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CHAPI'l:.R I 

INTRODUCTION 

In the area of public preaching there seems to be a 

greater need for a more complete understanding of the tech­

nique and skill with which Christ used the par~ble in em­

phasizing Christia n truths. The territory into which the 

writer of t his t hesis enters has had only incidental and 

accidental pilgrims. While the ministry of Jesus has had 

large attention from scholars in questions of Biblical 

theology, there has not been published any adequate treat­

ment of our Lord I s technique in the area of homiletics. 

Je:: sus was distinctly the master preacher, but His ability 

to illustrate and skillfully present truth through the 

use of the parable ha s been largely neglected. 

1,:uch of modern preaching today has revealed a pathetic 

failure to present the abstract in concrete and intelli­

gible terms. The trend toward speculation and a philosophi­

cal approach has resulted, not in a greater understanding 

of God's truths, but rather a degression deeper into the 

conf'usion and uncertainty of abstract thought. Parables 

deal with abptractions; yet, they focus the truth in con­

crete terms anci they bring r eople into the picture. Now, 

if we are at all c~ncerned about presenting the truths 

about God and His ~ord in a way in which we can see action 

and a functional relationship of people with their Lord, 
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then we might do well to see how Christ employed the 

parable in preaching. Certainly, if Christ used the 

parable a nd took an ordinary naked truth and put it into 

action and showed how that truth can be ,,perative in the 

persona l lives of people, t hen, unmistakably, that is an 

a ccepted method in preaching. 

',lhile there is a great abundance of literature dealing 

with the content of Jesus I preaching, the •.-,riter has f ailed 

t o find much material s~ecifically homiletical in its 

approach. It is not the purpose of t his the sis to discuss 

the nature of Christ, nor the message of Christ, rather, 

attention is directed to the method with which He drew and 

held attention. To be sure His personality and message 

will occupy a necessary and important part of the research., 

but nevertheless we shall deal specifically with His per­

sonal mastery of His audiences and the skills and methods 

f ound in His use of parables. 

whenever we are confronted with the person of Christ, 

Hi s life and His work, we have an example t hat is inexhaus­

tible. And bec :iuse the Lord is the example of utter perfec­

t ion in all t hings, the writer finds himse lf trying t ~ mea­

sure the immeasurable. Such a paper, however, though re­

stricted by limitations, is not without va lue and definitely 

has its possibilities. 

For the Christian preacher Jesus Christ the Lord is 

both the model and the message. Our purpose is concerned 

with Him as the model. Observation reveals that modern 
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preaching is desperately in need of such a model. This 

thesis may serve to stimulate interest and provide thoughts 

and hints concerning the preaching skill of the Savior th:it 

will lead to public preaching akin to His. 



CHAPTER lI 

THE IiaTURi:; CW Tlfc: PAitABU: 

Those wno have sought to £ind out ~-hat a parable is 

and how it is de£ined have perhaps discovered that their 

search is a difficult one. In the New Testament, two Greek 

words have been rendered by this one English term. One is 

"paroima, 11 almost peculiar to the fourth Evangelist, trans­

lated "proverb." Literally it signifies "something by the 

way" and its figurative use denotes a dark saying, in which 

more is meant than meets the ear, and into which much valu­

able , though hidden meaning, has been packed. The other, 

the more common term, is "parabolee," which, curiously 

enough, is never used by John, but is the only one employed 

by the other evangelists. It comes from a verb which 

signi£ies to throw or place side by side, and denotes a 

placing of one thing beside another for the purpose or com­

parison, or, more generally, an utterance which involves 

a comparison. Taking the New Testament word, ''parabolee," 

we see that it is a metaphorical term, a cornparin,;, a 

comparison of one thing with another, a likeness, a simili­

tude. Thayer states it is "a narrative, fictitious but 

agreeable to the laws and usages of hur.a.n life, by which 

either the duties of men or the things of God, particularly 

the nature and history of God's kingdom, are figuratively 

• 
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Centuries a&o Jesus ••• did so by His use of' the 
parables. No man ever hac a more heterogeneous 
foll owing than He. ifow has ~my man ever had more 
avid listeners •••• The ~~rla c".>ul d never r~rget 
His message. F'or His pictures, si!'!lple enough to 
appeal t o the vivid irnat_:inati".> n of cl~i ldren, challen"'­
ed the wisciom9of age ,'lith their presentation of ele-

0 

mental truth. 

~ittle investigation into the contents of sermoni~ing 

today ,vill r eveal that preucher s ".>f t an tell stories just 

f or the sake Jf telling stories. One will also find that 

:.:any sermons are n~thing more than a chain of stories linked 

by transitional sentences. There is no value or virtue in 

that type of pre.achint"; , and above all, it is far from imitat­

ing our Lord's method. Since He drew those pictures from 

the experience. of His hearers and used them, not as an end, 

but as a means to an end, He laid hold of a valuable and 

indispensable homiletical skill--the art of illustrating. 

Certainly, then, one of the most vital f actors f or effective 

preaching is t he preacher's pr oper use ".)f illustrations. 

He must discern, like Jesus, that illustrations are more 

than entertaining stories. Telling stories, for their ?Wn 

sake, will mean absolutely nothi!'l:; in pr eaching, where 

everything in the sermon should be used in terms of r e~ch­

ing a goal. 

Among the intelligentsia or in learned ~iscussion 

illustrations may be regarded as "as crutch for limping 

9Goraon Pratt Baker, "Effectively Illustrating the 
~erm~,n, n Ill!!, Expgsitor and Homi i etic Review (April, 1948), 
L, loJ. 
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intellects," a simple rhetorical device by -which minds in­

ca pable of susta ined thoueht may be led to conclusions 

whi ch can otherwise be reached inly as t he result of elabo­

rate tra ins of reasoning. But t his half-patronizing atti­

tude is entirely ~ut of place in preaching--as out of place, 

in fact, as the cold, profound, academic, aloof mind is out 

of place in the pulpit. After all, says Ha ndy: 

The aim of the preacher is to seek and to save, to win 
and to enlighten, and to him the pictorial method is 
an art to be cultivated. His illustrations ought to 
be both explicative and stimulative . As a teacher of 
geometry uses· diagrams, and the lecturer in architec­
ture ciisplays nis drawings10so the preacher uses his 
par ables or illustrations. 

In this respect, our Lord's parables fall into this classifi­

cation. His parables were, as we have seen vivid, interest­

i ng and arrestive as stories. Many listeners were probably 

charmed with t he surface meaning and f ~und pleasure in 

list ening to them, but the deeper meaning was there for 

those who had eyes to see and ears to hear. Jesus was not 

unmindful of those whose grasp was limited, but who were 

anxious to learn. He adapted His met hods to their gradually 

expanding intelligence • 

.bxcept in t wo instances, the parable of the Sower and 

the wheat and the 'l'ares11, · Je sus never had need to explain 

His parables. A well-made illustration well tola needs no 

explanation. ifar will the thoui;htful st udent of our Lord's 

lOHanciy, .212• cit., P• 67 • 

llcr. I•iatt. 13:3-23 ana 3:30. 
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parables miss their homeliness; not one of them is far­

£etched. Nor will he miss the amazing ec-:>nomy in -words 

that Jesus excersized. Every word,--every little word-­

carries its own freight of added and pithy meaning. Consi­

der, for example, in the parable of the Prodigal Son the 

f'orce of the w'lr ds "far," "great," "ran," "best," and in 

the same parable, the subtlety and point of such contrasted 

\·,;ords as "kid" and "calf" and "thy son" and "thy brother". 

In reference to this, Sangster observes: 

The peerlessness of the se parabolic examples will 
prove something of a deterrent to the normal student. 
He will say--anc say truly--"It is high, I cannot 
atta in to it." But then he will go on ••• and £ind 
this: that for some homiletic purposes no illustra­
tion can surpass the parable, and--piecing together 
this and that, using bits of experience and bits of 
imaginat.ion--he will grow in pr,wer to make his own 
parables a nd to portray truth in this divinely em­
ployed ~anner, finding an entrance f or it at lowly 
doors.1-' 

Jesus rea lized that nothing is more effective in 

preaching than apt and skillful illustration. $peaches and 

argument today, as we have .already had chance to notice, 

are often delivered under a barrage of fact and statistic3 . 

But, "the truth our Lord expressed in r arables is infinitely 

deeper, of more consequence, and nearer to our need than the 

citation of a million facts. nlJ His parables were His 

illustrations of the heavenly truths which He proclaimed; and 

12w. E. ~angster, !!!!!, Craft of ~ermon Illustration 
(.Philadelphia: ~,estminste.r Press, 1950), PP• 34 f • 

lJibid., P• Jl. 
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they were more, much more, than mere anecdotes. His 

parabolic teaching was the application of a profound 

principle. Every earthly thing has its he avenly counter­

part. 'fhere are two worlds--the natural anc. the spiritual, 

the seen anci the unseen; and each is the counterpart of the 

other, and without the other neither is complete. Smith 

defines this principle in this way: 

The eternal world is che real world, and the world of 
se nse is but the shadow which it casts. And hence 
emerges a principle: If' we would know the eternal 
world , then we mu .:it c-:>nsider its shadow and from the 
shaciow pass to the substance. That was our Lord's 
method. It is the principle underlying His parabolic 
teaching. He pointed to each familiar thing, and bade 
His hearirs recognize it as an image of the unseen and 
eternal. 4 

This is the rationale, as Smith coins it, of homiletic 

illustrations. An evangelical truth is never a remote mys­

tery; it is always the heavenly counterpart of an earthly 

experience; and an illustration is an exhibition of the 

connection between the earthly and the heavenly.15 Thus, 

the art of illustration has at once a homiletic and apolo­

getic use. Our Lord's parabolic teaching is the supreme 

example of the i'ormer. The Gospels bristle with incidents 

of our Lord's mastery in this area of preaching. No one 

need look for any other Exemplar in this branch of the art 

of illustration. The perfect is in full view. 

14uavid Smith, ~ Art of Preaching Uiew York: George 
H. Doran, n.d.), pp. 152· f. 

15cf. llli•, PP• 154 rr. 
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It has been sufficiently established that Jesus was 

an illustrator of truth, unsur·passed by any·:me. He did 

not use pen or brush, but His words left fadeless pictures 

that charm and stir the heart. ',ie have also established 

the f'a ct that for Christ the parable was His favorite medium 

of teaching , and from His method we can deduce numerous 

pointers for the necessity and utilization of illustrations 

in our preaching. Before we can achieve this we must under­

stand the origin of the Lord I s illustrations, and we must 

know accordingly where and what to look for as material for 

our illustrations. 

Jesus was well acquainted with the life and tinEs of 

His age. He knew how the common people lived and He sensed 

the interests of the upper class. In short, He knew what 

illustrations and parables to use to capture the interest 

of His hearers. He was a carpenter, He travelled a great 

deal, and He mingled with people of all sorts. And so, 

from His wide experience and keen intellect He was able to 

support His raessage by setting it in a practical and exis­

tential situation in His hearer's life. There is no d~ubt 

that Jesus ,-,as ct.servant and a keen watcher of the stirring 

life around Him. 

Customs, habits, laws, current events, and accidents 
came under His notice and were made to c~ntribute to 
His !!i.essage. • • .His mind was alert, His supreme 
interest in human affairs c~rnpelling His constant 
attention to the details of life g'>verned by sordid 
aims, base ambitions, hopeless drugery, and holy 
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aspirations.16 

.c.very good, ·,,ould-be preacher can find a r emarkable ex­

ample in the ~avior's eff ort s by being const ant l y observant, 

a nd by making full use of all illustrati~ns and examples 

that can r e l ate all events and situati~ns and conditions to 

the Gospel r.?essage. 
' The illustrative material that Jesus used reveals His 

cl-, se assocL ition to human life an~ Hi s kee n intellect 

which selected materials that \·1ould appeal to His hearers. 

Z.iany of His parables deal with fanning and fishing, with 

merchants a nd landowners, with nature and social events. 

There is scarcely a department of contemporary life not 

mentioned in His preaching . He was alert to, and aware of, 

everything going on about Him. His references cover a wide 

r ange--home and d~mestic life; pastoral and agricultural 

pursui~s; trade, business, commerce; civil and national 

affairs; religious and national customs. Oliver, in his 

fine book, Psychology of Persuasive Soeech, observes: 

• • .all t hr~ugh His ministry wherever He preached to 
tne pe~ple, He supported His teaching fr~m two ma j ~r 
sources: 1) from the comr.:~n, everyday e:<periences of 
His hearers which .formed the subst3nce of His parables; 
2) from the sayings of the old Hebrew prophets, which 
He quoted and interpreted freely. Both of these forms 
of support gave to His new message an atcosphere of 
familiarity which made easier its explicit acceptance. 
If "new wine" is no't to be served in "old bottles" 
it should at least be pr-,ffered with old labels. Onl y 
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by such methods is the in§tillation of a new r-ro­
posal likely to succeed.i1 

It is significant to note also "that in nearly all His 

r ef er ences in the parables hurna.n need is either the subject 

or t he ob ject of His concern. Nature' s fact and laws were 

analogous to spiritual f c:.cts and laws. 'f he colci, imperso:1al 

ttitude o! t he scientist in observing natural phenomena was 

for e i gn t :> Hi m. 

The blunt fact is that Jesus was neither a scient.ist 
nor a philosopher--He was a preacher. His knowledge 
was limited to that of the Palestinian Jew of the .first 
ce ntury. His interest was a preac~er's interest •••• 
Thi s , pre-eminently , is the preacner's outlo~k.18 

The source materia l which Jesus used in His parabolic 

t eachi ng is the same, fortunatel y, for t he modern preacher 

who wishes to achieve the skills and tee~ niques mastered by 

tne Lord. For Jesus, nature was a favorite source of His 

f or illustrations. That same \,.Jrld of nature surrounds us, 

a nd it still offers numerous illustrations to support the 

preacher's messabe today. Although Jesus drew countless 

illustrations froci t he world of nature, yet it i s most in­

t e resting to note th:i.t t he word "nature" is n::,t f l'l und in ~ur 

Lord' s vocabulary. To Him t he ..,,orld wa s a live with God and 

wherever the Father was at ~-,ark, t :;ere was nothing t hat was 

not s upernatural in the sense that we may know how it happen-

1711.obert T. Oliver, PsycholoF.:y of Persuasive Speech 
(New York: .Longmans, Green Co., 1942i, np. 307. r. 

18Hanuy, .22• .£ll.L, pp. 71 f. 
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ed, but how it happened no one can tell us.19 And so,: 

1',rom these illustrations of the r.Le t.hods of Jesus in 
teaching we gain some i mpression of t he real simpli­
city, concreten~ss, and pointedne ss of His instructi~n. 
Though, unconventional a nd levelled t o the needs and 
understanding of plain men, it dealt with the loftiest 
spiritual truth. It remains to all time the peerless 
mociel of religious teaching. ifo wonder that the common 
pe -:,ple list·ened eagerly to His words i no w->nder that 
t he multitudes, who hao. been accust -:>med to the subtle­
ties anu sophist~bes 0£ the scribes, were astonished 
at His teaching. 

Our i•iodel is written throue h'Jut the pages of the .::lyn-:>p­

tics. This preacher's Preacher has laid down homiletical 

pri nci?les that will endure for all time. It is our task 

now to achie ve the skills and techniques revealed in His use 

of t he parable. If having done his utmost, the PTeacher 

still fails, it may com£ort him to remember that the divine 

~on -:, f God did not always succeed in lodging the truth in 

people's minds. 

19cr. J. Alexander Findlay, Jesus and .till Parables 
(London: Epworth Press, 1950J, pp. 121 rr. 

20oeorge Barker ~tevens, The Tea ching of Jesus 
(New York: The Macmillan Co., 1913), P• 40. 
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