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THE PARABLES OF JESUS
I ntroduction

Jesus frequently didn’t express himself directly dften spoke in carefully structured stories
that we call parables. The word 'parable’ comas ftthe Greelparabole— which means
placing things side by side in order to compareth®f course, these stories or parables
would have been easier for the disciples to remeitha@ ordinary teaching, which is
probably why we have so many of them recordedenGbspels. In fact about a third of all
Jesus’s teachings recorded in the Gospels aressqutén parables.

Not all the parables are long stories, they cajusiefigurative speech; a simile like Matthew
13:33

“He told them still another parable: "The kingdofrheaven is like yeast that a woman took
and mixed into a large amount of flour until it wed all through the dough."™ (Matthew
13:33 NIV)

or a metaphor like Matthew 5:14

“You are the light of the world. A city on a hitannot be hidden.” (Matthew 5:14 NIV)

So, a parable can be anything from a single lineapt®r or simile to a long story.

Some parables are invented and some relate toistingxeality, like the one about yeast we
just quoted, others are invented to illustrateiatpo

| think Jesus used parables a lot because thgyoarerful and memorable and Jesus was
putting across an important and urgent message kitigdom of God is at hand. The
parables often draw on real life images — like mane into old wineskins (Matthew 9:17).
Often they begin with a question — What do youkR&iror Who among you ... ? or just How
.... 2., by my count 22 of the parables are lil.tfSometimes they end with a question like
the parable of the wicked tenants of the vineyMdtthew 21:40; Mark 12:9).

Jesus used these questions to make his listemeks tBometimes he made them think in new
different ways, but sometimes he’s asking for agre@ — like the parable of the thief who
came in the night (Matthew 24:43):

“But understand this: If the owner of the house kadwn at what time of night the thief was
coming, he would have kept watch and would not Het/kis house be broken into.”
(Matthew 24:43 NIV)

here Jesus is appealing to his listeners for apprmvagreement.

For us today it's sometimes difficult to understand relate to the agricultural or fishing
images that Jesus chose to use. Jesus chosenttages because his original listeners were
farmers and fishermen. So, in the parable of lee;s and the goats for example (Matthew
25:32-33):

“All the nations will be gathered before him, arelill separate the people one from
another as a shepherd separates the sheep fragoatse He will put the sheep on his right
and the goats on his left.” (Matthew 25:32-33 NIV)

we need to understand that at a distance sheegaatsl looked much alike and it wasn't so
easy to distinguish them. In his parables Jeseakspto people about actual life as they
knew it. To truly understand the parables of Jegeimeed to familiarise ourselves with the
original cultural context in which they were given.



Often parables oppose two opinions — one opinigresponds to the likely opinion of the
listeners, the other to that of Jesus. A good @kams that of the workers in the vineyard
where all the workers receive the same wages (lat0:1-15). Here the listeners would
identify themselves with the workers who startedkaearly in the morning rather than those
who started near the end of the day, but the owhtire vineyard explains that he can pay
what he wants and the early morning workers gottwiey had agreed to and asks why they
should begrudge his generosity. We find a sinafgyroach in the parable of the prodigal son
(Luke 15:11-32).

Jesus' parables often contain an invitation t@Volh certain direction; starting from one way
of looking at things we're led to another betteyw®ften Jesus wants to advocate a good
line of conduct or to warn against bad conductinKhfor example, of the parable of the
good Samaritan (Luke 10:30-37), the rich fool (LU&16-20), the rich man and Lazarus
(Luke 16:19-31) and the Pharisee and the tax dolidcuke 18:9-14).

Some parables deal with God's behaviour, althougtisdhehaviour is never described for its
own sake. Jesus wants us to draw conclusionsitriamour own conduct — for example:
“that you may be sons of your Father in heavenc&ieses his sun to rise on the evil and the
good, and sends rain on the righteous and thehteogs. If you love those who love you,
what reward will you get? Are not even the tax ectibrs doing that? And if you greet only
your brothers, what are you doing more than othBis®ot even pagans do that? Be perfect,
therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”t{Mav 5:45-48 NIV)

Jesus doesn't deal with the issue of justice Iher’s,just giving the disciples an example to
follow. Similarly Jesus describes the love withiethGod cares for birds and flowers. Jesus
speaks of the conduct of a father towards his Btatthew 7:9-11), of a friend towards his
friend (Luke 11:5-8), of a master towards his setsyg(Luke 17:7-10), of a judge towards a
widow (Luke 18:2-5) partly to help us understanddGattitude towards us, but always with
the intention that we draw from this material tiomgequences for our behaviour towards
God and each other. The parables of Jesus arstahtmays concerned with the behaviour
of his listeners.

A good parable should (i) create distance, (iivpie and (iii) appeal.

A good parable creates distance both on a religewed — so as not to conflict with firmly
established convictions — and from the circumstaioééhe moment — so as to give us a
completely fresh viewpoint. Jesus creates distgdalking about something which seems
to have little connection with the immediate cir@tances. So when Jesus started to tell
Simon the Pharisee a story about a creditor andditators (Luke 7:40-43), Simon must have
been surprised.

A good parable provokes to make us think and simaope attention — that's why so many
parables begin with a question. If a parablerigating it has provoking power. Parables
often shock us, think back to the parable aboutabeurers in the vineyard who receive as
much for one hours work as those who have workedvtiole day that we already
mentioned. Here our normal current way of thinkamgl acting is challenged.

A good parable launches an appeal to us to chémdgjee differently. Take the parable of
the good Samaritan for example. Parables dontisch give information as call us to
action. Jesus wants to bring us into the new wairliis Father so that we too may be as
good and merciful as the Father is.



As I've already implied, when we interpret parabl@s need to think both about what the
parable would have meant in the life of Jesusimaidisteners and what it means for our
lives today.

Let’'s now move on to look at some of the more intguatr parables in more detail. As I've
already said parables are a major part of Jeseathing, so we don’t have time to look at
anything like all of them this morning — so pleaseuse me if | don’t cover your favourite
parable.

The Par able of the Sower and the Soils

This is recorded in all three synoptic gospelsl-uke's gospel chapter 8, in Mark chapter 4
and in Matthew chapter 13. I'm mainly going tod@t Mark and Luke as Matthew's account
is quite similar to Mark's.

Let's start by looking at the text from Luke’s gep

“After this, Jesus travelled about from one towd aillage to another, proclaiming the good
news of the kingdom of God. The Twelve were withhhand also some women who had
been cured of evil spirits and diseases: Mary éddllagdalene) from whom seven demons
had come out; Joanna the wife of Chuza, the maradd¢erod’s household; Susanna; and
many others. These women were helping to suppent thut of their own means. While a
large crowd was gathering and people were comidgs$as from town after town, he told
this parable: "A farmer went out to sow his seeslh& was scattering the seed, some fell
along the path; it was trampled on, and the bifde@air ate it up. Some fell on rock, and
when it came up, the plants withered because thdyib moisture. Other seed fell among
thorns, which grew up with it and choked the plaBtdl other seed fell on good soil. It came
up and yielded a crop, a hundred times more thansaan." When he said this, he called
out, "He who has ears to hear, let him hear." @8kL-8 NIV)

Both Mark and Luke make it clear that Jesus wasemdthg a crowd. Luke makes it clear
that Jesus had other followers in addition to tRelisciples. This is Luke's first mention of
the disciples since they were called. | think thiticates that some of the people Jesus
healed stayed with him forming a kind of commumitgund him. Having these single
women (they were almost certainly single or widoiserwise they probably wouldn't have
had resources to dispose of) travelling around wittand of men would have been regarded
as scandalous. It's interesting that in Luke'pgb3esus apparently told AND explained this
parable to a large crowd, not just his disciplegrghs in Mark's gospel Jesus explains to the
disciples alone - | think this latter is more likehlthough the crowd were probably still
around.

Mark's comments in verses 11 and 12 have giveriagisauch controversy:

“He told them, "The secret of the kingdom of God baen given to you. But to those on the
outside everything is said in parables so thateyitmay be ever seeing but never perceiving,
and ever hearing but never understanding; othertvessemight turn and be forgiven!"”

(Mark 4:11-12 NIV)

but | think that they just mean that the naturéhefkingdom of God will not become clear

and be explained to those who (like the crowdskehat become believers and have not been
called according to God's sovereign purposes.



According to the account in Mark’s gospel this feds of fundamental importance in
understanding Jesus’ teaching, Jesus says thaefadl understanthis parable will mean a
failure to understandll parables. The parable has first position in Magspel, but Luke
squeezes it in. | know this parable of Jesususgliyscalled the Parable of the Sower, but |
think that's misleading, because this story islyeal about the different soil conditions that
seed can be sown into and what happens to theaseedesult. There’s nothing to indicate
that the sower did anything different with the drént batches of seed, or that anything was
wrong with any of the seed, rather it was the déifeé conditions which that seed encountered
that were the determining factor. That's why laadled it the “Parable of the Sower and the
Soils. Although, of course, Jesus has an importdathere as the sower of the gospel and
like the sower in the parable we have to sow tleel & the gospel everywhere, even on
unpromising ground.

As we shall see the theme of this parable is ath@uauthentic hearing and receiving of
God's word:

“He who has ears to hear, let him hear” (Luke 8:8);

“so that ... though hearing they may not understghdke 8:10);

“those who hear” (in various forms, Luke 8:12, 13, 15);

“consider carefully how you listen” (Luke 8:18);cn

“those who hear God’s word” (Luke 8:21).

In those days the farmer would sow his seed by vghedlled the broadcast method. He
would carry the seed in a pouch at his side arteagalked through the tilled field he would
toss it out onto the ground, scattering it libgrallt was then usually ploughed into the
ground, but the parable doesn’t mention that bexdissnot really relevant to the meaning of
the story. In Jesus’ parable the seed encoudiféesent kinds of soil conditions: a path
which would have been hard soil, rocky soil, a thpatch and good soil. What happens to
the seed is different in each of those four places.

When | was re-reading this parable to preparehigrmorning | was reminded of a story that
a colleague told me about “sowing” or investing imigney in four different investment funds
some years ago. Last December he went to searnbarianager to get a report on what had
happened to his investments. “Well” the fund managid to him, “there’s good news and
bad news”. You'll remember that we invested a tgrasf your money into a bank based
fund — well it was always a solid performer in fheest, but with the financial crisis times
have been very hard for banks and so that investimemtirely gone. You’'ll also remember
that we invested another quarter of your money amalternative energy project making bio
fuels, well that initially showed very strong ratar but I'm afraid that with the collapse in oil
prices and the increases in the costs of grairodmat raw materials they used the company
became unprofitable and went bankrupt. Next wesited the third quarter of your money in
mortgage backed securities, but people were graedyought houses they couldn’t afford
and so I'm afraid that they have become worthl€ss what's the good news shouted my
colleague. Well smiled the fund manager, we ireeshe last quarter of your money as
venture capital into a start up company and theydaing incredibly well and I'm sure that
with a little patience that investment will pay @ifty or even a hundred times over.

I’'m sure you can see that my story loosely follalgsus’ parable, but let's go back to the
original story.

Jesus teaches a large crowd by means of this pardbbk at verse 4:



“While a large crowd was gathering and people weraing to Jesus from town after town,
he told this parable:” (Luke 8:4)
The parable likens the evangelistic teaching ofigés a Farmer sowing seed.

In verse 11 Jesus tells us that the seed in ttablearepresents the word of God:

“'This is the meaning of the parable: The seetiésvtord of God.”

and in verses 12 to 15 He tells us that the diffekends of soils represent different reactions
of people each hearing God’s word.

According to Jesus the first kind of soil was hsodl — look at verse 5:

“'A farmer went out to sow his seed. As he wastecalg the seed, some fell along the path;
it was trampled on, and the birds of the air atepit

Jesus explains this in verse 12:

“Those along the path are the ones who hear, ardthie devil comes and takes away the
word from their hearts, so that they may not b&iaad be saved.”

So the parable is all about hearing — genuine hgani superficial hearing. We’'re all here
today, so we’'ve heard at least some of God’s wdrblepe —, but do we really believe it.
We've received the seed — but what's happenedinooitir lives? Has it really entered into
our hearts and minds or are we hardened and ctosedo that it never really gets a chance
to germinate. This often happens if we've haddeerience, an unmet expectation or a
hurt, especially a really deep hurt. Those thiteys create a hardness in us so that we don’t
let God’s word through. We all suffer pain andteur some of us more so than others. If
you are hurting today, I'm really sorry, but donin from God, run to God — He’s the only
one who can heal you and make you whole. Give kiaurto God and get better not bitter.
A bitter life is a barren and wasted life, bittesa@nly prolongs and amplifies the pain.

This hardness and closed-ness to God can alsauseatay pride when we think we can do it
by ourselves, we think we don’t need any help fGad. If we're filled with pride this
morning, let's remember the old adage that prideeobefore a fall and repent and turn to
God before it's too late. Hardness can also beeazhby fear, perhaps a fear of what God
might say to us or demand of us, but he will faitlyfforgive us our sins if we turn to him in
repentance and won’t demand of us more than weldeeto give. If he does ask to do
something in his service he’ll be with us everypstéthe way strengthening and supporting
us.

So if your heart and mind have been closed to Gaap your defences, open your mind and
let God speak to you. Don't let the birds eat yserd. The seed of God’s word will bring
you healing. As it says in verse 12, belief irstiword will also bring you God'’s salvation —
eternal life with him.

Jesus said that the second kind of soil was rodkypk-at verse 6:

“Some fell on rock, and when it came up, the plaviteered because they had no moisture.”
In the Middle East a lot of soil is very shallowtlwlimestone rock only a few inches below
the surface, so plants trying to grow in that saih’'t develop enough of a root system to
support them, when the sun comes they wither.

Jesus explains the application of this in verse 13:

“Those on the rock are the ones who receive the wath joy when they hear it, but they
have no root. They believe for a while, but in tinee of testing they fall away.”



Some of us are like that. When we first hear Godisd we receive it eagerly, but we don’t
develop our relationship with God, we don’t rootsmives deeply in his word — the Bible.

So when problems come we turn away from God andadtlr dies. There are many who
initially receive the word, but a year later therab perceptible change in them, or their lives,
and when problems come, when the heat is on, diksvfay. If you've heard God’s word

but haven't put it into practice then most likelywy faith will not last. You need to spend
time each day with your Bible, to spend time eaapid prayer. You need to spend time in
fellowship with other Christians, perhaps in a hagnaup. In summary you need
commitment to God, his people and his word to dgvgbur Christian roots.

The third kind of conditions the seed found wastlp of thorns — see verse 7:

“Other seed fell among thorns, which grew up witarid choked the plants.”

This is explained in verse 14:

“The seed that fell among thorns stands for thdse kear, but as they go on their way they
are choked by life’s worries, riches and pleasuwaed, they do not mature.”

With people like that the seed lands and starggdav. This growth lasts longer than that on
rocky soil, but it doesn’t bear fruit because itsgghoked by what Jesus called “thorns”. He
names these in verse 14 — worries, riches anduyitess These things distract us and
preoccupy our minds. But, you know riches andsleas don't bring any lasting satisfaction
— | see more unhappy people in Monaco, where nadtggalth abounds, than amongst the
Tonga tribe in Zimbabwe, who are starving from la€kood and suffering political
repression. Only God can fill the void within usdeonly in surrender to him and allowing
him to show us the purpose he has for our livebwélfind peace and freedom. But, we
can't find God’s purpose for us and our lives bytahéng TV or movies or playing sport.
We've got to spend time with our Bible and in pnay@&hat doesn’t mean that pleasures and
the good things of this world have no place inloxgs. God gave us all the good things of
this world to enjoy. After all God gave us thelépito have fun and experience pleasure in
the first place. But, God wants us to enjoy adisth things in the way he intended — drink
wine, but don’t get drunk AND we must not let angar anything come before God in our
lives. God won't accept our leftovers.

Those who are still listening carefully, may hawiced that | haven’'t mentioned worries
yet. | believe it's no accident that Jesus puirtfiiest in his list. They can be the worst
distraction. Fear can paralyse us. God doesmit wato be afraid he wants us to trust in
him to deal with our fears and worries. As Johyssa his first letter “perfect love casts out
fear”.

These thorns that choke our faith are mainly alre$uneglect in our lives — neglecting to
spend time with God regularly, neglecting to read Bible regularly and neglecting
fellowship with our Christian brothers. That kiafineglect will allow the thorns to grow up
all around us which will initially choke the spirdl joy out of us and finally kill off our faith
entirely.

The remainder of the seed fell on good soil — s¥se/8:

“Still other seed fell on good soil. It came up amelded a crop, a hundred times more than
was sown." When he said this, he called out, "He hés ears to hear, let him hear."
Which Jesus explained in verse 15:

“But the seed on good soil stands for those witiolale and good heart, who hear the word,
retain it, and by persevering produce a crop.”



A 100 fold yield would have been incredibly good &farmer in Palestine, so this is an
indication of how great the blessing from hearing eeceiving God's word really is. So
these people not only hear the word of God but th&in it. They think about it and study
it. They put it into practice and persevere withThe result is a productive life and a
productive life is generally happy and satisfyingghat distinguishes these people from the
others is not really the lack of problems, but thaty yield a crop — they bear fruit.

If we want to make our lives really count, if wamt our lives to be productive and fulfilled,
then we must study God’s word and spend time withih prayer. As Jesus said in verse 8
of our reading - “He who has ears to hear, let hgar”. We need an authentic and
appropriate hearing of God’s word which leads tea and lasting faith. And we mustn’t
just be hearers of God’s word, we must act onatsaimething about it and let it make a real
difference in our lives.

But don’t be impatient. Remember that Jesus usedyacultural analogy, remember the
kinds of words he uses ‘mature’ in verse 14, ‘pegse’ in verse 15. So we need to give our
spiritual development time, it takes time for pepas well as plants to grow and mature.
That'’s a difficult concept in our society which damds instant gratification — but real
satisfaction and real development take time. Weata an instant miracle — and God CAN
do that, but it's not the way he usually works. Wwmnts to test us, to develop our strength’s
and root out our weaknesses.

The question Jesus really wants us to ask ourselwelsat kind of soil is in our lives? The
evidence of that is in our fruit. Are we growingoaur faith, is God changing us slowly from
the inside, are we beginning to experience thénlggteace and joy that only he brings? If
not we need to change our spiritual soil. The Iperaever blames the sower or the seed, it's
the soil — our attitudes — which cause the diftiesl

We need to change our mental attitudes, the gaenih our lives and turn to Jesus, the only
one who can heal us and make us whole and matucebgzar much fruit. That fruit can of
course be many or all of the fruits of the spiribwe, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self cof@alhtians 5:22), but at this point in our
Christian lives we need to put ourselves in the@laf the sower and start to cast the seeds of
God’s word into the fields of untouched souls afiumd us. Remember that verse 4 says that
the sower sowelis seed, not someone else’s. God will give eachobiis our seed to sow.
We shouldn’t necessarily try and copy what otheesdaing, we just need to follow God’s
leading. Maybe we’ll sow seeds into the lives thfess which will grow and blossom and be
multiplied a 100 times or even more.

The Parable of the Weeds

This parable is recorded in Matthew chapter 13 ttivav 13:24-30, 36-43, 49-50

This parable comes after the parable of the soneiita interpretation. The first parable
deals with bringing people into the kingdom, tres@nd parable deals with the growth and
development of the kingdom.

“Jesus told them another parable: "The kingdomeaivien is like a man who sowed good

seed in his field. But while everyone was sleepimg.enemy came and sowed weeds among
the wheat, and went away. When the wheat sprouneédoamed ears, then the weeds also



appeared. "The owner’s servants came to him aig ‘Sar, didn’t you sow good seed in

your field? Where then did the weeds come from&h"enemy did this,” he replied. "The
servants asked him, ‘Do you want us to go andtpelin up?’ "No,” he answered, ‘because
while you are pulling the weeds, you may root up\eat with them. Let both grow
together until the harvest. At that time | willlttle harvesters: First collect the weeds and tie
them in bundles to be burned; then gather the wdrghbring it into my barn.™” (Matthew
13:24-30 NIV)

It's interesting that Matthew says “set beforeheatthan “told” — in verse 24 (the NIV
translation oparatithemi, as told is poor). This word is usually used fenvéng a meal — so
Jesus is saying he's giving them a banquet to stotliem. But, he's not spoon feeding them
— they have to work out the meaning. Interestirmgigugh, the problem in the first parable
wasnotthe seed, here the problésithe seed. Also interestingly the Greek for sgeefma
can also mean people — so God initially sowed guemple.

This farmer, unlike the farmer in the 'sower' pégals a landowner with slaves. The weeds
(zizania)are more specifically darn@lolium temulentum)a weed related to rye-grass which
in the early stages of growth resembles wheat theuth narrower leaves, but which
produces a smaller ear. Its grains are poisonoubas to have it mixed in with wheat
renders the crop commercially useless as well sngially harmful. Because of its similar
growth the darnel infestation would not be readjparent until the plants begin to form ears
(hence the weeds “becoming visible” at the time nvitie wheat “produced a crop,” v. 26),
and by that time it is too late to eradicate thendbwithout damaging the wheat with which
its roots are intertwined.

The only solution is to undertake the painstakoiggf separating out the cut stalks. “Burn
up” (katakab) is generally used of deliberate destruction, angrebably indicates
incineration as rubbish, though dried vegetatioghhalso be used for domestic fuel.

The idea of gathering wheat into the barn is a yrof ultimate salvation (see Matthew
3:12). In real life the slaves and the harvestarsldyno doubt have been the same people
(though extra harvesters might be needed, 9:37688%eparate terms are used in the story
because, while the slaves are not identified i3A~39, if they have a specific symbolic
identity it is presumably as Jesus’ disciples, whsrthe reapers represent angels.

Verses 36-39 are an item by item explanation ottiigvalences in the first part of the
parable. Verses 40-43 are a more discursive atadtine meaning of the harvest which is
the culmination of the parable.

“Then he left the crowd and went into the house. disciples came to him and said,
"Explain to us the parable of the weeds in thalffeHe answered, "The one who sowed the
good seed is the Son of Man. The field is the watdl the good seed stands for the sons of
the kingdom. The weeds are the sons of the evil ame the enemy who sows them is the
devil. The harvest is the end of the age, and #medsters are angels. "As the weeds are
pulled up and burned in the fire, so it will beltz¢ end of the age. The Son of Man will send
out his angels, and they will weed out of his kiogdeverything that causes sin and all who
do evil. They will throw them into the fiery furnecwhere there will be weeping and
gnashing of teeth. Then the righteous will shike the sun in the kingdom of their Father.
He who has ears, let him hear.” (Matthew 13:36-43)N



People are divided into two categories at the findgjement — the lost and the saved. In the
meantime we need to avoid imposing a prematureratqa and wait with patience.

| think this parable has a much wider explanatf@antmany of Matthew's parables. Often
he's looking at a mixed community within the churdee for instance the recruitment of
“bad as well as good” guests to the wedding faad¥latthew 22:10), with the result that one
of the new invitees had subsequently to be throwtr{Matthew 22:11-13). The wicked will
be picked out “from among the righteous” (Matthe3v4B). There are false prophets who are
wolves dressed up as sheep (Matthew 7:15-20); #rerthose who call Jesus “Lord, Lord”
with apparent sincerity, but who do not belongito (Matthew 7:21-23); there are foolish as
well as wise bridesmaids, waiting and sleeping ttogreuntil the bridegroom arrives

(Matthew 25:1-12); there is a son who sounds nay@l than his brother, but who

ultimately fails to deliver (Matthew 21:28-32).

Here | think Matthew is looking with a wider perspige at the whole world. Within “the
world” believers and unbelievers continue to egide by side even after the proclamation of
the kingdom of heaven and Jesus’ assault on tlgglkin of Satan, and some disciples may
have found this apparently unchanged situationleeirg. Where was the new world order
they had been promised? What sort of “kingdom” thésthat allowed opposition to
continue unchecked? Why did God not straightawayrdg the “sons of darkness” and so
make his world a place fit for the “sons of liglftd use the language of Qumran)? The
parable answers that question by a call to patjeticecting attention away from the current
situation to the coming judgment, when it will badhe plain who are the true people of God
and who are the “children of the Evil One.” Godht in a hurry, and they must be prepared
to wait for his time.

So the explanation given in these verses righttyses not on the present unsatisfactory
situation but on the judgment of “the world” at #wed of the age, when the wicked will be
destroyed and the righteous will “shine out” fdrtalsee. Verses 37-43 (together with the
parallel explanation in vv. 49-50):

“This is how it will be at the end of the age. Tdregels will come and separate the wicked
from the righteous and throw them into the fiergnface, where there will be weeping and
gnashing of teeth.” (Matthew 13:49-50 NIV)

provide us with one of the most explicit accourftéral judgment and of the ultimate fates
of the bad and the good which we find in the gaspel Matthew 25:31-46 (the parable of
the sheep and the goats) it is spelled out in rdetail, with the attention focused there on the
basis of judgment, but with the same essentiakidimiinto “good and bad,” with the former
finding eternal life and the latter eternal punigimin(again envisaged as “fire”).

The “one like a son of man” in Dan 7:13-14 wasgate of universal authority and
sovereignty, and it is in accordance with thatonsiand its context of judgment (Dan 7:10,
22), that the Son of Man is here presented (asilhbevalso in 19:28 and in 25:31-46) as
executing the final judgment (sending big angels) and thus standing in the place of the
divine judge himself.

In verses 49-50 the focus is totally on the destihthe wicked. There can be no separate
existence for the people of God until the finalgathent. Until then we will always have the
wicked amongst us.

The Wedding Feast or The Great Banquet
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This is recorded both by Matthew and Luke (Math@m 214 and Luke 14:15-24), but I'm
mainly going to deal with Luke’s version.

“When one of those at the table with him heard, théssaid to Jesus, "Blessed is the man
who will eat at the feast in the kingdom of Gode%us replied: "A certain man was preparing
a great banquet and invited many guests. At the tihthe banquet he sent his servant to tell
those who had been invited, ‘Come, for everythsxgaw ready.’ "But they all alike began to
make excuses. The first said, ‘| have just boudidld, and | must go and see it. Please
excuse me.’ "Another said, ‘I have just bought fijgke of oxen, and I'm on my way to try
them out. Please excuse me.’ "Still another saigave just got married, so | can’t come.’
"The servant came back and reported this to hisenakhen the owner of the house became
angry and ordered his servant, ‘Go out quickly i streets and alleys of the town and
bring in the poor, the crippled, the blind and lgmme.” "' Sir,” the servant said, ‘what you
ordered has been done, but there is still roomhefilthe master told his servant, ‘Go out to
the roads and country lanes and make them conse iihat my house will be full. I tell you,
not one of those men who were invited will getstéaof my banquet.™” (Luke 14:15-24

NIV)

The Parable in Luke occurs within the context bifd¢dalk at the house of a Pharisee. Only
Luke records Jesus' meals with the Pharisees, vgaicarally seem to be a setting for anti-
Pharisaic speeches. As the opening question nuédas the banquet actually represents the
kingdom of heaven.

The parable follows two other parables which hageralar structure — Luke 14:7-11 and
12-14.

The words of the anonymous guest in verse 15 tpkbeipronouncement of Jesus just
before — “but when you give a feast invite the paod you will be blessed”. Salvation is
being described in terms of a great banquet giye@dd for all the peoples. The opening
guestion is really a challenge to Jesus to exgnssgews on the Messianic banquet, but
instead Jesus tells a parable which expressegiiféggent views on this topic from those
held by the Pharisees.

In verses 16-17 the invitation has been extendddaaoepted already (as was the custom in
those times). The guests were reminded at thenlesite by a servant specifically sent for
the purpose, in Matthew’s version a group of setvare sent.

In verses 18-20 the guests make excuses, althtiagkally too late the food is already
prepared. In Eastern culture to make a field nroportant than your host is to completely
break the relationship, that's how rude those @estwere being. Also the excuse is
ridiculous, in Palestine no one would buy a fieidhwut having inspected it very carefully.
The other excuses offered are equally feeble.

In summary, all of those invited are so entanghethleir relationships that they can't hear the
call. We're often like that aren’'t we. We getesttangled in secular activities that we’ve got
no time to hear God'’s call on our lives.

In v21 the servant reports the refusals and theenasGod — is angry. They should have
been prepared to give up their mundane activitiegtend his banquet. Here, God’s anger is
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a reaction against the rejection of Jesus by Gabaisen people Israel, who were invited to
the banquet. So the people who were excluded fh@iTemple are invited to the banquet,
they’re being invited into God’s kingdom.

In v22-23 the Gentiles are called — it’s like I$8sapronouncements (Isaiah 29:18-19; 35:5-6;
56:1-9; 61:1). Luke isn't really thinking of usifgyce here, but in Middle Eastern culture
you needed to show someone that you really wahtsd to accept your invitation. Also a
poor man would find it very hard to believe he weally wanted in the house of a nobleman.

In Matthews version of the parable the king's setwé&he prophets) were treated shamefully
by Israel. Matthew is prophesying the destructbderusalem.

The king excludes those who don't have the wedgargent — which was a white robe. We
need to be clad in the clean white robe of jusdtfan through the blood of Jesus.

Presumably both kinds of people — rich and pooerevin the original audience. The former
knew they would be invited and expected to go,Jesus portrays such people as declining.
As Jesus said elsewhere, it's harder for a rich tmanter the kingdom of heaven than for a
camel to pass through the eye of a needle. Theqoadd only be invited to such a banquet
in their dreams — only in fairy tales, or the kingdof God, do beggars sit at the kings table.

It's surprising that the parable doesn't reallyehaw ending. The rich are excluded by their
own choice and the poor counted in, but there iapmication. What matters is that the
invitation was not heeded, the rich brought judgnmenthemselves — we need to hear that
message and accept Christ in faith thus taking agfsSgracious invitation. God's grace, is
extended to the poor. They did not expect anatiaih, so they are not inclined to reject it.
On the other hand, the rich did not grasp the grafitheir position, we must understand the
gravity of our position. If we don’t accept thedoreness Christ bought for us on the cross,
we’ll be excluded from the banquet. We’'ll be extdd from the kingdom of heaven.

The Prodigal Son or the L ost Son

The whole of chapter 15 is a unity, so before vaet €in the parable of the prodigal son we're
also going to read the first 11 verses:

“Now the tax collectors and "sinners" were all gathg round to hear him. But the Pharisees
and the teachers of the law muttered, "This marmeweés sinners, and eats with them." Then
Jesus told them this parable: "Suppose one of gswathundred sheep and loses one of them.
Does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open cyuamd go after the lost sheep until he
finds it? And when he finds it, he joyfully putsah his shoulders and goes home. Then he
calls his friends and neighbours together and sRggoice with me; | have found my lost
sheep.’ | tell you that in the same way there b@lmore rejoicing in heaven over one sinner
who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persdrsdo not need to repent. "Or suppose
a woman has ten silver coins and loses one. DaesaHight a lamp, sweep the house and
search carefully until she finds it? And when shdd it, she calls her friends and neighbours
together and says, ‘Rejoice with me; | have founydast coin.’ In the same way, | tell you,
there is rejoicing in the presence of the angelSad over one sinner who repents.” Jesus
continued: "There was a man who had two sons.” ¢L1fic1-11 NIV)

The first two verses set the tone for the chapi@n ndictment of the Jewish authorities, the
Pharisees and teachers of the Law. Jesus treatseptable people like tax collectors as if
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they were acceptable friends and the Jewish atit®dan't understand or accept that. These
first two parables show how we rejoice at the recgwf what is lost, how God rejoices at

the saving of a lost soul — but as we're aboué&asson is more important than lost sheep or
lost coins.

The basic message of the whole of chapter 15 isatmee. Firstly we have a shepherd finding
a lost sheep. The calling of a shepherd was desjig the Pharisees and in Jewish Law a
shepherd couldn't even testify in court, although®T honoured that calling saying that
God would feed his flock like a shepherd (Isaiatidl Ezekiel said that God would seek
out his sheep (Ezekiel 34) and Psalm 23 says thetisany shepherd. Here God is being
portrayed as a sinful unacceptable shepherd. Woald have been hugely shocking to the
Pharisees in spite of the OT support for the itheh God acts like a shepherd.

Secondly we have a parable of a woman seekingltstaoin. Again we have a picture of
God the Father seeking out sinners who are Idsipagh making use of a woman to
represent God would have been revolutionary founsledisteners. | think we can see the
lamp as either the church (Revelation 1:20; 4:5desus, God's light in both cases and
God is using these things to find and save the Idkis whole idea of God seeking out
sinners would have been amazing for Jesus' liseakthough the OT prophets were
continually describing how God called out and reakbut to a sinful Israelite nation.

| think the third parable might be misunderstoothwit the first two, so now let's turn to the
parable of the prodigal son — often called the Iplaraf the lost son. Actually the parable
deals with two sons and we have to decide whichstost.

“Jesus continued: "There was a man who had two. Jdresyounger one said to his father,
‘Father, give me my share of the estate.” So heldd/his property between them. "Not long
after that, the younger son got together all he katdoff for a distant country and there
squandered his wealth in wild living. After he hgmknt everything, there was a severe
famine in that whole country, and he began to beeed. So he went and hired himself out to
a citizen of that country, who sent him to hisdeto feed pigs. He longed to fill his stomach
with the pods that the pigs were eating, but nogme him anything. "When he came to his
senses, he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired heare food to spare, and here | am
starving to death! | will set out and go back to father and say to him: Father, | have sinned
against heaven and against you. | am no longeihwaotbe called your son; make me like
one of your hired men.” So he got up and went sdfdiiher. "But while he was still a long

way off, his father saw him and was filled with goassion for him; he ran to his son, threw
his arms around him and kissed him. "The son saidm, ‘Father, | have sinned against
heaven and against you. | am no longer worthy todiled your son.” "But the father said to
his servants, ‘Quick! Bring the best robe and ponihim. Put a ring on his finger and
sandals on his feet. Bring the fattened calf alidtklLet’s have a feast and celebrate. For this
son of mine was dead and is alive again; he washasis found.” So they began to
celebrate. "Meanwhile, the older son was in thiel fid/hen he came near the house, he heard
music and dancing. So he called one of the senaatsasked him what was going on. “Your
brother has come,’” he replied, ‘and your fatherkbbed the fattened calf because he has him
back safe and sound.” "The older brother becameyaargl refused to go in. So his father
went out and pleaded with him. But he answeredatier, ‘Look! All these years I've been
slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders.y6e never gave me even a young goat
so | could celebrate with my friends. But when sos of yours who has squandered your
property with prostitutes comes home, you Kill thigeened calf for him!” "My son,’ the
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father said, ‘you are always with me, and evergHihave is yours. But we had to celebrate
and be glad, because this brother of yours was aleads alive again; he was lost and is
found.™” (Luke 15:11-32 NIV)

According to Jewish Law the elder son would rec@igand the younger son 1/3 of the
estate on the Father's death. The younger som'tlask for his inheritance, but he does ask
for a division of the property. The Father divided living, hisbios,between them. Jewish
Law was against the giving away of property dung's lifetime (Sirach 33:19-23). The
younger son has struck a serious blow againsttingyf by asking for this. In fact a simple
division of the property wouldn't have given thaigiger son the right to dispose of his share,
he’d normally have received only a right to theome from that part of the estate, but here
he seems to have received a complete dispositibisahare of the underlying property. He
had no right to this until the Father was deadwadld not normally have received it earlier
— so he's treating his father as if he were dead.

The younger son then quickly turns his share optioperty into cash, which would probably
have involved him taking much less than it was Wwaaind travelled away from his people to
a distant land. The younger son was really afedom from the law of the father, but he
misuses that freedom to squander his inheritance.

Then there was a famine and the younger son wasdd. Famines were frequent in Jesus’s
time and this would have been a powerful imagehislisteners. The younger son then
‘forced himself on a citizen of that far counttiid parable never says he 'applied for a job")
and is given a task he's expected to refuse —ngakiter pigs which were unclean animals to
the Jews.

When he's sufficiently low he comes to his sensé®re's a Jewish saying 'When a son in
need in a strange land goes barefoot, then he rbersrthe comfort of his father's house.’
Although the word for repentanceetanoieinsn't used, his planned confession to his father
shows that he is repentant.

The son at once returned to his father — the tegslt say he returned to his home or to his
village — the father sees him whilst he's stilldaray and saves him whilst he is still

hopelessly lost. The sole reason for that is éftieef's compassion and grace — the son has, as
yet, made no appeal to the father. The son'stsaiveomes from the father solely by grace.
The father stops the sons confession part way gfreibefore he can say 'make me like one

of your hired men'. It's amazing that the fathersrto the son — men of standing never ever
ran (Sirach 19:30 'a man's manner of walking shotest he is’) — but here the father forgets
his dignity. The father’s kisses are a sign obregliation and forgiveness.

The father then turns to his household staff an@rerthem to honour his son — it's like Isaiah
61:10 'for he has clothed me with the garmentabagion, he has covered me with the robe
of righteousness'. The son is completely re-iratisgt into the family. This shows how God
the father will welcome repentant sinners who &wéhed in Christ’s righteousness.

Incidentally there is a very similar story in BudstHiterature, but there the returning boy has

to earn his acceptance by working for the fathenfany years to pay off his guilt. What a
contrast with the Christian message of salvatiogiage and not works.
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Returning to our parable, the father then ordezskiling of the fatted calf, an animal
reserved for special occasions, in a celebratiothi® whole community designed to
reconcile the son back to the whole community. hBottremities of the prodigal son’s
situation are represented by eating imagery. Hehlwagry in a foreign land, now the fatted
calf is killed for him on his return.

The idea that the younger son was dead and nokvésagain, indicates that the father had
considered him as dead when he left the familyer&might even have been a formal
ceremony to pronounce him dead, which would haes lie accordance with Jewish custom.
In any event this speaks loudly to us about our samation. The wages of sin are death.
Before we accept Christ and return to the Fatheangedead in our sins, but once we do turn
to Christ we are alive again.

The attitude of the elder brother to this situai®m sharp contrast to that of the father. As
the elder son approaches — a parallel to the hameng of the younger son — he calls one of
the young servants (who wouldn’t have been invitethe feast which was only for adults)
who tells him what has happened. By decliningtteral the elder brother refuses to fulfil his
role. Instead he publicly humiliates the fathed aeriously insults him by quarrelling whilst
guests are present. This is a very serious brefaghations.

The father leaves the banquet and goes out tottmeetder brother, just as he had earlier
gone out to meet the younger son. The elder searttareact favourably to the fathers love,
instead he complains. He's portraying the fatsearaemployer or master and not as a father
— he's rejecting his family relationships with bbik father and his brother. He accuses the
father of favouritism. The elder son justifies Betf on the basis of his performance and
ignores the issue of repentance and grace — ha'mirit reward relationship. He won't
accept his younger brother because he hasn't Bdmiseson ship. To underline his anger he
calls his brother 'this son of yours'.

It's interesting that the elder son has apparemtypeen too close to the father whilst the
younger son was away (he talks about celebratitighis friends, not about celebrating with
family and friends) and now he rejects both hibdéaiand his brother. The younger son was
willing to be a hired hand, but now the elder seamss to be rejecting the family entirely.

The father had left the banquet to plead with thereson, but he insists that the elder son
must bend to his will in joining the celebration.

The father tells the elder son that his rightsrerteaffected by the grace shown to the younger
brother. The father tells the elder son he alrday/everything.

The younger son had to have the experience ofgasrerything in order to find himself
again. The father gives to the younger son tor dififi@ liberation as a son; he takes from the
elder brother in order to offer him liberation alsrather. The parable asserts the unity of the
father with the elder son just as much as withythenger son. Neither son is permitted to
score over the other. We don't know how the sesigecially the elder son, finally responded
because the parable doesn't tell us.

In Jesus' ministry the scribes and Phariseesladhe elder son, the tax collectors and

sinners are like the younger son. Jesus predesss parables, especially the third parable
we’ve just looked at, as an indictment of the Javaigthorities.
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In the three parables Jesus expounds the conddptt and found. Man is miserable when
he's lost but God takes joy in finding him. Whbka sinner finds his way to God, God meets
him with the gift of the spirit and Jesus medidtescritical encounter. It's only when the
younger son acknowledges his stupidity and errairtile is able to return to the Father. It's
not that the Father doesn't want him to returnheutan't until he acknowledges his error, his
sinfulness. We can't find salvation unless and wat acknowledge our sinfulness and turn
back to God.

In the parable Jesus leaves us with the open questito whether the Pharisees and Jewish
leaders will join repentant sinners at the tabléhefking (the father) — or will they exclude
themselves from God's family.

The parables of Luke chapter 15, especially threl gpérable of the prodigal son, are really a
commentary of Jesus’s statement:

“I have not come to call the righteous, but sinrtereepentance.™ (Luke 5:32 NIV)

Both the parable and the invitation are open. \W@tknow what the elder brother did, but
what about we sinners — will we accept God’s irtiotg his call to be reconciled to him, or
not.

The Parable of the Shrewd Manager

This is often called the parable of the unjustishdnest steward, but | prefer the title I've
used. Luke makes it clear that this is a new ti@gaession by saying "Jesus told the
disciples". Jesus has completed his formal resptmthe Pharisees that we saw when we
were looking at the parable of the prodigal soohapter 15.

This is said to be one of the most difficult paesbio interpret, but | don't think it's really all
that difficult. | believe Jesus is looking at @ugpropriate use of wealth here.

“Jesus told his disciples: "There was a rich mansgmanager was accused of wasting his
possessions. So he called him in and asked himat\ighthis | hear about you? Give an
account of your management, because you cannotbagar any longer.” "The manager
said to himself, ‘What shall | do now? My mastetaking away my job. I’'m not strong
enough to dig, and I'm ashamed to beg— | know WHato so that, when I lose my job
here, people will welcome me into their housesd t called in each one of his master’s
debtors. He asked the first, ‘How much do you owemnaster?’ "Eight hundred gallons of
olive oil,” he replied. "The manager told him, ‘Teakour bill, sit down quickly, and make it
four hundred.” "Then he asked the second, ‘And hayeh do you owe?’ ™A thousand
bushels of wheat,” he replied. "He told him, ‘Talaur bill and make it eight hundred.” "The
master commended the dishonest manager becausd laeted shrewdly. For the people of
this world are more shrewd in dealing with theimokind than are the people of the light. |
tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends forwyselves, so that when it is gone, you will be
welcomed into eternal dwellings.” (Luke 16:1-9 NIV)

In verses 1-2 the master obviously thought thattiegge against his manager was justified
since he moves to dismiss him. It would obviousdye been easy for a manager able to sign
contracts for his master to waste or misapprophagossessions. He instructs the manager
to prepare a final accounting. It's amazing thatinanager doesn’t plead with his master or
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even protest his innocence. He must have belithadhere was clear evidence of his guilt
and that his master would have no sympathy.

Verses 3-4 the manager has time to think of a plattion — he's facing the loss of his
livelihood. He can't dig and doesn't want to bedps has an inspiration. He sees a way of
being kept by his masters debtors. | believetsn he talks of being received into peoples
houses, he’s talking about being received long t&ets looking for a new job.

The manager deals with the debtors one by one,dbukrses 5-7. Secrecy is essential. The
first owes (in the Greek) 100 measures of olive dbsephus tells us that the meafat®s
(used only here in the NT) was about 8.75 galloss ke owed 875 gallons. Jeremias says
it's about 800 gallons. Anyway it was a lot ofanld the manager tells the man to write out a
new bill for half as much — 50 measures. A secaxaimple is given, a debtor is allowed to
replace a bill for 100 measures of wheat with bfbirl80 measures. The measure here is
about 10 bushels — so the bill was originally f@0D bushels of wheat. The manager is
dealing with very large quantities. You can seerttanager varies his rate of discount
between oil and wheat. This was because it wasively easy to adulterate oil and cheat,
but much harder with wheat. So the charge fordwairrg oil was much higher than the
charge for borrowing wheat. Presumably the manegetinued the process with other
debtors, these two are just examples.

Now we need to look at why the master commendedhhisager.

The usual explanation of the parable is that teevaitd is commended, not for his dishonesty,
but for taking resolute action in a crisis. The aogrof Jesus forced people to a point of
decision. When even dishonest worldly people know and when to take decisive action,
how much more should those who follow him. It is #stuteness of the steward which is
commended, not his commercial practices. T. W. Maneminds us that there is a world of
difference between ‘I applaud the dishonest stewanduse he acted cleverly’ and ‘I
applaud the clever steward because he acted dsthgnéBut | don't think that this is the

way we should understand the parable. This viesiten held in conjunction with the idea
that Luke has appended applications to the useoaemwhich Jesus did not originally teach.
Some think that the steward was entitled to comionissand that the rewriting of the bonds
was the forgoing of this money in the hope of ggtsomething more. But this doesn't really
do justice to the fact that the steward was dissibne

As is usually the case | think the key to underditagn the parable lies in understand the
cultural and commercial background of these times.

Jews were forbidden to take interest from fellowslevhen they lent them money (Exodus
22:25; Leviticus 25:36; Deuteronomy 23:19). Thos®wished to make money from loans
evaded this by reasoning that the law was concdampbhibit the exploitation of the poor.
It was not meant to forbid innocent transactiors there mutually beneficial and where the
payment of interest amounted to the sharing ofifgtdf anyone had even a little of a given
commodity he was not destitute and thus lendingrtowas not exploitation. As almost
everyone had a little oil and a little wheat, theyvwas open for widespread use of a legal
fiction. Whatever was borrowed was given a valueiior wheat (say, eighty measures of
wheat), the interest added on (say, twenty measumed the bond made out for the
repayment of the total in terms of oil or wheattfirs case one hundred measures). The
transaction was usurious, but the bond gave neatidn of this. Commonly such
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transactions were carried out by stewards, ostinsithout the owner’s knowledge.
Understood in this way, the parable presents us aviteward who, faced with the loss of his
employment, protected his future by calling in boeds and getting the debtors to rewrite
them so that they no longer carried interest. ld&ed to their gratitude to express itself by
their taking him into their homes. His action pug bwner in a difficult position. He would
have the greatest of difficulty in establishing tligim to the original amounts now that the
first bonds were destroyed. In any case he couldepudiate the steward’s action without
convicting himself of taking usury. It would be Bxthely difficult to obtain his legal rights
and in the process he would convict himself ofreactmpiously. So he put the best face
possible on the situation and ‘commended’ the stéwhus securing an undeserved
reputation for piety. The steward was now seerpagocming to the law of God and the
owner as applauding this. Both were acting dedigivea difficult situation.

That the steward is calletishonesmay be the master’s protest against the way héaad
deprived of his money in these transactions, oray indicate his conviction that the steward
had been dishonest from the beginning — althougmk the latter is more likely. I'm sure
this is a question of usurious contracts, but tf m@ must feel that the master appreciated the
fact that he had been outwitted by a smart rogdepard his tribute to the wisdom, though
not the morality, of the act. He did not say thatwas pleased. He simply admired the
astuteness of the steward while doubtless deplisreffect on himself. The worldly-minded
(sons of this worlgare wise by their own lights. As Moffatt say$eétchildren of this world
look further ahead, in dealing with their own geatem, than the children of Light.” Tre®ns
of light are the servants of God. Well-intentioned as Hrey they often lack the wisdom to
use what they have as wisely as the worldly use plessessions for their very different
ends.

Jesus adds some comments in verse 9. Jesus addsttbction to use worldly wealth or
unrighteous mammaowisely. Mammonis our transliteration of an Aramaic expressidn, o
uncertain derivation, which is used to denote mameyealth generally. The adjective
worldly or unrighteous reminds us that all too oftkis is acquired in unworthy ways. Jewish
writings do contain a contrast between ‘false mammaad ‘true mammon’, which indicates
that possessions might be acquired honestly aretlerse. Jesus’s use of the term may imply
that there is commonly some element of unrighteessim the way people acquire
possessions. Jesus’s followers must use their mionelgeir spiritual purposes just as wisely
as the children of this world do for their mateaahs. As our goal is ‘treasure in heaven’, we
should use money for purposes such as giving tpdbe This will gain us friends and it will
stand us in good stead when mofels, i.e. when we die and money is of no more use. The
meaning othey may receive you into the eternal habitatif@isJohn 14:2) may be that the
friends thus made will welcome us in heaven. Maabably we have a common Jewish use
of the plural to mean ‘God’ in accordance with adency to avoid use of the divine name. It
is God who receives people into heaven.

In verses 10-13 Jesus uses money as a means luhgpdtat discipleship must be
wholehearted. If we use money in the wrong waw tlie can't be trusted with more
important things. The money we think we own is mreatlly ours. It is always what we have
from God (1 Chronicles 29:14) and we are no moae stewards of it. We cannot take it
with us when we die. If we handle it badly we shtbat we are unfitted to use the true
heavenly riches which will otherwise be given usaspermanent possession (cf. Matthew
25:34).
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We can devote ourselves to the service of mondyeoservice of God, but not both
(Matthew 6:24).

The Parable of the Rich Man and L azarus

“"There was a rich man who was dressed in purptef@are linen and lived in luxury every
day. At his gate was laid a beggar named Lazaovgred with sores and longing to eat what
fell from the rich man’s table. Even the dogs camd licked his sores. "The time came when
the beggar died and the angels carried him to Adbmédside. The rich man also died and
was buried. In hell, where he was in torment, loikéal up and saw Abraham far away, with
Lazarus by his side. So he called to him, ‘Fathieraham, have pity on me and send Lazarus
to dip the tip of his finger in water and cool nepgue, because | am in agony in this fire.’
"But Abraham replied, ‘Son, remember that in yofatime you received your good things,
while Lazarus received bad things, but now he efooted here and you are in agony. And
besides all this, between us and you a great chasrbeen fixed, so that those who want to
go from here to you cannot, nor can anyone cross foom there to us.” "He answered,

‘Then | beg you, father, send Lazarus to my fathbaouse, for | have five brothers. Let him
warn them, so that they will not also come to gh&ce of torment.” "Abraham replied, ‘They
have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to.thé&No, father Abraham,” he said, ‘but if
someone from the dead goes to them, they will repiéte said to him, ‘If they do not listen

to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be coredneven if someone rises from the
dead.” (Luke 16:19-31 NIV)

This is a marked contrast with the parable of tirewd manager. It also challenges us about
the attitude of the elder son in the parable ofptfugligal steward. We should repent and then
use money to help others. The alternative is toousenoney in such a way as to secure
eternal condemnation. We can see Jesus’s wortda fas verses earlier as an introduction
to the parable:

“'No servant can serve two masters. Either he lvatk the one and love the other, or he will
be devoted to the one and despise the other. Ymuwotaerve both God and Money." (Luke
16:13 NIV)

In reality everything we have belongs to God ancaveemerely to be faithful stewards of
material possessions. Luke follows the above comisnaf Jesus by saying that the Pharisees
were sneering because they loved money (Luke 16af&jn Jesus is condemning the
Pharisees in this parable. It's really the thiedgble of a trilogy. In the parable of the
Prodigal Son the prodigal wastes his father’s pmseas, in the parable of the Shrewd
Manager the manager wastes his masters posseas@m®w in this third parable the rich
man wastes his own possessions. They're all gellsito focus on salvation and not on
material possessions.

Here, in verse 19, Jesus pictures a rich nRurplewas cloth dyed with a very costly dye
(obtainable from the shellfish murex). It woulddmeed for the outer garment and fime
linen for the undergarment. The combination standshfertimate in luxuryFeasted
(euphrainomengssounds the note of happiness, for the same sarbad of merriment (in
Luke 12:19; 15:23, 32).

Food is mentioned second. Legends concerning KopgpAa Il have it that, on a daily basis,
he hosted a meal of banquet proportions; thisasipely the picture Jesus paints of this
wealthy man. In the story of the prodigal son,astas used to signal a special occasion, with
a calf killed in order to feed as many as a hundpggbts. Here Jesus says that thisdedy
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fare for this wealthy man, and that in an econorheng even the rich could afford to kill a
calf only occasionally.

Third, mention is made of their respective pladesbmde. The wealthy man has a gate,
signifying his possession of an estate or housepooimd appropriate to his station, indeed
the word used for gate denotes a large gate ldigy@r palace. The house was a grand one.
Lazarus has no home, but has been placed at tHéhwe®an’s gate, probably by family or
friends who would have carried him there every dde fact that Lazarus has been placed at
the gate probably mark Lazarus as a cripple (ctivav 8:6, 14; 9:2; Revelations 2:22), a
condition that would help to explain his tragicccimstances. His name means ‘God has
helped’ or ‘the one whom God helps’ which may lmmsicant, certainly he wasn’t helped by
man. It's interesting that he’s the only charagigen a name in Jesus’s parables.
Sometimes the rich man is called ‘Dives’, but tBisimply the Latin for ‘rich man’.

The rich man had all he asked in life and livedeadf enjoyable ease. He is not said to have
committed any grave sin, but he lived only for haths That was his condemnation. Lazarus
on the other hand was sick, hungry and covered satls — but he was also suffering
mentally. Every day he was within earshot of tadydsumptuous banquets of the rich man
whilst he lay there hungry and in pain. Only tlogsl paid any attention to him — | don’t

think they were tormenting him, I think they wergitig to help him. Indeed wounds licked
by dogs do heal more rapidly. Lazarus appearave been a kind gentle sole trying to live
in harmony with the world around him regardlesshef harsh conditions he found himself in.

Now both men die, see verse 22. It's doubtful tlaaarus had a burial, which was an
important essential for a Jew, but the rich man eedg buried as we see from verse 23.
Nothing has been said about the religious statstiér. But Lazarus was evidently a faithful
servant of God, for when he died the angels tookthiAbraham’s bosonmlhe expression is
not common, but it could denote that Abraham thagvarty for him and he reclined next to
Abraham at table — rather like John reclining rtextesus at the last supper. Some see in it
the relationship of child to parent (cf. John 1;18)t it is better to see a contrast between the
table at the opening of the story and Lazaruskd¢ taith Abraham. The contrast between
Lazarus and the rich man now goes into reversieeaas ts no corresponding joy for the rich
man after his death. Hades isn't hell in Jewishgh, it's just a neutral place for the departed
(although it's not used for the saved in the NT}, Here it seems to be equivalent to the
Jewish Hell Gehenna, for the rich man watorment.Not only so, but he was able to see
Lazarus and to note his comfortable circumstances.

The rich man now asks Abraham for a favour fromarag — apparently he even knew the
name of the beggar lying at his gate, but he doese'n attempt to apologise to him. The
rich man doesn’t even speak to Lazarus, but adelsdss request to Abraham in a deferential
way, because he calls hisather Abrahamand words his request humbly enough, though it
is interesting that he who showed no mercy to Lazaow asks for mercy. There is a note of
unconscious arrogance in his attitude to Lazanrd)é¢ assumes that he can have the poor
man sent across to do him service. He has notzeshihat earth’s values no longer apply.
Lazarus remains calm throughout and doesn’'t shgmaager or even indignation at the way
the rich man continues to behave towards him. Hefsdel of the mercy described by Jesus
when he told us to love our enemies and be mergifike 6:35-36).

Abraham gives a reasoned refusal of the requesrses 25 and 26, even though the rich
man has insulted his guest Lazarus. Abraham’sead@on is tender, but he points to a
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reversal. In life the rich man had had his gooddhi The adjectivgour is significant. The
rich man had had what he chose. He could have sipgatvith the things of God and
delighted in the word of God. He could have helffedpoor (Lazarus had been close
enough!). For hingood thingshad been purple and fine linen, daily merrimernt &asting.
He had chosen what he wanted and now he must bbidis choice. Lazarus had received
evil things.In this case there is no ‘his’. Lazarus had resrbresponsible for the evils he
had suffered.

Now, Abraham points out, a different set of valopserates. The balance is redressed. Justice
is done. And there is another factor, ¢neat chasm ... fixed.his isn't literal, but it means

that in the afterlife there is no passing from etege to the other — you're either in heaven or
hell. In fact the Greek implies that this is thegose and not simply the result of the great
chasm. The rich man can know how it is with Lazgeuml vice versa), but there is no
crossing the chasm on the part of either. Someshewtitings speak similarly of a permanent
separation in the afterlife, e.g. 1 Enoch, wheterastingly the righteous have ‘the bright
spring of water’ (1 Enoch 22:9).

In verses 27-28 the rich man shows some interesthiers for the first time in the story,
although he still has no interest in the poor;tieks to his own. He asks that lirge brothers
be warned of what awaits them. They are probalilyaéso, because the total number of
brothers, six, is symbolic of evil. Once again tith man assumes that Lazarus may be
despatched on his errand: his deep-seated sesspariority remains. He also implies that
he had not been treated fairly; if he had reallgrbgiven all the information he needed, he
would have acted differently. In contrast is Lazssumpressive silence throughout the
parable. He neither complains about his hard Iatanth, nor gloats over the rich man after
death, nor expresses resentment at the lattersagodrs to have him sent on errands.
Throughout he accepts what God sends him.

In verses 29-31, Abraham points to the Scriptuvisses of course, means ‘the writings of
Moses’, and the combination withe prophetgoints to the whole of Scripture, as in verse
16. The Bible, reasons Abraham, gives the brothkthey need. There is an implication that
the rich man’s unpleasant situation was due nbtdaeiches (after all, Abraham had been
rich), but to his lack of compassion and his negééScripture and its teaching. But the rich
man does not agree. He knows how he had reactbé fmssession of the Bible. So he says
thatif some one goes to them from the demadgs will be different; that will bring them to
repentance. Such is the fallacy of worldly peoplee parable concludes with Abraham’s
solemn affirmation that the appearance of one ffisen the dead will bring no conviction to
those who refuse to accept Scripture. If a mamaiibe humane with the Old Testament in
his hand and Lazarus on his doorstep, nothingtherea visitant from the other world nor a
revelation of the horrors of Hell — will teach hotherwise. In the context the one risen from
the dead must be Lazarus, but Luke’s readers waulely have been led to think of Jesus.
He rose from the dead. But those, like the Sanhediio refused to see him in the Scriptures
and to heed what is written about him refused todsevinced by One risen from the dead.

We now have the advantage of possessing the Nptwas which tell us about Jesus’s life
and teaching and his crucifixion for our sake aisdrésurrection. Let’'s make sure that we
heed what scripture says and turn to Christ it fla@fore it's too late and we become
separated from God by an uncrossable chasm.
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The Parable of the Good or Compassionate Samaritan

This is recounted only in Luke’s gospel:

“On one occasion an expert in the law stood uesb desus. "Teacher," he asked, "what must
| do to inherit eternal life?" "What is written the Law?" he replied. "How do you read it?"
He answered: "Love the Lord your God with all ydweart and with all your soul and with

all your strength and with all your mind’; and, @ your neighbour as yourself.™ "You

have answered correctly,” Jesus replied. "Do thisyeu will live." But he wanted to justify
himself, so he asked Jesus, "And who is my neigtiyda reply Jesus said: "A man was
going down from Jerusalem to Jericho, when harigdl the hands of robbers. They stripped
him of his clothes, beat him and went away, leavimg half-dead. A priest happened to be
going down the same road, and when he saw themegmassed by on the other side. So too,
a Levite, when he came to the place and saw hissgubby on the other side. But a
Samaritan, as he travelled, came where the manamdsyhen he saw him, he took pity on
him. He went to him and bandaged his wounds, pgwmoil and wine. Then he put the man
on his own donkey, brought him to an inn and toate®f him. The next day he took out two
silver coins and gave them to the innkeeper. ‘Laft&r him,” he said, ‘and when | return, |
will reimburse you for any extra expense you mayelid'Which of these three do you think
was a neighbour to the man who fell into the hasfdsbbers?" The expert in the law

replied, "The one who had mercy on him." Jesushoid "Go and do likewise." (Luke
10:25-37 NIV)

It's usually called the parable of the good Sarmaaribut along with Joel Green | prefer to
call it the parable of the compassionate Samaritan.

As always we need to look at the background toege?s-37. Apparently a lawyer, a teacher
of the law, is breaking in on Jesus' conversatidh tis disciples. He's bent on
confrontation, he wants testJesus, although he does address Jesus respeasfityacher'.
Apparently the lawyer is focussed on works basédtan — he's asking not about a waty
life, but a wayto life. The distinction is all important. Actualhjs question is basically
flawed — you can’to something to gain an inheritance, an inheritasg®t a payment for
services rendered. Anyway, Jesus answers a guegtio a question and replies to the man
in his own terms, what is written in the Law howyan read it? Jesus is accepting the
authority of the Law, but drawing attention to fhet that the interpretation of the Law is
crucial. This reminds us of Jesus’ confrontatiaith the Pharisees over the interpretation of
Sabbath Day Law.

The man answers that he must keep two commandmaedidesus agrees, but the lawyer is
about to hear how extreme the nature of justiftcathrough the law will be. The lawyer
takes it as axiomatic that salvation is by andubtothe Law (Deuteronomy 6:16-25) and
replies in terms of the Shema (Deuteronomy 6:5)atathes the law of neighbour love from
Leviticus 19:18. Of course, that’s the correctasrgou can't love your neighbour unless
you're filled with the love of God. This neighbdawe is, in Jewish Law, a disposition of the
heart to be expressed in tangible behaviours cetatéhe neighbour's honour and
possessions. Theoretically we could be justifieduggh the Law (Romans 10:5), but the
trouble is no one ever succeeds in doing so, becaasan’t keep to God’s perfect
standards. Here Jesus isn’t saying that we caawed by good works, Jesus’ stress is on
loving and following God with all our heart, souddastrength. In fact this is a repudiation of
works based salvation rather than an agreementitwifhe expert wanted a set of rules that
he could keep and so gain eternal life. Jesusyisg that eternal life isn’'t a matter of
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keeping rules at all. Jesus is saying that toiiiMeve is to live the life of the kingdom of
God.

In this lies the barbed point of the story of tleed Samaritan. For the thing is impossible.
We are so used to thinking of the victim and h&cuer as ‘neighbours’, that we forget this
was Jesus’s scandalous twist to the story; heeatelibly wove it around the representatives
of two groups of people whom his hearers knew tadiegood neighbours at all, but
inveterate enemies. As well visualize the Ethiomhanging his skin or the leopard his spots,
as imagine a Samaritan helping a Jew. But notlaag Will do. ‘An Irish Republican fell
among thieves, and an Ulster Orangeman came apddkim; a white colonialist fell

among thieves, and a black freedom fighter canfastaid; that is what God’s law requires

of you.'

The lawyer was right in one thing, at any raterfdelife is something to be inherited. And
to receive an inheritance, you havétman heir. No amount afoingwill make you into one.
Keeping the law is a way of life; it is not a waylife. It is only when by God’s grace we
have become the right sort of people—his peopleéhbyew birth—that we begin to do the
right sort of things.

So this parable is Jesus' clarification and expianaf the Law. The lawyers question in
verse 29 is apparently an attempt to exploit a gagss, a loophole, in Leviticus 19:18 — who
is a neighbour? In Jesus' time most people woane fielt that this was limited to people
dwelling amongst the Israelites — but how far stdave reach. The lawyer wants to
interpret the law legalistically. The lawyer ackriedges the authority of Deuteronomy and
Leviticus, but he wants to exploit any ambiguitié$e wants to find the loopholes. He wants
to know exactly how he can narrow down the rangeewiple he’s got to love. He was not
alone. Most Jews of Jesus’ day believed thatrtkighbour love was confined to fellow
Israelites and resident aliens in their land whdemed the covenant with Yahweh. Because
of Greek imperialism and the Roman occupationsti@al context in Jesus’ day was
fractured and boundaries existed not only betweanahd Gentile, but between various
Jewish factions. So how far should love reach?

The lawyer might have been a priest returning feemvice at the Temple — which would
give point to one of the characters in the parable.

Jesus' opening to the parable 'a man' deliberkgtalyes aside any questions as to his nature.
He's the archetypal general human being, the quresstigoing to be who will be a neighbour
to him.

It's a story that was completely relevant to thateat of those times. As regards location,
Jerusalem is in the mountains, 2,500 feet abovéesela Jericho is in the Jordan rift valley,
800 feet below sea level. The road between thiéss was about 17 miles long and was
notorious for its bandits and travel was perilo@® a man is attacked and beaten on this
road. This man is clearly a Jew, although thelgardoesn’t say so, it's hiseedthat’s
important, not hisiationality or hisstatus A priest and a Levite, who were probably
intended to represent the expert questioning Jesiss, him by and offer no assistance. A
man who is half dead — verse 30 — may well appebetdead and the priest and the Levite
might have feared being made unclean by contabtavdorpse, although since they are
leaving Jerusalem they can’'t have had pressingioels duties to perform. Also under
Jewish Law, priests had an obligation to bury dewtgd corpse of a Jew. The stark reality is
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that neither of them is prepared to lift a fingehelp this man. As priests and Levites they
are used to being evaluated on the basis of tlsitipn and ancestry rather than their
actions.

Yet in verses 33 to 35 it is a despised Samaritam as compassion on this Jew and he is
not even a Holy man, but a travelling merchanttually the Greek word used here for
having pity or compassiorsplanchnizomdj is very vivid and is often used to speak of
God’s compassion for humanity. It speaks of avg@inching feeling from the deepest part
of who we are.

To understand this parable we need to know songtbout the background between Jews
and Samaritans. Most of the people of the Nortkérgdom of Israel, which included the
Samaria of Jesus’ day, had been taken into exitdyAssyrians in 722 BC. The Assyrians
followed their normal policy over conquered natiamsl deported many of the Jews living in
Israel and replaced them with other people grotgrs the North and East. Consequently
the Samaritans of Jesus’ day were not descendedpuoe Jewish racial stock as they were
the results of intermarriage between the remnatitefsraelites and the imported peoples.
These Samaritans worshipped other gods as welabhs/éh, worshipped Yahweh on Mount
Gerizim rather than at the Jerusalem Temple, hadsed the rebuilding of the Jerusalem
Temple and opposed the Jews of the Southern Kingdoother matters. Also, they only
recognised the scriptural authority of the Pent@tethe first five books of the Bible — which
they had in any event amended to reflect their oustoms.

So the Jews had a number of reasons to dislikBadhsaritans and they certainly disliked
them intensely. Jews would not normally even spgedkamaritans and many more religious
Jews avoided passing through Samaria when tragdhom Galilee to Jerusalem. Jews used
‘Samaritan’ as a term of abuse and some of the mebgtous amongst the Jews wouldn’t
even say the word “Samaritan”. | hope you’re bemig to get an idea of why Jesus saying
something good about a Samaritan would have bdenisising to his listeners.

So this Samaritan, who did not even really knowltae — remember | said that the
Samaritans had amended the Pentateuch — givesssixpreo its real underlying principles.
So Jesus’ story is doubly shocking. It is not byimsan who exemplifies the Law but a
travelling merchant — and even more shockingntsa Jew who does this but a hated
Samaritan.

The care that the Samaritan provides is not a mafdabral obligation but of exaggerated
practical love grounded in compassion that risksmmore than could ever be required or
even hoped for. He stops on the Jericho roadsistasomeone he does not know in spite of
the clear danger of doing so. He gives of his gaods and money, freely, making no
arrangements for reciprocation — just as Jesuhtdsge Luke 6:32-36). In order to obtain
care for this stranger, he enters an inn, itsddiragerous place; and he even enters into an
open-ended monetary relationship with the innkeepéis hated Samaritan models God'’s
expansive, exaggerated, unmerited, costly loveiall. God had compassion and mercy on
us helpless sinners and at enormous cost serigdasus Christ, to die for our sins. That’s
a much more costly compassion than even that whéshshown by the Samaritan.

Having told the parable Jesus now asks the expgrestion on it, look at verse 36:

“'Which of these three do you think was a neighbiuthe man who fell into the hands of
robbers?"™ (Luke 10:36 NIV)
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Jesus doesn't ask “whe a neighbour”, he asks wlaeted asa neighbour. The expert’s
original question would have focussed on whetherabithe injured man was a neighbour.
But, that’'s not the issue; the parable doesn’t gw@ny grounds to consider that. Jesus’
guestion assumeveryonds a neighbour and then presses the point thastiould move us
to loving action foranyonein trouble that we come across.

The expert at least seems to grasp the point gédhable, look at the first part of verse 37:
“The expert in the law replied, "The one who hadeyen him." ......... " (Luke 10:37 NIV)
the expert can’'t even bring himself to utter thedvtsamaritan”, but he does acknowledge
that it was both the compassion and the actioiseoSamaritan which set him apart from the
priest and the Levite. The expert has, in eff@aeswered his original question himself.

Jesus answers him in the second half of verse 37:

e Jesus told him, "Go and do likewise." (Luk®:37 NIV)

Jesus has turned the original question on its h&ad.lawyer had asked who is my
neighbour and Jesus has brought this round to “wihdtof a neighbour am 1?’ Jesus also
draws things back tdoing, practical action, as presumed by the expert’'smalgjuestion
“what must Ido’, but the scripture leaves it an open questiotoashether the expert
actually heeded this. The expert has heard thd vbot will he do it? Perhaps you've
identified with a part of the expert’s questiwhat must | do to come into eternal life
certainly hope so! But, we can't inherit the kingad of God, we can't earn eternal life, by
our actions or our compassion. The expert wardebbtsomething to earn salvation, but we
can’t do that. All we actually need to do is tetjaccept God’s compassion and mercy and
rely on what Jesus hatreadydone for us on the cross and turn to him in faith,
acknowledging him as our Lord and Master and acgepsalvation as God’s gracious free
gift.

But you know, even though we can’t earn our satvatexactly the same issue as that faced
by the expert faces each one of us this morning.vé\heard that everyone is our neighbour
and that we should both have compassion on thenalbowd that compassion to express itself
in practical assistance. Compassion feels songthompassion does something,
compassion costs something and compassion demiassra relationship with God. Don't
we see people who need to know Jesus and pasdiierbon’t we see people everyday
who are hurting emotionally or physically and ptesm by. Often like the priest and the
Levite, we look but do nothing about it. Also, weed to think not only about the Cote
d’Azur and our neighbours here, we need to thirduélwvhat we can do to help poverty in
the third world, the refugee crisis, famine in A&iand an enormous number of issues in our
broken fallen world.

We've seen how this mirrors God’s extravagant avgtlg love for us all, so we should do it
not because it's the Law, or because it will gareternal life, but out of gratitude for what
God has done for us. The very costly love He diggdl in sending his only Son to die on the
cross, a love much more costly than even the ovexpogly generous love displayed by the
Samaritan. So how about you? You've heard thelwaowill you do it? Will you turn to
Christ in faith and ask for his forgiveness andeptthim as your Lord and so accept his free
compassionate gift of eternal life. Will you thask for God’s strength and a new infilling
with the Holy Spirit to help you show his compassio others. Don't think about it — just do
it!

25



The Parable of the Workersin the Vineyard or the Parable of the Compassionate
Employer

This Parable is only recorded by Matthew. It'swalibe reward for discipleship and comes
after Jesus' comments to the disciples at the £aldapter 19 — the reversal of human
expectations.

“'For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner wient out early in the morning to hire
men to work in his vineyard. He agreed to pay tleedenarius for the day and sent them into
his vineyard. "About the third hour he went out &agv others standing in the market-place
doing nothing. He told them, “You also go and workny vineyard, and | will pay you
whatever is right.” So they went. "He went out agabout the sixth hour and the ninth hour
and did the same thing. About the eleventh howéra out and found still others standing
around. He asked them, ‘Why have you been startédng all day long doing nothing?’
"Because no-one has hired us,” they answered.sdidto them, ‘You also go and work in
my vineyard.” "When evening came, the owner oftimeyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the
workers and pay them their wages, beginning wighldist ones hired and going on to the
first.” "The workers who were hired about the elatehour came and each received a
denarius. So when those came who were hired tiiray, expected to receive more. But each
one of them also received a denarius. When theived it, they began to grumble against
the landowner. ‘These men who were hired last wbkdy one hour,’ they said, ‘and you
have made them equal to us who have borne the tofdae work and the heat of the day.’
"But he answered one of them, ‘Friend, | am nohgeinfair to you. Didn’t you agree to
work for a denarius? Take your pay and go. | wargivte the man who was hired last the
same as | gave you. Don’t | have the right to dawtwant with my own money? Or are you
envious because | am generous?’ "So the last eifirbt, and the first will be last."”
(Matthew 20:1-16 NIV)

The story is as clear as it is unexpected. ltthénsetting of a vineyard, which would have
both been familiar and was also an image of Isrdék vineyard owner needs extra workers,
perhaps the vines need pruning, or maybe it's lsatume and he goes early to the village to
hire men and hires a number for the then standagkwf one Denarius a day. He goes out
again a number of times at various times duringdineand hires further workers, telling
them that he’ll pay them what is right. Perhapslide’'t find enough early on, but more

likely he’s just being compassionate and allev@atime unemployment situation. In the end
he pays all the men the same wage of one Denaraspective of when they were hired.
He’s giving the men enough to feed their familieghaut making them feel as if they're on
welfare — because he’s given them a job.

Whereas we take it for granted that harder worledes a greater payment, this employer
operates on a less conventional basis. The reastandtively sympathizes with the aggrieved
workers in verses 11-12:dbesn’tseem fair. The retort of the landowner is of ceurs
technically correct: no one has been cheated;gheement has been scrupulously observed.
Why then do we still feel that there is somethingng? Because we cannot detach ourselves
from the ruling convention that rewards should bemensurate to the services rendered.
Grace seems to us to be unfair. When one mamevgahded” far in excess of what has been
earned while another receives only the bare sueedgmwe detect unfair discrimination. Any
union leader worth their salt would protest at semitployment practices. Anyone who took
this parable as a practical basis for employmentl@vsoon be out of business. Daily
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workers were paid each day, here it's intereshagthe last workers were paid first and the
first last. Perhaps the workers who weren't heady on were the least desirable workers or
perhaps they arrived late we don't know. We atsvtcknow what happened — did the
workers who felt that they had been cheated coatiaprotest or did they just go away —
we’re not told, the parable is open ended.

The kingdom of heaven does not operate on the basmmmercial convention. God rules
by grace, not according to what we deserve. Thedrds” which this gospel has so
persistently spoken of (see on 5:3-10, 11-12; 6:16618, 19-21; 10:41-42; 19:27-29) are
not earned, nor are they proportionate to humanrteffhe God who lavishly clothes the
flowers and feeds the birds (6:26—29) delightsite dis servants far more than they could
ever deserve from him. It is that principle, rattiean the disappointment of the whole-day
labourers, which is the main focus of the parale their very natural disappointment and
sense of unfairness helps the readers to re-exdmimdar their reactions are still governed
by human ideals of deserving rather than by thealentating generosity of the kingdom of
heaven. In the kingdom in which the first are kst the last first there is no room for
envious comparisons.

The theme of divine generosity is enhanced by aaremwess of the employment situation for
day-labourers in first-century Palestine. The datysurer did not have even the minimal
security which the slave had in belonging to onstera There was no social welfare program
on which an unemployed man could fall back andrade unions to protect a worker’s
rights. An employer could literally “do what he d®owith what belonged to him.” (v. 15) In
such a setting no work meant no food for the familye extraordinary behaviour of this
landowner in adding extra workers after he hasadleecruited all he needs in the early
morning therefore indicates not that he could mddwdate his labour needs in advance but
that he was acting compassionately to alleviatétlrdship of the unemployed. It is unlikely
that heneededhe extra workers, and his excessive paymentewhtbpeaks for itself.
Commercially, the man is a fool. And God is as Umdating as that.

The blessing of eternal life is the same for alethier you're a Christian from a child or a
death bed conversion. There aren’'t some peopleardmore saved than others.

The Parables about the End Times

“"No-one knows about that day or hour, not evenahgels in heaven, nor the Son, but only
the Father. As it was in the days of Noah, solitlva at the coming of the Son of Man. For
in the days before the flood, people were eatirdydrimking, marrying and giving in
marriage, up to the day Noah entered the ark; lagyglknew nothing about what would
happen until the flood came and took them all awémat is how it will be at the coming of
the Son of Man. Two men will be in the field; on#él Wwe taken and the other left. Two
women will be grinding with a hand mill; one wileliaken and the other left. "Therefore
keep watch, because you do not know on what daylyaa will come. But understand this:
If the owner of the house had known at what timaight the thief was coming, he would
have kept watch and would not have let his houdarteen into. So you also must be ready,
because the Son of Man will come at an hour whendgonot expect him.” (Matthew 24:36-
44 NIV)

The time of Christ's return is unknown (excepthte Father) and so it will always catch
people unawares — therefore the disciples (andwus} always be ready. As it was with the
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flood (v 37 - 39) so it will be with the secondnaimg. It's interesting that Jesus who will be
the judge doesn't himself know the day of judgemétd not surprising that we and the
angels aren't told (for divine secrets are hiddemfthe angels (1 Peter 1)), but it's amazing
that Jesus doesn't know.

Verse 42 seems to imply that we must always be siata of red alert, but the following
parables qualify how this is to apply in relationelvery day life. It's more a state of ethical
readiness than intellectual readiness. We needrtnually live our lives as if Christ was
coming any minute — we don't know the time so we&tqdan special preparations. We must
take the parables seriously but no too literally.

At the second coming people will be going abouirteeeryday tasks — working in the field

or grinding corn — some will be taken to be withri€hothers not, or some will simply be
swept away and others not. |think this is thasitimm between the saved and the lost. | think
the one who is left is the one who is excluded fGad's presence. Atthe second coming
there will be an abrupt and permanent division.

In verses 42-44 we're told to keep ready for theatahe Lord's coming and an example of a
house being burgled is given — | think the thougdre is the surprise, the unexpectedness, of
the event.

Having set the scene Jesus moves into a longeblpabout slaves left in charge:

““Who then is the faithful and wise servant, whdm tmaster has put in charge of the
servants in his household to give them their faoithe proper time? It will be good for that
servant whose master finds him doing so when hengt| tell you the truth, he will put him

in charge of all his possessions. But supposesttraaint is wicked and says to himself, ‘My
master is staying away a long time,” and he theginseto beat his fellow-servants and to eat
and drink with drunkards. The master of that servalh come on a day when he does not
expect him and at an hour he is not aware of. Hlecut him to pieces and assign him a place
with the hypocrites, where there will be weeping gnashing of teeth.” (Matthew 24:45-51
NIV)

The parable is about our different responses taithation in which we've been placed. We
can either do what we're supposed to do and be sfeadards or we can ignore what God
wants. Jesus is challenging us to think aboubeaur state of readiness. So being prepared
isn't watching and waiting at the window, but gegton with the job we've been given and
not slacking. It's only the irresponsible who nézavorry about the second coming. But
merely belonging to the disciple community is ngfuarantee of salvation, there must be a
real commitment — our faith must be real.

Also the faithful servant isn't left to rest in eder ever, he's rewarded by being promoted to
a higher level of responsibility. The unfaithfelrgant failed to recognise that his authority
was only temporary. So it is with us here on eaxttill be called to account in the end, delay
doesn't imply forgiveness or overlooking of our mgdoing. It would appear that the
punishment is not death (the servant remains alivee being cut into pieces), but there is
clearly a heavy punishment. Jesus was probabhlyopicing a severe judgement on the
Pharisees — and us as well if we don't listen tatvale’s saying to us.
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The Parable of the Ten Virgins
Jesus continues to teach on the importance ofiressliwith an even longer parable.

“'At that time the kingdom of heaven will be likert virgins who took their lamps and went
out to meet the bridegroom. Five of them were &ohnd five were wise. The foolish ones
took their lamps but did not take any oil with thefhe wise, however, took oil in jars along
with their lamps. The bridegroom was a long timeaming, and they all became drowsy
and fell asleep. "At midnight the cry rang out: hds the bridegroom! Come out to meet
him!” "Then all the virgins woke up and trimmed ithemps. The foolish ones said to the
wise, ‘Give us some of your oil; our lamps are goout.’ "“No,’ they replied, ‘there may not
be enough for both us and you. Instead, go to thwbsesell oil and buy some for
yourselves.’ "But while they were on their way taylithe oil, the bridegroom arrived. The
virgins who were ready went in with him to the wedgbanquet. And the door was shut.
"Later the others also came. ‘Sir! Sir!’ they sa@@pen the door for us! "But he replied, ‘I
tell you the truth, 1 don’t know you.’ "Therefore&p watch, because you do not know the
day or the hour.” (Matthew 25:1-13 NIV)

At first sight, the opening words of the story erse 1 are similar to some earlier parables in
this gospel. But whereas those earlier parabldsusthat the kingdom of heaveis fike” a
man who sowed seed or a king who wanted to seitieusts; here we are told that the
kingdom of heavewill be like ten virgins who took their lamps. Thdiecause this parable
is telling us not about how things are now but libay will be at what is called thgarousia

in Greek Parousia is a Greek word which means coming,arowphysical presence and in
this case it is referring to the second coming lofi€l. So this parable is telling us about the
end times. This reference to the future is rec#drby the first three words of verse 1 “At
that time..” The virgins’ role in meeting and egow the bridegroom reminds us of the
image of Jesus as the bridegroom and the churtttedside in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians.

These virgins would have been young unmarried,dnitsnds of either the bride or the
bridegroom and were apparently supposed to edeoiiridegroom in a torchlight procession
to his house. Under Jewish wedding customs therddahave been a set day, but not a set
time when the bridegroom would arrive at the bisdgdme to take her to his home for the
wedding feast, because the wedding procession vabwiays wind back and forth through
the village. So those who were to welcome thedgridom had to be patient — just as we
must patiently wait for the second coming of Chrighis is wonderful imagery reminding us
that at the second coming we will be escorted toptace in God’s house and we wait
patiently for that day.

We are then told in verse 2 that half of the gars silly, whilst the other half are sensible.

The Greek words used here for “foolish” and “wiseé the same as those used in the parable
about the house builders, one of whom built on & the other on sand. Although these
words apparently denote practical common sensedteskeally referring to spiritual

wisdom.

The passage then goes on to describe the diffelmtaeen the foolish and the wise in
verses 3 and 4. The so called “lamps” were hollaps or saucers, with a round receptacle
for the wick, which was fed with pitch or oil. Oraasions like this they were fastened to a
long wooden pole, and borne aloft in the processibime jars held the oil which was used to
refill the cup or saucer. A lamp without a jaraifwould rapidly become as useless as a
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modern flashlight without a battery. In the sanay/we Christians need to be regularly
refilled with the oil of the spirit of Christ, othgise we will become useless.

Let’'s move on to the coming of the bridegroom inses 5 and 6. These verses give the
impression that the girls thought they knew whenlihdegroom would arrive, and had not
reckoned on the delay. A torchlight procession @i course be after dark, but might be
expected to be before the middle of the night. gémble illustrates both the fact that the
time of Christ’s second coming is unknown, and &t it may not be as soon as people
might expect. After all, as we've just seen, iapter 24 of Matthews gospel, Jesus told us
that even he did not know the day or the hour isfskcond coming. Additionally, the
parable tells us of the sudden, unexpected nafuhesocoming because it came in the middle
of the night, the time when people are at theisti@dert. The shout at midnight is like the
voice of the archangel and the trump of God whidhagcompany the second coming of
Christ. But the story has a really surprising edairhere — both the sensible and foolish girls
have fallen asleep by the time the bridegroom comdiswere equally disappointed by the
delay, all fell asleep, and all were equally takgrsurprise by the eventual shout.

Now, in verses 7-9, we see what happened to therelift kinds of girls. We don’t know
whether the lamps had been lit when the girls §ettout, but if so they would not have
stayed burning while they slept; even a well filtedch would not burn for much more than
half an hour without trimming and adjustment. Be $ensible girls now had to refill and
light their torches, while the attempts of theysgirls to light their torches were of course
futile.

The phrase “our lamps are going out” suggestsath@e foolish girls lighted the wicks of
their lamps they immediately went out again, havingnore oil to keep them burning. The
response of the sensible girls to the foolish gidtural request for a share of the oil may
sound selfish, actually the statement is even fiméhe Greek, but we need to remember
that this is a parable about being spiritually prepl and the hard-nosed realism of the
sensible girls invites us to remember that spitifmaparedness is not something that others
can provide for us. Each one of us needs our alweaxh one us needs to be spiritually
prepared in our own hearts. Let us not be Christi@ho merely look good but lack the oil of
true faith within us.

When the bridegroom comes the feast begins as evimseerses 10-12. The wedding
banquet was the high point of a wedding and castfor a week or more — to miss that was
to miss everything. Here the wedding banquet sses the blessings of the kingdom of
heaven, just as the feast in the parable toldeabdginning of Matthew chapter 22 did. As
with that earlier feast only those who are ready@ajoy it. Again the exclusion of the

foolish girls seems harsh and out of line with &whospitality — although it was the custom
at great feasts to close the doors when all thetgweere assembled. But this has become,
like so many of the other parables, a story ofdes and outsiders, of the saved and the lost,
and the closing of the door symbolizes that fingisibn at the last judgment. If Matthew

this time refrains from speaking of “the darknestsmle” and “weeping and gnashing of
teeth” - as he did in connection with the othetieaparables about feasts, - he has made the
same point unmistakably clear in the pathetic pectf the silly girls futilely calling outside

a closed door. Here the Greek indicates that ¢loe was shut so as to stay shut.

In a way we can liken this parable to the storido&h. Noah built his ark in preparation for
the coming judgment on the earth. When the rdersesl Noah and his family got into the
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ark and closed the door. Those who were outside @xcluded just as the foolish virgins
were excluded from the wedding banquet. Similaryshall be excluded from the kingdom
of heaven if we are not prepared.

The bridegrooms dismissive words “I don’t know yddve the force of the judicial verdict
at the final judgment. Let’s not be in the positishere Christ saythat to us as we stand
before the judgement seat.

The point of the parable is simply that spiritusddiness, whatever form it takes, is not
something that can be achieved by a last-minutgsédent. It depends on long-term
provision, and if that has been made, the wisapescan sleep secure in the knowledge that
everything is ready — just as the wise girls séaqt didn’t suffer for it.

The words of verse 13:

“Therefore keep watch, because you do not knowdtheor the hour.” (Matthew 25:13

NIV)

are a general reminder of the need to remain f@erand above all to be prepared for, the
second coming of Christ. Because we don’t knowmnlies coming. It may be tomorrow or
it may be in thousands of years. But, God warich @ae of us to be ready for that day, not
to rely on others to prepare for us and not to plagsian Roulette with our eternal lives.
The only way to be ready for that day is to be yealtithe time. The foolish virgins took no
precautionary steps saying I'll go to the storedmmow, there is plenty of time and look what
happened to them. Of course, we may well expesieieath before the time of the second
coming arrives, but again we need to be ready cshadl also be excluded from the kingdom
of heaven if we are not ready at that time.

As I've already said the foolishness of the virgmas a spiritual connotation. It's foolish not
to listen to God, it’s foolish to think our ideagan acceptable alternative to what God says.
Let’s not be unprepared after God has warned aslglef the consequences in this parable
and throughout the scriptures. Let’s all be shed tve are spiritually ready in our hearts.
Let's all realize that we are not guaranteed toowrrWe need to be sure we are ready
today, right now. We also need to make sure weaaeared in the right way. The foolish
girls were prepared to turn out with their lampd arait, but they weren’t prepared in the
only way that counted — having oil to keep theinjs burning. So we need to make sure that
we are prepared in what scripture tells us is tilg way that counts — having the oil of

saving faith, which is truly and sincerely belieyim the death and resurrection of Christ and
acknowledging him as our Lord and Master.

CONCLUSION

So let’s just summarise what we’ve learned frompambles we've studied together this
morning.

The parable of the Sower and the Soils made us/aakkind of soil is in our live. We need
to change our mental attitudes and priorities amad to Jesus — the only one who can make
us bear a good crop of fruit. We also need to smaseeds of the gospel widely into the lives
of those around us.
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The parable of the Weeds taught us that we’ll lsversibly divided at the last judgement
into the lost and the saved. But, until the fijmalgment there can be no division — we’ll just
have to co-exist with the wicked.

The parable of the Wedding Feast taught us thaetiano focus on their material wealth and
not on the riches of faith are excluded from thegkiom of heaven by their own choice. We

need to understand the gravity of our own posi#iod accept the forgiveness Christ brought
us on the cross — or we’ll be excluded from thegohin heaven.

The parable of the Lost Son is a call to turn kac&od in repentance and accept his
gracious invitation to be reconciled to him andajgart of his family.

The parable of the Shrewd Manager again taughtatsaste must use material wealth for
spiritual purposes. We need to give generousbuiotreasure in heaven. The money we
have is not really ours, if we handle it badly vea't be trusted with true heavenly riches.
Our discipleship needs to be wholehearted. Weleante ourselves to the service of God or
money but not both.

The parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus again taugthat we need to use our wealth
wisely for compassionate purposes. We need totdenoselves to the scriptures and not to
material things — let’s not get separated from Gpan uncrossable chasm.

The parable of the Good Samaritan showed us teeamaritan caring for the victim of
robbery mirrors God’s costly love for us. We néedurn to Christ in faith accepting God’s
generous gift of eternal life and asking for thevpoof the Spirit to enable us to show
compassion to others.

The parable of the Workers in the Vineyard taughthat there is equality in our salvation. It
doesn’t matter whether we're Christians from botldeathbed conversions, no one is more
eqgual than anyone else as regards our salvation.

Finally the parable of the Ten Virgins taught usttive’re not guaranteed tomorrow, we need
to be ready to meet our maker right now this minWée also need to make sure we’re
prepared for that in the right way. We need toehide oil of saving faith in our lamps,

which is believing in the death and resurrectio€hbfist and acknowledging his as our Lord
and master.

Let's make sure we all heed these lessons fronms3egarables in our lives.
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