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Power	  in	  Parables	  
 

I. Power in Stories 
Everybody loves a good story.  We especially love stories that have happy endings, 
whether they are the familiar offerings of Disney, or the epic features where good finally 
triumphs over evil.  We love the stories that keep us guessing about the outcome.  We 
love a good love story!  We love stories we can find ourselves in.  When William was 
younger, every night I used to tell him a story about “a little boy named William.”  The 
stories always started the same way – “once there was a little boy named William and he 
was the best little boy in the whole world.”  From there William would travel on 
adventures with tree elves, through forests to secret kingdoms, and down snowy 
mountains with super duper magically slippery cookie sheets.  And by the end of each 
story, William came home, snuggled into bed tired from his adventures and fell deeply 
asleep.  Every now and then he still gets a sparkle in his eye and asks for a story with him 
in it.    
 
There is just something about stories.  Stories have the power to challenge our 
assumptions, elicit emotions we didn’t know we had, inspire us towards hope, 
compassion, kindness, and adventure.  They have a mysterious power in drawing us into 
the lives of the characters, the places they live and travel, and the relationships they share 
with each other.  Stories have the power to teach us amazing and wonderful things that 
we couldn’t learn or experience any other way.  And there is just something 
transformative about finding ourselves somewhere in them.  
 
I think one of the greatest things about the Christian faith is that it’s a faith that 
recognizes that even the most unlikely and insignificant people get written into God’s 
amazing love story – the greatest and truest story ever told. I think the bible could be 
safely be prefaced with, “Once upon a time, God created a people (a Bob, a Nancy, a 
Sarah, a [insert your name here], whom he loved very, very much.  This is the story of 
how much he loved them.” 
 
It’s the best story in the world – and we are all in it.   
 
Jesus spent much of his public ministry telling stories.  Most of his stories could safely be 
called parables – stories of comparisons.  Many of Jesus’ parables have become the “go 
to” places for people when they think about Jesus’ teaching.  After all, what better way to 
explain something mysterious or complicated with a handful of comparisons about 
everyday relationships and experiences.  As a teaching device, parables win hands down.  
They are plausible, engaging, often inviting, and usually involve familiar scenarios and 
elements.  
 
 
II. Power in Mystery 

If the bible is about the mystery of the kingdom of God, then it is a mystery that by 
definition is well hidden and not something that is likely to be grasped by a cursory 
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glance or linear thinking.  The best way, and sometimes the only way to speak to the 
mystery, is to tell stories about it.  To come at it from a variety of angles, coming at it 
sideways, circling around the outside, spiraling toward the centre.  Jesus repeatedly 
showed that any attempt to get to the centre directly, settling down with a satisfied “now I 
understand the kingdom” kind of statement, would only be met with stories that blew 
those kinds of assumptions apart. 1 
 
Our task in understanding the kingdom of God is further complicated by the fact that the 
point many of the parables seems to make is confusing and some are downright bizarre. 
Take for example Jesus’ reasons for telling parables:  so that they may look but not see, 
listen but not understand (Mark 4:12).  Why tell stories that no one will understand, 
especially if your mission is to open the eyes of the blind and restore people to God?  
Take for example the rather mixed bag of characters that Jesus compares God and his 
kingdom to:  the unjust judge, a savage king, an unfair employer.  In many of Jesus’ 
parables bad people are rewarded (the Publican, prodigal son, unjust steward). Good 
people are scolded (Pharisee, elder brother, diligent workers).  God’s response to prayer 
is likened to a man getting ride of a nuisance.  What kind of teaching is this?  What kind 
of kingdom is this?  How do these stories say anything helpful to us about God’s 
kingdom?  
 
Perhaps one of the reasons Jesus was deliberately cryptic in some of his stories (and the 
reasons behind telling them) is that he wanted people to know that any understanding of 
the kingdom that his hearers could come up with on their own would always be a 
misunderstanding.  After all, the Jews thought they had figured it out and had already 
made up their minds about what a messiah was supposed to look like, and they tragically 
missed out on the real thing because he didn’t fit their notion of what a messiah was 
supposed to do.  Mention “messiah” to them and they would picture a king on horseback, 
not a carpenter on a cross.  Mention “forgiveness” and they would start setting up rules 
about when it ran out.  From Jesus’ point of view, the sooner their misguided minds were 
set straight about the real mysteriousness of his kingdom, the better (Capon). 
 
[Think of some of our favourite parables:  the Prodigal Son, the Good Samaritan.  Do we 
really have the grasp on them that we think we do?  The headings in our bible translations 
suggest to us how we should interpret the parables.  The story of the Prodigal Son is 
about the repentance of the son, right?  The story about the Good Samaritan about the 
helpful fellow who tended to the needs of a broken man, right?  Sure they are.  But what 
if they are also about something far more profound and unexpected as that.  What if the 
story of the prodigal is about the depth of the Father’s forgiveness?  What if the real 
Christ-like figure in the story of the Good Samaritan is the beaten half-dead man on the 
side of the road.  He looks a lot more like Jesus on the cross than the man doing good 
works.  Think about the parable of the Great Judgment – the point isn’t who is in and 
who is out, but that it is in the hungry, naked, sick, imprisoned that we either find or 
ignore the savior himself.] 
                                                
1 Robert Farrar Capon’s wonderful little book, The Parables of the Kingdom (Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, MI. reprinted 
2000), has been very helpful in understanding the nature of the parables and their connection to the kingdom of God. 
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III. The Power of the left-hand. 
For most of us, when we think about the kingdom of God, we often look to that great and 
wonderful day when there will be blowing of trumpets and heavenly choirs and thunder 
and lightening and big powerful final judgments.  To be sure, the bible does speak of 
such a day and we wait for it with eager and hopeful expectation.  But there is another 
more present sense of God’s kingdom that we live with in the meantime.  And the present 
nature of the kingdom tends to get overlooked because it is hidden and often mysterious 
and strange.  We might wonder:  if God really wanted to make his kingdom known on 
earth as it is in heaven, surely he would use some of that awesome, universe creating 
power he is so famous for.  Why doesn’t God intervene in the dramatic and powerful 
kinds of ways he did in the past?  I don’t really have an answer for that except to say that 
since the flood, God has tended to use his power differently than one would normally 
expect of an all-powerful god.   
 
Over the next several weeks we will be looking at some of the parables told in Matthew’s 
gospel, and what they say about the mysterious hidden nature of God’s kingdom – the 
leaven in the bread, the treasure hidden in the field and the lost pearl, etc.  These parables 
tend to overturn our assumptions about the way God uses power to establish his kingdom.  
They are stories of subtlety and paradox, not of brawny power.  
 
Martin Luther coined the phrase “left-handed” power to refer to the kind of paradoxical 
power that looks a lot like weakness, but is really the only kind of power that evil can’t 
touch.  It is this power that God has chosen to use to establish his kingdom among us as 
we await that final day of consummation.  Straight-line power has many uses – see a 
problem, do what it takes to fix it.  It is the kind of power that gets the job done.  It’s the 
kind of power that God used in the days of Noah.  But if you believe that one of the chief 
objects in life is to remain in loving relationships with God and others, straight-line 
power is useless. About that kind of powerful intervention, God said to Noah – “never 
again.” 
 
Capon illustrates this point.2  When your child is a baby, you can assert all kinds of 
straight-line power to ensure the safety and well being of your child.  You can snatch him 
away from the edge of a cliff, you can yank her out of oncoming traffic, you can make 
her wear a lifejacket in the boat.  None of these things are likely to damage your 
relationship with your child, and likely will strengthen it!  But try using those same 
strategies when your child grows up, especially when his plans differ from your own. 
 
Let’s say he “borrows the car” without your permission.  You could use straight-line 
power to scare him off from doing it again.  But what if he keeps doing it?  Straight-line 
power has no option but to get harsher:  you ground him, you physically restrain him 
from using the car, you hunt him down when he takes off with your car.  Sooner or later, 
the whole relationship will be destroyed unless very early on you choose a different 
approach. 
                                                
2 Pp. 20ff 
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Left-handed power might not stop bad behavior. It might not prevent your son from 
crashing into a stop sign.  It might soften his heart, but it might not.  The only thing left-
handed power ensures is that you won’t make the mistake of closing the doors of 
relationship.   
 
This is the kind of power the parables speak about.  Whenever Jesus performed some sign 
to point to his kingdom, it was always underplayed and he almost always tried to keep it a 
secret.  He never made long prayers or postured or waited until he had everyone’s 
attention before he acted.  The Messiah didn’t come to save the world by a fantastically 
intervention of raw power.  Instead he calmed a storm here, fed a crowd there, healed a 
mother-in-law down the road, ate with his friends and enemies alike, and came alongside 
the poor, hungry, and suffering as one of them.  And then he quietly died on a cross, 
erasing the cosmic chasm between His Father and his beloved children.  Taken in its 
entirety, the ministry of Jesus and his stories, were a manifestation of God’s deep 
preference for left-handed, mysterious, hidden power. 
 
So, where does this leave us in our introduction to the parables of the kingdom? Stories 
have the power to teach us something we can’t learn in any other way.  Many of Jesus’ 
stories and sayings, while told about common every day situations, end rather 
unexpectedly and are sometimes really bizarre, and certainly challenge our ideas of how 
God is supposed to work.  I encourage you to allow the Holy Spirit to open you up to 
mystery.  By mystery I don’t mean something utterly inaccessible.  I mean allow 
yourselves to be open to unexpected meaning, to the beauty of a hidden treasure, to the 
miraculous way that yeast makes a whole loaf of bread rise.  Look with renewed joy and 
anticipation and expectation for the kingdom of God in those things that you might not 
understand immediately with your rational, linear mind.   
 
And remember that you can’t understand a parable as a spectator  (Eugene Peterson, Tell 
is Slant).  You can’t understand mystery and hiddenness and power that doesn’t look like 
power while standing on the sidelines.  The only way to get it is to participate in the story 
by taking a role.  What role will you take?  As we explore these parables that speak about 
the mystery of God kingdom, how will you enter into the story?  Where will you find 
yourselves written into God’s story?  Know that you are in there somewhere – you have 
been written into God’s great story of salvation.   
 
“Once upon a time, God created a people (a Bob, a Nancy, a Sarah, a [insert your 
name here], whom he loved very, very much.  This is the story of how much he loved 
them.” 
 
 
 
 


