unit per parable) that could be taught 

together as a whole unit of work on parables, or alternatively used separately as 

appropriate to other themes within RE.  They may also be taught in any order. 

 

>> The first thing to notice is that the titles for the parables have been changed.  This 

was done in the hope that children would come to the parable afresh, even if they 

have heard the parable before. 

 

>> Each unit has explicit teaching and learning aims and objectives.  These are then 

translated into learning expectations, taking account of different levels of ability.  

Children are also encouraged to complete a Reflective Diary.  This has been 

designed to incorporate a variety of learning opportunities and facilitate more 

personal reflection. 

 

>> Each unit also contains a brief description of the parable itself in ways in which it 

might have been understood by the original hearers.
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 2.5_How might this pack be used? 
 
>> The starting point for each unit is the art work.  It is hoped that the paintings will 

provide a new way into the parables, that will challenge and encourage children to 

think more deeply about their message(s). 

 

>> Some of the tasks and activities are “optional”, in that teachers may wish to use 

them as ways into the parable or some of the concepts. 

 

>> Each unit may be taught over a series of lessons.  There is deliberately no 

reference to time-scale, as teachers may wish to spend longer on one particular 

activity than on others, depending on time-resources available, class, situation etc. 

 

>> The teaching and learning strategies have been aimed at Key Stage 2, but could 

be adapted for older and younger children. 

 

>> Extension tasks have been included for more able pupils. 

 

>> The CD (Mac & PC) supplied in the pack contains digital versions of all three 

paintings, saved as Adobe PDF files, together with audio files of the artist talking 

about each painting.  You will need Adobe Reader to view the images which, if you 

don’t already have a copy, can be downloaded for FREE from www.adobe.com.  

Pupils will be able to view the images in detail on a computer screen or listen to the 

audio tracks on a conventional CD player.  You will not however, be able to view 

the images and listen to the audio simultaneously. 

 

 (“Adobe” and “Acrobat reader” are trademarks of Adobe Systems Incorporated).
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 2.6_Points to consider when teaching the parables. 
 
>> Parables need to be taught in a way that allows their original meaning to come 

through – we must allow them to irritate and challenge as they were intended to. 

 

>> It is important to locate the individual parable in the context of Jesus’ ministry.  We 

need to ask “Who were the original hearers?”; “How might Jesus’ words have 

irritated or challenged them?”; “What might Jesus have wanted to say to them?” 

 

>> Looking at the parable from different angles (from the angle of each of the 

characters) can reveal exciting insights. 

 

>> Exploring where our sympathies lie can be interesting. With which character or 

characters do we identify and why? 

 

>> Looking at what is not said, as well as what is said, can provide opportunities for 

imaginative exploration. 


