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THE USE OF PAR.ABOLE IN THE SYNOPTIC 
GOSPELS 

THE English word "parable", as used in modern Form 
Criticism, means " a short illustrative story intended to enforce 
a sp~cific point " (A. E. J. Rawlinson, St. Mark, p. 4 7). As an 
exact term it is sometimes called (after Jtilicher) the "parable 
proper", to distinguish it from other forms in the teaching of 
Jesus. Useful as this definition is, the word does not now 
represent the meaning of the Greek word ~aeaf3oA.1] as it entered 
the vocabulary of the New Testament. This article is a study 
of ~aeaf3oA.1] as used in the Synoptic Gospels, and wherever 
" parable " in the modern English sense is intended inverted 
commas will be used. It is hoped to show that within the 
Synoptic Gospels there is a distinct development in the use 
of ~aeaf3oA.1], frqm the final phase only of which comes the 
English " parable", and that careful attention to the earlier use 
may help to correct mistaken exegesis in some important 
passages. 

In classical Greek ~aeaf3ol1] generally means "juxta­
position " or " comparison". As a figure of speech it means, 
according to Aristotle (Rhet. I 3 9 Jb), a simple analogy as opposed 
to an illustration in the form of a Myo~ or story, of which the 
fable was an example. The Socratic ~aea{Jo).f} is cited as 
implying the formula 8pmov yae rf>a~ee • • ., which shows 
how close the meaning is to the idea of op,olwm~, " likeness ". 
In the LXX, however, ~aea{Jo).i} is employed to translate the 
Hebrew ':>~7t, mashal, in all its various meanings of " oracle", 
" proverb ", " gnomic saying ", " by-word " or " enigma ", but 
it is never used of " parable proper ". 

In the New Testament ~aea{3oA.1] occurs only in the Synoptic 
Gospels and in Hebrews. It is used twice in the latter, more or 
less in line with the classical meaning : ~aeaf3o).-Yj el~ in ix. 9 = 
"a correspondence to", and the more conventional adverbial 
expression ev ~aea{3oAfj in xi. I 9 = " figuratively " or simply "as 
it were". 

We may now deal with the evidence of the Synoptic Gospels, 
for which has been assumed the hypothesis of the priority of 
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Mark, and of the original independence of Proto-Luke (i.e. a 
document comprising the material peculiar to Luke, L, and the 
material commonly referred to as Q). 

I, MARK 

As might be expected, Mark uses naea{Jo).f] in a mixture 
of both the classical and LXX senses. The classical meaning 
may be seen in xiii. 2 8, W!:.O be 1:fjr; cro"fjr; t-t&Oe?:e 1:-YJv naea{JoA.f]v, 
" learn the illustration from the fig-tree " (with which compare 
the phrase in Polybius 2. 5. 24, be 1:wv Of'Jelwv noteictOat 1:i}v 

naea{Jo).f]v), and the virtual equation with ot-tolwcnr; comes out 
clearly in the important formula in iv. 30, m~r; ot-totwawt-tev 1:i}v 
{Jaat).e{av 7:oV OeoiJ ~ ev ·dvt av7:-YJv naea{JoA.fl ()i!Jf-tBV; Luke renders, 
?:('Vt Of-tO(a B(17:t11 ?} {JaatJ.e{a 'foV Oeoi'J "al· Tlvt Of-tOtW(1(J) av?:f]v (Luke 
xiii. I 8). 

The LXX meaning appears in vii. I 7, befJ(!WTwv miTo'V -r-YJv 
naea{JaA.-1],, where the reference is to the obscure saying (mashal) 
" there is nothing outside a man which by going into him can 
defile him ", etc. Similarly, ·the adverbial phrase of iii. 2 3, lv 
naeafJoA.air; eA.eyev av?:oir;, is in primary reference to the fro'Qerb 
(mashal) which follows, "How can Satan cast out Satan ? " 
The same phrase, l, naea{JoAair;, in xii. I introduces the story of 
the Vineyard. It is no doubt suggested to Mark's mind 
because the story is built on the well-known O.T. allegory of 
the Unprofitable Vineyard in Isa. v. The conclusion of the 
incident in xii. I 2, ey1•waav yae lJn 1t(!Or; avToVr; 1:ij'V naea{Jo).-YJv smB'V, 
confirms the view that the story in question is considered 
an allegory, like the O.T. mashal from which it is derived. 
However, the classical meaning also obtrudes, for the force of 
the nedr; aho~ standing in a kind of adjectival relationship to 
-r-YJv naea{Jo).f], is that Jesus made them (the priests) the object 
of " comparison ". Precisely this type of expression, Uyew 
ne6r; 1:wa naea{Jo).f]v, appears with this force in Luke, as we shall 
see. In this present case, the comparison would be further 
pressed by the quotation which concludes the story, " the stone 
which the builders rejected", etc. ; and apparently the priests 
were not slow to see themselves, allegorically, in the wicked 
husbandmen and the rejecting builders. 

So far there is no indication that naea{Joi.f] is held to mean 
any particular type of story, though the instance just discussed 
can be described as being lv naeafJoA.air;, " in figures ", since 
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it is an allegory, and as containing a xaeafJoJ.:Ij, " a comparison ", 
with certain persons. It remains to examine the highly important 
use of xaea{JoJ.:Ij in chapter iv, bearing in mind Mark's usage 
so far, and unprejudiced by the other evangelists' treatment of 
Mark's account. 

In iv. 2, b xaea{JoA:ni~ anticipates in this usual adverbial 
phrase the nature of the material to follow, and does not by 
itself add to our knowledge of usage. It may best be translated, 
quite neutrally, " figuratively" or " by illustrations". Then, 
following the description of a sower and the six kinds of soil 
into which his seed fell,1 together with the logion, " He who 
has ears to hear, let him hear", there appears the interesting 
statement ~in iv. 10, ljecf>T(J)'I) a.O-ro,. ••• T~ xaea{Jol~, " they 
asked him the parables ". Now iewTii,. properly means " to ask 
a question", and an accusative following it (apart from a personal 
object) should be a cognate or its equivalent, as indeed elsewhere 
in the N.T., e.g. Matt. xxi. 24 =Luke xx. 3 ; John xvi. 23 
(Luke xiv. is best omitted from discussion). Thus fJedn:wv Ta~ 
xaea{JoU~ should represent a direct question T{ve~ a[ xa(!a{JoJ.a{; 
which is confirmed by Luke's rendering of this passage, 
bcrJew-rwv T{~ aiJT'Y] elrJ 1] xaea{JoJ.I]. What then are· the xaea{JoJ.a{ 
to which the disciples refer ? Most naturally they are the six 
types or similitudes of soils just enumerated. To suppose 
that al xaea{Jolat here refer to " parables " in general would 
be to go against Mark's understanding of the word, and such 
an interpretation might net'er have been sought if his account 
had not been read thr"Qugh the eyes of the other Evangelists. 
The statement cannot consistently mean, as Rawlinson offers, 
" they asked him for the parables " or " about the parables " (St. 
Mark, p. 5 I), and it is quite unnecessary to suppose that " the 
awkward wording of verse I o is no doubt designed to admit of 
the general theory about parables in verses I I-I 2 appearing to 
be equally an answer to the disciples' question, with the explana­
tion of the parable of the Sower in verses I 3 sqq." There is 
nothing awkward about Mark's wording so long as we do not 
import into his words a meaning that there is no evidence to 
suggest he intended. The teaching is not a " parable " at all. 
The barest mention of a sower is followed by a category of six 
kinds of soil into which seed is sown, which the disciples imme-

1 See B. T. D. Smith, Parables of the Synoptic {}osfJels, p. 124, footnote 3 : "Three 
degrees of fertility are named, corresponding to three li:inds of unfertile soil," etc. 
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diately recognise as a series of similitudes to something or other. 
So they ask Jesus "What are the similitudes?" They might 
even have included the enigmatic logion, " He who has ears to 
hear, let him hear", among the :naea{Joi..al of their question, 
for in the LXX sense it could be counted 'one. At all events, 
Jesus replies to their question by explaining this logion first. 
" Those who have ears to hear are those to whom has been given 
the secret of the Kingdom " ; the familiar adverbial phrase e'/J 
:naea{Joi..al~ now explains how a person can have ears but not 
hear, for " everything is in figures to those outside ". It is really 
a play on two meanings of the same word, one being in the 
conventional phrase e'/J :naea{Joi..ai~, whose use here is prompted 
by the mention of :naea{Joi..al in the disciples' question. For this 
meaning of E'IJ :naea{Joi..ai~ as = " in figures " we may compare 
the e'IJ :naea{Joi..fj of Hebrews xi. I 9 ; there is a parallel usage 
of :naeotpla in John xvi. '2 5, where b :naeotpla", " in figures ", 
is contrasted with :nae(!Yialq.,. " explicitly " .. We are reminded, 
too, of the phrase in I Cor. xiii. I '2 {JA.hfew E'IJ aMy pan, where 
a reflection only (tJt• eaomeov), and not the object itself, is seen ; 
it is a case of seeing, but not seeing.1 

This intetpretation of b :naea{Joi..ai~ in iv. I I was suggested 
by Dr. J. W. Hunkin in the Journal of Theological Studies for 
April I9I5, but it meets with the objection from Dr. B. T. D. 
Smith (Cambridge Bible, St. Matthew, p. I37) : "One great 
difficulty in the way of any such interpretation is that it requires 
:naea{Joklj to be understood in two senses." No such difficulty 
exists. It is a regular feature of language for two senses of the 
same word to appear in the same context, sometimes by a 
process of unconscious attraction, especially when one of the 
occurrences is in the form of a. conventional phrase. For example, 
in Rom. xii. I 3, I 4, lJUh'"JJ occurs twice, in one case meaning 
" practise " and in the other " persecute ". Yet there is no 
reason to suppose that St. Paul was deliberately punning. A 
writer will often, by unconscious impulse, repeat a word he has 
recently used, and he may even be unaware of the repetition, 
especially if he happens to be employing the word in a different 
sense. J. M. Creed (St. Luke, p. I I 5) endorses Dr. Smith's 
objection, and supports it by contrasting Mark iv. I I, lue{'IJot~ lJe 
-roi~ lew e'IJ :naea{Joi..ai~ -ra :na'IJ-ra yt'IJe-cat, with Mark iv. 33, ual 

1 Cf. Wisdom of Siraclz, xxxix. 3· d:troKpv.pa. ru,potp.twv iK$rrr1/trtL, Ku,l ev u,lvl"(p.u,trt 
ru,pu,{Jo'l\WII ITVIIEIITE'XEVITETU,I. 
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Tomv-rat~ naeaPoA.ai~ noUai~ 8A.&Aet, uaOw~ 1]<5VvaVTO auovew. But the 
contrast serves to illustrate this very difference in usage--Bv 
naeaPoA.ai~ is a fixed adverbial phrase ; -rotm5-rat~ naeaPoA.ai~ 
noUai~ with no h, and with two qualifying words, is the normal 
substantive use in the instrumental dative. There is no im­
propriety in assigning them different shades of meaning. 

To " those outside " everything was, in fact, 8v naeaPoA.ai,, 
" in figures ". It is no question of the personal motive of Jesus 
for teaching by similitudes. The attitude of the people was the 
same, whatever· medium he chose to use. The agent of the 
Mdo-rat, "has been given", is no doubt God the Father, not 
Jesus (cf. Matt. xvi. 17), and there is no reason why navTa 
ytveTat, " all things are ", should be read as if it were navTa 
A.aA.w, " I speak all things ". Of course the difficulty is gener­
ally held to lie in the lva which introduces the quotation from 
Isa. vi. An attractive suggestion has been made by Prof. T. W. 
Manson (The Teaching of Jesus, pp. 77 ff.) that lva is a mis­
understanding of an ambiguous Aramaic particle de, and should 
have been translated ol, the relative pronoun " who ". So also 
C. C. Torrey, Our Translated Gospels, p. 1 o. This would mean 
that the quotation is simply descriptive of" those outside", and 
does not express purpose at all. But even if the lv.a is correct 
-and it is certainly what Mark intended-it still does not 
express the purpose of Jesus' teaching, which, as has been said, 
is not really in question here. It must be remembered that, 
whatever the syntactical connection, the significance of the 
quotation is that Jesus is drawing a parallel with the situation 
which confronted Isaiah-a people blind and deaf, a people 
whose heart had been hardened lest they should convert and 
be healed. Now whatever problem of purpose there may be in 
Isaiah, it arises out of the given condition of the people. In 
Mark the problem is the same, and again it arises out of the 
given condition of the people, here expressed : " to those outside 
all things are in figures ", and it is no more connected with the 
personal motive of Jesus' teaching than it was with the personal 
motive of Isaiah's preaching. A problem of purpose there is, 
but it is not one of deliberate obscurity on the part of Jesus, 
and it is not solved by " the method of the blue pencil " (Manson, 
P· 75). 

The conjunction lva, then, may express purpose either in 
regard to those who are already mentioned as being blind (to 

7 
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them all things are in figures), as in Isa. vi. 9, I o ; or in the 
sense of the fulfilment of prophecy, i.e. " the people see in 
figures that (it might be fulfilled which was spoken, namely,) 
seeing they might not perceive ", etc. The surface meaning of 
the similitudes they would no doubt understand well enough, 
but this would only be a figure of the real truth ; thus similitudes 
were described as "such as they could hear", in verse 33· So 
we have seen that Jesus takes up the word naeaf3oA.at from the 
disciples' question, and, with a subtle turn of meaning, employs 
iv naeaf3oA.ai~ to illustrate the two kinds of hearers implied by 
the logions in verse I I. 

Coming to verse I 3, it will be seen that the development of 
thought continues with perfect naturalness, oilx oi6aTe -r-Y]v 
naeaf3oA.-Y]v TaVT'YJ'II, xal nw~ naaa~ Ta~ naeaf3oA.~ yvwaeaOe ; This 
is the first singular use of naeaf3oA.f] in the whole passage, and 
the context leads us to refer it to the logion which Jesus has 
just expounded (8~ ezet cDTa aXoV8t'll aXOVETw), which, as has 
been noted, is a naeaf3oA.f] in the mashal sense.1 . There is 
nothing in the Marcan version which requires, or even. suggests, 
that 1] naeaf3oA.-Y] afh'Y} refers to the whole account of the sowing 
and the soils. On the other hand, this latter series of soil simili­
tudes will again be what is meant by naaa~ -rd~ naeaf3oA.a~, as 
in verse IO. This is the more likely since, without further ado 
or explanation, Jesus goes on to interpret " all these similitudes ". 
Again, therefore, in verse I 3, we have a play on the slightly differ­
ent meanings of naeaf3oA.f], 1] naeaf3oA.-Y] afh'Y} being a mashal, 

. and al naeaf3oA.at being simple " likenesses ". The one points 
to the explanation of the others, and the whole verse might be 
paraphrased " If you do not understand the key-saying, how 
can you understand the similitudes which hang upon it ? "2 

Most commentator~ since Adolf JUlicher have assumed that 
we have in the Sower teaching a " parable " which has been 
misunderstood by Mark, and edited with a patchwork of 
secondary explanations (in accordance with a doctrinal theory) 
the inconsistency of which reveals ~the ineptness of Mark's 
interpretation.3 But if the view I have taken of Mark's use of 

1 Or perhaps to the quotation from lsa. vi. 9, which immediately precedes this question 
of Jesus, and which is in the form of a maskal: " to see and not to see." But it would 
stili be closely related to the logion before it. 

s This would accord well with Jesus' custom of decisive app«:al to the ScriP,tures. 
Cf. xii. 2.4 : " Is it not for this cause that y_e err, that ye know not the scriptures ? ' 

8 E.g., B. T. D. Smith, Parables of the Synoptic Gospels, pp. 124-5 ; C. H. Dodd, 
Parables of.tke Kingdom, pp. 13ff. and 18off. For a reply to the linguistic evidence adduced 
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11:aeafJoA.Ij is correct, this hypothesis of Form Criticism is 
deprived of its mainspring. For we are not dealing with a single 
" parable ", but with a series of similitudes of soils, each com­
plete in itself (e.g. " some seed fell among thorns, and the thorns 
came up and choked it "). The mention of a sower is the 
briefest possible introductory note, and is, so to speak, incidental. 
Dr. Rawlinson remarks that in the exposition in verses I 4 ff. 
" the centre of interest is no longer in the Sower, but in the 
different kinds of soil" (St. Mark, p. 52). This he takes as 
evidence that the exposition is secondary and inappropriate. 
But the centre of interest never was in the Sower, so far as Mark's 
account takes us, and Dr. Rawlinson's observation only serves 
to confirm the view that al 1la(!a{JoA.ai of verses I o and I 3 are 
the similitudes of different kinds of soil. 

The two remaining occurrences of 1la(!a{JoA.Ij in Mark, iv. 
33 and 34, conclude this same section, and depend for their 
meaning on the formula in verse 30 which has already been 
discussed. The meaning is again simple " similitude ", the 
example alluded to being : " like a grain of mustard-seed ". 
Such similitudes are in a form which can be grasped by all (" as 
they were able to hear ") but their spiritual meaning is reserved 
for those whose ears are opened. 

We may conclude that nowhere in Mark does 1la(!a{JoA.Ij 
mean " a short illustrative story intended to enforce a specific 
point", i.e. a " parable". Moreover, to judge from the 
antecedent history of 1la(!a{JoA.~ both in classical and LXX 
usage, it would probably be an innovation if it did mean 
"parable". 

11. LUKE 

It is probable that 11:aea{JoA.Ij did not stand in the original 
Q discourse-material used as a source by both Matthew and 
Luke ; for where, in such material, it is introduced by one 
Evangelist, it is as an editorial addition and does not appear in 
the other. Proto-Luke (L + Q), therefore, may be taken as 
providing independent evidence of Luke's understanding of 
the word. 

by Professor Dod.d in favour of the secondary character of Mark iv. I r-zo, see Professor 
Otto Piper's article in THE EVANGELICAL QuARTERLY for January I94Z: "The 
Understanding of the Synoptic Parables", p. 44· T. W. Manson, The TeaclzintofJesus, 
pp. 7 s-So, rightly sees the integral connection of the Sower passage with parabolic teaching 
but regards it as a " parable " as do most Form critics. 
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(a) Proto-Luke. 
As might be expected, Luke leans towards the ordinary 

classical meaning of naea{JoA.IJ, " likeness " or " comparison " 
with the idea of op.oli»ou; ·not far away~ Twice, however, it is 
applied to proverbs, "Physician, heal thyself", iv. 23 (L), and 
"Can the blind lead the blind?", iv. 39 (Q), but in the other 
eight passages Luke's understanding of the term is made clear 
by the constructions in which he places it. Four times it conveys 
a direct comparison with a person, when the characteristic con­
struction is .Uyew neo~ 't'Wa naea{JoA.IJv. The force of this will 
come out in an examination of the actual passages. Four times 
it conveys a comparison or illustration of a particular statement 
or situation. 

Comparisons with persons. 
(I) From L we have, in xiv. 7, lkyev neo~ 't'OV~ 'XB'XA'YJf'B'IIOV~ 

naea{JoA.-Yjv enexwv nw~ 't'a~ 11:(!W't'O'XAte1la~ e~eA.iyov't'o x't'A.. The 
teaching which follows is not a " parable" at all. It might 
easily, however, be put into " parable " form, and it might be 
argued that Luke has simply given the application of such a 
"parable" together with its concluding logion. If this is 
so, it shows clearly that naea{JoA.fJ means for Luke, not the 
" parable " itself, but the application or comparison involved. 
In any case, he has observed the simple correspondence of 
o V1pWV eav1:ov to of xexA.rJpivot, and the position of neo~ 7:oV~ 
xexA'YJfJ,Bvov~ immediately before naea(JoA.fJv has an adjectival 
force, so that it should be translated " He made a comparison 
with those who were bidden", and not, as in the R.V., " He 
spake a parable unto those who were bidden ". An instance of 
this type of expression has already been noted in Mark xii. I 2.1 

( 2) A more striking instance of this adjectival construction 
qualifying naea{JoA.?] is in another L passage, xviii. 9, ebrev tJe xai 
neo~ 't'Wa~ 't'OVr; nenotf)o't'ar; eq/ eav't'oi~ O't't elaiv Mxawt xai l~ovOev­
OVV't'a~ 1:ov~ A.omov~ 1:-Y}v naea{JoA.-Yjv 7:aV7:1Jv. Luke does not mean 
that Jesus was actually speaking to such people, but the naea{JoA.fJ 
is a comparison of "certain people" with the Pharisee of 
the story. In all these cases Luke himself has supplied the 
application, which suggests that it is the relationship which 
constitutes the naea{JoA.fJ and not the story in itself or on its own. 

1 There is a similar expression in Acts ii. 25, where "X€-yet <is am-6v = "speaks of' 
him ", not " speaks to him ". " 
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(3) An interrogatory inversion of the usual order appears in 
the Lucan addition to the Q teaching about watchfulness, in 
xii. 4 I, neo~ fJp,a~ Tijv naeaflol..ijv TaVT'f}V l..tyet~ i} "al neo~ nana~; 
If naeaflol..lj meant " parable " it would here refer simply to the 
story of the U nready Householder in verses 39 and 40. But the 
reference is surely to the whole passage from verse 35 on, and in 
particular to verse 36 vp,ei~ 8p,otot avOewnot~ neoallezop,evot~ TOV "V(>tOV 
eavt:wv. Again, as in xiv. 7, this sounds like the application of a 
"parable" (cf. the story of the Ten Virgins in Matt. xxv. 1), 
and it is this " likeness " which constitutes the naeaflol..lj, not 
the story of the Servants or of the Householder. Peter's 
question merely seeks to specify the general application already 
made-" Does it apply to us or to everybody ? " The whole 
section is represented as teaching to the disciples only 
(verse 22 ff.), so again Uyetv ne6~ nva naeaflol..ljv means not "to 
recount a story to someone " but "to express a comparison with 
someone". 

(4) Another Lucan introduction to a Q passage is in xv. 3, 
"al bteyoyyvCov ol Te fl>aetaaiot "al reap,p,at:ei~ . . • elnev be neo~ 
avToV~ TaVT'f}V .,;i}v naeaflol..ljv. It might be argued that here 
at least is a clear case of naeaflol..lj being equated with a 
" parable ", but, though the process by which such a trans­
ference was ultimately made is beginning to be evident, 
there are reasons for thinking that Luke has not actually made 
the change. The first story is of the one lost sheep and the 
ninety-nine safe sheep. The peculiar Lucan application-" there 
is joy in heaven over one sinner repenting rather than over 
ninety-nine righteous who do not need repentance "-with its 
clear reference to the Pharisees and scribes, indicates that the 
neo~ avt:ov~ is still comparative in force, and dependent on 
-rijv naeaflol..ljv. Moreover, it is perhaps significant that, though 
three " parables " are in fact related (not only " this parable ", 
v. 3), the application is the same in each, and is verbally expressed 
twice. So we may still hold that it is Luke's understanding of 
the single basic illustration or comparison which leads him to 
speak of aiJT'YJ fJ naeaflol..lj. 

Comparisons with Situations. 
There remain in Proto-Luke four instances of naeaflol..lj 

meaning an illustration of a given statement or of a situation, 
though the treatment varies. 
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(I) The comparative force is clearest in xviii. I, lkyev 
naea{JoA:Yjv avToi~ neo~ To ~eiv naVToTe neoaevxeaOat aVTOV~ "al p:Yj 
iy"~eiv. (Cf. Heb. ix. 9 fin~ naea{Jo).-Yj el~ Tov "ateov Tov beGT'YJ"OTa.) 
The story is that of the Widow and the Unjust Judge, and it is 
the expressed relationship to a spiritual situation in the story 
which constitutes the naea{JoAt]. 

(2) Again, the story of the Rich Fool in xii. I6--elnev ~e 
naea{Jo:A~v neo~ avTov~-illustrates " Beware of all covetous­
ness, for a man's life does not consist in the abundance of his 
possessions", and the specific comparison is given, " So is he 
who lays up treasure for himself, and is not rich toward God ". 
The neo~ avTov~ here is not adjectival, as we might gather 
from its position ; it is simply equal to avToi~. 

(3) Again, the story of the Unfruitful Fig in the Vineyard 
in xiii. 6-l:Aeyev ~e T«VT'YJV n}P naeafJo).t]v-illustrates " Unless 
you repent, you will likewise perish "; No further application 
is pressed,1 but there is clearly no doubt in Luke's mind about 
the relationship of the story to the discussion evoked by the 
disasters of Pilate' s outrage and Siloam. Hence naea{Jo:At]. 

(4) The final instance in Proto-Luke is xix. I 1, and is in 
Luke's introduction to a Q passage, neoaOel~ elnev naea{Jo).-Yjv ~ul: To 
iyyv~ elvat • leeovaa:A-Yjp, amov "al ~o"eiv avToi~ lht naeaxefip,a p,e).).et 'J7 

{Jaat:Aela TOV OeoiJ avaq;alveaOat. Once again the naeafJo).t] is 
expressed by means of a story, that of the Entrusted Pounds, and 
once again Luke feels the need to indicate naeafJoJ.t] as being an 
illustration -of something-in this case, of the true situation, in the 
face of false expectations. Luke's style may be somewhat awk­
ward, and not altogether successful, but at least it bears witness 
to his instinct that the mention of naea{Jo:At] calls for some sort 
of expressed comparison or relationship. 

(b) Luke's Use of Mark. 
This confirms the evidence of Proto-Luke. Once, in v. 36, 

he employs the mashal sense in designating a proverb as a 
naea{Jo:At], "No one tears a piece from a new garment and puts 
it on an old garment ". In XX. 9, ifeeaTO ~e neo~ TOV Aaov Atyew 
T~v naea{Jo:A~v TaVT'YJV, where Luke has avoided ev naea{Jo:Aai~ 
in favour of a more definite expression, looks at first like a 

1 Though Luke may have the d.p,1uXwv in mind as being the " similitude ". It is 
an O.T. figure of the lsraelitish nation. The instance is a "parable proper", though 
for Luke it is still a " similitude ". 
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case of comparison with a person, but the position of the verb 
makes this unlikely, though Luke may be taking the familiar 
ap11:eA.dw as a comparison to o A.a6~. Mark's " learn the illustra­
tion from the fig-tree " has become more specific in Luke xxi. 
29, by a method already observed in Luke's writings. He 
introduces his ual elnev 11:a{!a{JoA.~v aih:oi'~ by a general statement, 
not found in Mark, " when these things begin to take place, 
look up and raise your heads, because your redemption is 
drawing near ", a situation to which the example of the fig-tree, 
and indeed all trees, is a corresponding naeafJoA.fJ. 

Finally, important changes appear in Luke's version of the 
Sower passage. In viii. 4, !5ta 11:Uf!afJoA.ij~ replaces ev 11:a{!a{JoA.ai'~, 

and in viii. 9, ?}edrraw avTo'll T~. 11:U(!a{Jo).a~ is expanded to 
E11:rJ(!WTOJ'JI avTo'JI Tt~ aihrJ e'ir] ·1} 1'1:U(!a{Jo).~. Note the singular for 
plural in both cases. Luke understands as Jesus' reply to this 
last question, verse I I : eGTw !58 afhrJ 1] 11:Uf!afJoA.~·o cm6eor; eGTlv o 
A.6yo~ Tov fJeov. That Luke regards o a11:6{!o~ as one term of the 
comparison (11:aea{JoA.~) is supported by his addition of -rdv a11:6{!o'll 
av-rof3 to Mark's brief introduction. This version, and the 
singular 11:Uf!afJoA.~ throughout, reveals a different emphasis from 
Mark. For Luke there is one basic naeafJoA.~ or similitude, 
namely, " the seed = the word of God ". 

To conclude Luke's evidence we may say that, apart from 
his three mashal contexts, he does not depart from the basic 
classical meaning of 11:Uf!afJoA.~. No more than Mark does he 
use it to mean a " parable ·~ as such, and in those frequent cases 
where a " parable " is in fact involved, the 11:aea{JoA.~ always 
refers to a particular and expressed comparison, not to the story 
in or of itself. 

Ill. MATTHEW 

So far as we can judge, Matthew used 11:U(!a{Jo).~ primarily 
because he found it in Mark. All its occurrences in the non­
Marcan sections seem to be editorial additions by the same 
hand as edited the Marcan sections. Matthew's usage is a 
development from Mark's ; it reveals an important semantic 
change, and an independent and different attitude from Luke to 
the same word. In Matthew, the development from " likeness " 
or " comparison " to the story-form so often containing the 
" likeness ". is complete. The tendency towards this involved 
Luke in some odd-looking expressions, but he did not take the 
final step of equating 11:U(!a{JoA.~ with a story containing a 
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naeafJoJ..i}. Matthew did take this step, and it has led to the 
present meaning of the English word " parable ". Such 
semantic change is generally unconscious. 

(a) Matthew's Use of Mark. 
He makes some slight changes which reveal his different 

conception of naea{JoJ..ij. Oddly enough, he only once takes up 
the mashal sense, and that is where it occurs in an integral part 
of the narrative (xv. I 5) which, for another reason (the appearance 
of Peter), Matthew possibly held to be important. But even 
here he seems to find Mark's ln1Jedn:rov -r:~v naea{JoJ..ijv (Mark 
vii. I 7) too elliptical, for he transposes it into direct speech with 
rpeaaov f}p,iv -r:~ naea{JoJ..ijv (cf. ~taaa'P'f/aov in xiii. 3 6). 

In the Vineyard story, xxi. 33 ff., Mark's reason for finding 
lv naea{JoJ..ai~ appropriate (i.e. the allegorical character of the 
story) disappears in Matthew. The story becomes simply dll'f/ 
naea{JoJ..i}, presumably being thus classified with the " parable '' 
of the Two Sons just related. Hence also the plural in verse 45, 
a:l1:oV(1aVTe~ ol a(!XtE(!ei~ :11:at oi f.Pa(!t(!aiot Tcl~ tra(!a{JoJ..~ m}roij lyvroaav 
on neel av-r:wv Uyet. The change of emphasis from Mark is quite 
clear. -rd~ naea{JoJ..a~ aV-r<>V is now "his 'parables'", and a new 
subordinate clause is required to convey what Mark could do 
with a simple n(!O~ avToV~ qualifying naea{JoJ..ij. Matthew's naea{JoJ..ij 
has become attached to a particular literary form. 

Matt. xxiv. 32, and T* C1V:I1:* p,aOe-r:e T~V naea{JoJ..frv, repro­
duces Mark xiii. 2 8 without change. 

Two very significant changes from Mark appear in 
Matthew's treatment of the Sower passage in chapter xiii. The 
introduction, verse 3, and conclusion, verse 34, are similar, but 
an entirely new turn is taken in verse IO with the disciples' 
question, ~ta -rt lv naeafJoJ..ai~ J..aJ..ei~ aV-roi~; Not only are ()td -r:t 
(why ?) and av-r:oi~ (to them, i.e. the people) not represented 
in Mark (or Luke), but there is, I hold, no suggestion of 
such a question at all in Mark's account (or Luke's). Surely 
what has happened is that Matthew, having a different con­
ception of naeafJoJ..ij from Mark (i.e. " parable " as against 
" comparison " or " similitude "), and regarding the story of 
the Sower as being in itself a " parable ", finds justification for 
Mark's plural use of the word by taking Mark's concise indirect 
question as a compressed expression for " Why do you speak to 
the people in parables ? " Later exegesis has suffered by reading 



THE USE OF PARABOLE IOS 

Mark through Matthew's eyes. In the words of Jesus which 
follow, therefore, Matthew has made some consequential changes 
of construction. A 8n is necessary in verse I I (or at least in 
verse I 3), the Isaiah quotation is represented as the direct answer 
to the disciples' question (" this is the reason why I speak to 
them in parables") and is elaborately linked with other teaching 
in accord with this. Moreover, Jesus goes on to expound the 
form~r " parable ", not as having been asked to, but by way of 
further illustration of his general teaching. The phrase used 
in verse I 8, auovaa-re -rijv naeaf3ol.ijv 7:oV O''J'I:Id(!a'll7:o~, is one, I 
suggest, which would have been almost impossible for Mark, 
and it represents the final development of Matthean usage. It 
means, as in the categories of Form Criticism, "the ' parable' 
of the Sower.", where naeaf3ol.~ means little more than "story" 
(1.6yo~), atid is a convenient nomenclature for this form of 
teaching. Actually, the Sower plays no part at all in Matthew's 
interpretation, which proves that the title is only conventional. 
But by taking the line he does in verses I o ff., he naturally cannot 
adapt to his sense of " parable " the Marcan question oou 
oi'<5a-re -rijv naeaf3ol.ijv -ravTT}'II, ual nw~ naaa~ Ta~ naea/)ol.a~ yvcbaeaOe; 
We may notice, in passing, that if Luke had used a phrase of 
the kind Matthew uses, it would have been auovaa-re -rijv naeaf3ol.ijv 
-roo an6eov and he would have meant it literally, " the com­
parison of the seed ", not just as a conventional title. 

(b) Non-Marcan Material. 
There are seven occurrences in such material, and it is here 

that we get a clear hint of how Matthew came to his peculiar 
notion of naeaf3ol.~. 

On four occasions when it is used to introduce a " parable ", 
the " parable " in question begins either with op,ota ea-rlv 1] 
{3aat).e(a UTA (xiii. 3 I; xiii. 33) or with wp.otcb07J 1] {3aatl.da ud (xxii. 
1, xiii. 24). These, and similar expressions involving the idea of 
op,olwat~, were frequent formulas in Matthew's discourse­
material for presenting " parables". Now the crucial question 
is, Why did Matthew use the word naeaf3ol.~ as a label for 
this form of story ? The answer, I believe, probably lies in a 
similar formula which Matthew found in Mark, 'J'I:W~ op,otcbO'Wfl-611 
-rijv {3aatl.etav TOV 06oV I) iv -rlvt av-rijv naeaf3ol.fi Owp,ev; (iv. 30). 
In Mark it meant simply "likeness", rather closely akin to 
op,o(wat~, but it gave Matthew what he was looking for, namely 
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1ta_ea{Jo/..'t] as a convenient label for similar material. In fact, it 
might almost be said that Matthew was the first Form critic. 
And since all such stories conveyed in some way comparisons 
or similitudes relating to the Kingdom of God; no detailed 
indication of comparison was felt to be demanded by the use of 
1taeafJoJ..'t], and thence its absolute substantive use to mean a 
certain type of story was established.1 Matthew can now intro­
duce his stories with~ 1ta_ea{Jo/..Tpl 1ta(JB01J~B'V a1n:oi~ (xiii. 24, 3 I), 
dJ..J..fJV 1ta_ea{JoJ..ipl EJ..d.l'f/0'811 ath'ot~ (xiii, 3 J) and 1tcMW B m£'11 Ev 1ta_ea{Jo/..ai~ 
ath'oi~ (xxii. I). 

A parallel expression to 1} na,ea{Jo/..1} ToiJ aneteavTo~ appears 
at xiii. 36, ~W.O'tltprJO'OV ?}pt'l' Tip~ 1taecz{Jo).Tpl Taw CtCav{wv TOV ayeov, 
where " the parable of the Tares of the Field , is simply a 
convenient title for a story. 

There remain only the LXX quotation in xiii. 3 5, avo{~w iv 
1tU(!a{JoJ..ai~ To O"Topa pov, ieev~opat ~B~f!Vppba &.1to ~aTa{JoJ..ij~, which 
has only a general reference to parabolic teaching, and where, 
oddly enough, the expression b 1taeafJoJ..ai~ is clearly the " in 
figures, sense which we have observed in Mark, and which, strictly 
speaking, is scarcely appropriate in this sense to Matthew's 
usage ; and the note at the end of the whole section {J-r:e l-r:Bkaev 
Ta~ 1tUf!afJoJ..a~ TavTa~ (xiii. 53), which refers to the " parables, 
previously noted. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

We may summarise these results and their significance m 
terms of a brief comparative exegesis of the Sower passage as 
treated by Mark, Luke and Matthew. 

(a) Introduction. 
Mark : His iv 1taeafJoJ..ai~ = " in figures ". 
Luke : Regards the teaching as being 15ta 1tUf!afJoJ..ij~, " by 

means of a comparison,, and has added the small but important 
t'OV 0'1toeov avToii to his introduction. 

Matthew : His b 1taeafJoJ..ai~ = " in parables , . 

1 I have not discussed the bearing of the Rabbinic "parables" on this question. 
Maslzal was used by the Rabbis as a title for some of their "parables", and 1t might 
be argued that there is therefore no need to look further for the origin of 1ra.pa.{Joh1] 
as meaning "parable". But in view of the consistent picture of develo{'ment presented 
by the Synoptic Gospels in themselves, and the later date of the Rabbmic evtdence, it 
seems reasonable to regard the conclusions here reached as valid. Of course the develop­
ment was a very natural one, and the identification may well have been arrived at qu1te 
independently oy the Rabbinic usage, though even so I do not know that maslzal actually 
found its way into Greek ?ra.pa.{JoX-IJ by this route, even later. 
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(b) Basic Passage. 

Mark iv. 3-9 ; Luke viii. s-8 ; Matt. X111. 3-9· All 
evangelists agree on the main details. 

(c) The Question of the Disciples. 
Mark : " What are these similitudes of soils to be compared 

with ? " 
Luke : " What is the ' likeness ' in this story ? " 
Matthew : " Why do you speak in ' parables ' to the 

people?" Matthew's question does not arise directly out of the 
foregoing story. 

(d) Jesus' Reply. 
Mark : An immediate explanation of the key-logion, " he 

that hath ears to hear, let him hear ", explaining, with appeal to 
Isaiah, who are those who hear effectually, and who are not. 
The similitudes would seem to be intended primarily for those 
who could hear, not for those outside. "You are those to whom 
the secret has been given ; those outside are like the men of 
Isaiah's day-they see only shadows." 

Luke: Verse IO is a parenthesis : before replying directly, 
Jesus points out that the disciples themselves do not need 
" comparisons ". " To you it is given to know the secrets 
plainly ; to the others it is given to know the secrets by means 
of comparisons, for this is the ' seeing ' of those who do not see, 
and the' hearing' of those who do not hear." There is nothing 
deliberately secretive in Luke's idea of naea{Jo).1J. Comparisons 
are not used to conceal the truth from oE Aomot, but to be 
some means of seeing and hearing to those who are otherwise 
spiritually blind and obtuse. The emphasis is " that they may 
see and not see ", not " that those who see may not see ". Luke 
does not mean that even now such people see or understand fully. 
He is aware that the more fundamental criterion of knowledge 
lies in obedience to the word of God, that is, in a right response 
to the seed sown. See his conclusion to this whole section in 
verses I 9-2 I. 

Matthew: Jesus replies directly to the disciples' question by 
saying that the condition of the people demanded that he speak 
in " parables ". He does not suggest what effect they were 
calculated to achieve, but it could hardly be one of concealment. 
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(e) The Interpretation of the Sower Passage. 
Mark : Jesus indicates that failure to understand the basic 

truth of the word regarding effectual hearers naturally precludes 
an understanding of the similitudes of the soils, and He 
proceeds to draw in detail the various comparisons involved. 
They are no doubt intended as a guide to those who really hear, 
and whose task it is, or will be, to continue sowing the Word. 

Luke : Jesus returns after His parenthesis to reply to the 
disciples' question, " This is the comparison : the seed is the 
word of God", and He proceeds to the detailed interpretation. 

Matthew : Although He has not actually been questioned 
about it at all, Jesus interprets the "parable of the Sower" by 
way of illustrating His answer to the disciples' previous question 
about the purpose of cc parables ". 

The respective viewpoints might be further studied in the 
various gospels, as well as the bearing of these studies on the 
question of the teaching of Jesus as a whole, but that is beyond 
the scope of this article. It is sufficient if we have seen enough of 
the conception of naea{Jol~ in the minds of the three Evangelists 
to enable us to understand it aright in their respective testimonies. 
Technically it might be looked on as a study in semantic change ; 
as such it is typical of the living idiom in which the Evangelists 
wrote, and which we ought to grasp. More significant is it for 
us to observe how God the Holy Spirit speaks through the 
thoughts and words of men in such a way as to provide a rich 
perspective of the teaching of our Lord Jesus Christ. They 
give us a valid witness in a threefold cord which is not easily 
broken. 
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