
Lenten Study 2019 #3 
Parables 

 

Gathering  
 

Prayer  

 

Creative, passionate God,  

you delight in shaping the world in beauty and harmony.  

You invite us to participate in the balance of creation.  

We grow in wisdom as our experience unfolds; 

we take good learning out of difficult situations 

yet find our well-meant endeavors leading to unintended consequences. 

Too often we give in to temptation  

that disrupts the joyous, chaotic order of the universe.  

We cannot undo all our mistakes,  

but we can turn once more to the living presence of Jesus  

and find new ways to live and love each other and the earth.              

Do not let our hearts be fearful,  

but let us in silence acknowledge our sin  

and seek the forgiveness that restores your peace. Amen. 
 

Take time to share any observations or new understandings of the class's spiritual journey as they have 

observed the Lenten Season.  

 
Scripture Readings  
 

Jesus Teaches with Parables 

Mark 4:1-9, 30-32 

Mark 12:1-17 

 

Mark 4 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 

 
1 

Again he began to teach beside the sea. Such a very large crowd gathered around him that he 

got into a boat on the sea and sat there, while the whole crowd was beside the sea on the land. 
2 

He began to teach them many things in parables, and in his teaching, he said to them: 
3 

“Listen! A sower went out to sow. 
4
 And as he sowed, some seed fell on the path, and the birds 

came and ate it up. 
5
 Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it did not have much soil, and it 

sprang up quickly, since it had no depth of soil. 
6
 And when the sun rose, it was scorched; and 

since it had no root, it withered away. 
7 

Other seed fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up 

and choked it, and it yielded no grain. 
8
 Other seed fell into good soil and brought forth grain, 

growing up and increasing and yielding thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.” 
9
 And he said, “Let 

anyone with ears to hear listen!” 

 
30 

He also said, “With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable will we use for 

it? 
31 

It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds 



on earth; 
32

 yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth 

large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade.” 

 

Mark 12 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 

 
1
 Then he began to speak to them in parables. “A man planted a vineyard, put a fence around it, 

dug a pit for the wine press, and built a watchtower; then he leased it to tenants and went to 

another country. 
2
 When the season came, he sent a slave to the tenants to collect from them his 

share of the produce of the vineyard. 
3
 But they seized him, and beat him, and sent him away 

empty-handed. 
4
 And again he sent another slave to them; this one they beat over the head and 

insulted. 
5
 Then he sent another, and that one they killed. And so it was with many others; some 

they beat, and others they killed. 
6 

He had still one other, a beloved son. Finally he sent him to 

them, saying, ‘They will respect my son.’ 
7
 But those tenants said to one another, ‘This is the 

heir; come, let us kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.’ 
8
 So they seized him, killed him, and 

threw him out of the vineyard. 
9
 What then will the owner of the vineyard do? He will come and 

destroy the tenants and give the vineyard to others. 
10

 Have you not read this scripture: 

 

‘The stone that the builders rejected 

    has become the cornerstone;  
11

 this was the Lord’s doing, 

    and it is amazing in our eyes’?” 

 
12 

When they realized that he had told this parable against them, they wanted to arrest him, but 

they feared the crowd. So they left him and went away. 

 
13 

Then they sent to him some Pharisees and some Herodians to trap him in what he said. 
14

 And 

they came and said to him, “Teacher, we know that you are sincere, and show deference to no 

one; for you do not regard people with partiality, but teach the way of God in accordance with 

truth. Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not? 
15

 Should we pay them, or should we not?” 

But knowing their hypocrisy, he said to them, “Why are you putting me to the test? Bring me a 

denarius and let me see it.” 
16

 And they brought one. Then he said to them, “Whose head is this, 

and whose title?” They answered, “The emperor’s.” 
17

 Jesus said to them, “Give to the emperor 

the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” And they were utterly 

amazed at him. 

 

Seeking Understanding  
 

 I found out early in my seminary journey that parables are tricky to figure out.  One of 

the reasons for this is because they are grounded in a culture that I know very little about, but at 

the same time, they are completely relevant to my life.  I shared classes with people from other 

cultures and was often amazed how their cultures understood a parable different than the 

dominant interpretation of my culture.  Their interpretation wasn’t right or wrong.  Instead, it 

added layers of understanding to what I had understood in the parables.  Lent is the perfect 

season for studying the parables because they often resist clear cut interpretation; instead they are 

offered as ways of meditating on God and searching more deeply God's character and love for 

us.   



 

Mark 4 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 

 
3
 “Listen! A sower went out to sow. 

4 
And as he sowed, some seed fell on the path, and the birds 

came and ate it up. 
5
 Other seed fell on rocky ground, where it did not have much soil, and it 

sprang up quickly, since it had no depth of soil. 
6
 And when the sun rose, it was scorched; and 

since it had no root, it withered away. 
7
 Other seed fell among thorns, and the thorns grew up 

and choked it, and it yielded no grain. 
8
 Other seed fell into good soil and brought forth grain, 

growing up and increasing and yielding thirty and sixty and a hundredfold.” 
9 

And he said, “Let 

anyone with ears to hear listen!” 

 

 Lent is the perfect time to think on this parable because it doesn’t necessarily teach 

anything!  Instead, it invites the reader/hearer to examine themselves in light of planting and 

growing.   

 

 In this parable the sower is God and the seed is Jesus Christ and his message of Good 

News.  The soil is the people who experience Jesus in some way, and it describes the different 

ways.  In this parable there are four types of soil:  

 

1.  The path—If you have ever fed birds or ducks you have experienced the quickness that these 

animals snatch up anything they see.   

 

2.  Rocky Ground—This provides opportunity for growth, but no depth of soil to take root. 

 

3.  Thorny—There was a large tree in the yard of a home we purchased.  It had vines running all 

up the trunk.  During a heavy thunderstorm the tree fell.  It was rotten on the inside because the 

vine had sapped its nutrients.  It was dying because of the weeds.   

 

4. Good soil—The seed is able to take root and be nourished by the soil.   

 

Discuss:  How did you receive the Gospel? What type of soil are you? One way to think about 

this is also to think about the stages in your own spirituality.  When in your spiritual life were 

you any of these soils?  Could this be talking about spiritual maturity?   

 

Can you prepare yourself to be good soil or is that a work of God?   

 

Read and Reflect:  Read John 3:1-21. Reflect:  The Cumberland Presbyterian Church has been 

known as the "Whosever Will" church.  How does this parable reflect God's attitude toward 

spreading the Gospel and the responses of people to the message?  

 

The next parable is the parable of the mustard seed. 

 

Mark 4 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 

 
30 

He also said, “With what can we compare the kingdom of God, or what parable will we use for 

it? 
31 

It is like a mustard seed, which, when sown upon the ground, is the smallest of all the seeds 



on earth; 
32 

yet when it is sown it grows up and becomes the greatest of all shrubs, and puts forth 

large branches, so that the birds of the air can make nests in its shade.” 

 

 Here the kingdom of God is compared to the smallest of seeds, but when given proper 

growth it becomes the biggest shrub to the extent that it gives aid even to the birds.  The reason 

Christ compares the kingdom of God to a small seed is because it is not forced from the outside, 

but in every single human heart it is planted, and God can grow that seed of faith into concrete 

acts of grace in our lives.  God grows holiness in us as we receive a message such as the Gospel. 

 

Discuss:  What ways has your faith become a shelter for people to build upon, as the birds found 

a place to create a home in branches of the mustard bush? 

 

Mark 12 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 

 
13

 Then they sent to him some Pharisees and some Herodians to trap him in what he said. 
14

 And 

they came and said to him, “Teacher, we know that you are sincere, and show deference to no 

one; for you do not regard people with partiality but teach the way of God in accordance with 

truth. Is it lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not? 
15

 Should we pay them, or should we not?” 

But knowing their hypocrisy, he said to them, “Why are you putting me to the test? Bring me a 

denarius and let me see it.” 
16

 And they brought one. Then he said to them, “Whose head is this, 

and whose title?” They answered, “The emperor’s.” 
17

 Jesus said to them, “Give to the emperor 

the things that are the emperor’s, and to God the things that are God’s.” And they were utterly 

amazed at him. 

 

 Strictly speaking this is not a parable, but it brings out a truth and we are supposed to be 

digging deeper in the season of Lent.  What does it mean to be created in the image of God?  

Many of our churches observed Ash Wednesday.  During that worship service ashes are placed 

on our foreheads and we heard the words "From dust you were created, to dust you will return." 

 

 The Pharisees were simply trying to ignore the implications of Christ's teachings.  My 

children do this with me when we are talking about responsibilities of life.  I want them to do a 

certain task and they don’t do it.  I want to address the situation and all of a sudden, we are 

talking about some hypothetical situation they may encounter one day in their lives.  I then turn 

the conversation back to their lack of responsibility. 

 

 Jesus was illustrating to the Pharisees that this worry about taxes misses the point 

completely.  The material things of this world will pass away.  Who cares if you give a coin to 

the emperor which is obviously his because it is stamped with his image. Are you not going to 

give yourself to God? You obviously belong to God because you are created in God's image.  

Give to God what is God's; give to the emperor what belongs to the emperor.   

 

Discuss:  In what ways do you ignore the importance of being created in the image of God?   
 

Mark 2:23-28 New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) 
 
23 

One sabbath he was going through the grainfields; and as they made their way his disciples began to 

pluck heads of grain. 
24 

The Pharisees said to him, “Look, why are they doing what is not lawful on the 



sabbath?” 
25 

And he said to them, “Have you never read what David did when he and his companions 

were hungry and in need of food? 
26 

He entered the house of God, when Abiathar was high priest, and ate 

the bread of the Presence, which it is not lawful for any but the priests to eat, and he gave some to his 

companions.” 
27

 Then he said to them, “The sabbath was made for humankind, and not humankind for the 

sabbath; 
28

 so the Son of Man is lord even of the sabbath.” 

 

In what ways do you ignore God's purposes for humankind in order to practice your desires and 

preferences?  How about at a governmental level—are there policies in your community or 

national government that conflicts with Jesus' teachings? 

 

 Remember this Lenten season that God is teaching us to go deeper than surface level 

teachings.  God wants us to deepen our relationship with God in Christ.   


