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The Seed and the Soil

We begin our study of Jesus’ parables with a discussion of the first story he tells in the Gospel of
Mark: the story of the seed and the soil. What we discover in this story is a truth of perennial impor-
tance, a truth about the powerful and productive word of God and the different ways that people
respond, or fail to respond, to this word.

This week, read and discuss Mark 4:1-20 as a group.

1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. Why do you think Jesus so often chose to teach by telling stories? What do you think he was
trying to accomplish? Can you think of an experience when a story that you've heard or read
or watched has impacted you in a profound way?

3. With which of the three kinds of “bad” soil do you think that you have the most affinity?
Which temptation are you more inclined to fall into when it comes to God’s word: (1) not re-
ally paying attention, (2) being more excited about some benefit of Christianity rather than
Christ himself, or (3) being too distracted by the cares and comforts of daily life?

4. Discuss the following quote from Robert Farrar Capon: “Those on the good ground...It’s not
that they do anything, you see; rather, it’s that they don’t do things that get in the Word'’s way.
It's the Word, and the Word alone, that does all the rest.”

5. How can you be more attentive to the word of God this week?

6. What do you think is the greatest challenge to you living out this teaching? What is one prac-
tical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer. Encourage your group
members to read and reflect on Luke 15:11-32 in preparation for next week.
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Two Lost Sons & A Father’s Costly Love

Undoubtedly one of the most well known and beloved of all of Jesus’ stories is the one we discuss this

week, the story of two lost sons and of their father’s costly love. The two sons represent two differ-
ent types of people: those who flee from God in a misguided quest for personal freedom and those

whose attempts to obey God result in self-righteous resentment. And at the center of all stands a

father who loves them both with reckless abandon and who joyfully welcomes them home.

This week, read and discuss Luke 15:11-32 as a group.

1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. What do you make of the younger son’s desire to take his inheritance and leave home? Why
would he want to leave his father and journey to the far country? Where do you see similari-
ties between yourself and this younger son?

3. Tim Keller says that the primary target of Jesus’ story is not “wayward sinners” but “religious
people who do everything the Bible requires.” How might religious people fall into the trap
of thinking and acting like the elder son? Why was Jesus so concerned about the condition of
such people? Where do you see similarities between yourself and the elder son?

4. How does the depiction of the father in the story compare to your understanding of God? Do
you think that God delights in you the way that this father delights in his son? In what way is
God’s love for you costly?

5. Discuss this quote by Henri Nouwen: “Unlike a fairy tale, this parable provides no happy end-
ing. Instead, it invites us face to face with one of the hardest of life’s spiritual choices: to trust
or not trust in God’s all-forgiving love.”

6. What do you think is the greatest challenge to you living out this teaching? What is one prac-
tical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer. Encourage your group
members to read and reflect on Luke 18:9-14 in preparation for next week.
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The Pharisee & The Tax Collector

We live in a time that one perceptive social scientist named “an age of contempt,” but we're not the
first people to feel contempt for those around us. Contempt was a common attitude in Jesus’ own
day, and in Luke 18, he tells a story that directly addresses this attitude. In this session, we'll explore
this story, what it teaches us about the gospel, and how it addresses our own tendencies toward
feelings of self-righteous and judgmental superiority.

This week, read and discuss Luke 18:9-14 as a group.

1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. What do you think of the Pharisee in the story? If he were alive today, what kind of a person

do you think he might be? Can you sympathize with the contempt that he felt toward that tax
collector?

3. If Jesus were telling this story to a bunch of Christians today, what kind of a character do you
think he might use instead of a tax collector? What kind of person do you feel least sympa-
thetic toward? Toward what kind of person do you feel most contemptuous?

4. Discuss this quote by C.S. Lewis: “Does Christianity encourage morbid introspection? The
alternative is much more morbid. Those who do not think about their own sins make up for it
by thinking incessantly of the sins of others.”

5. How often do you pray some kind of prayer of confession, asking God to forgive you of your
own sin? How might you make that a more regular practice during the week?

6. What do you think is the greatest challenge to you living out this teaching? What is one prac-
tical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer. Encourage your group
members to read and reflect on Matthew 13:24-30 and 36-43 in preparation for next week.
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Weeds & Wheat

Jesus’ story about weeds and wheat growing together in a field has long provoked the interest of not
only pastors and theologians, but also civic leaders and political philosophers. And for good reason.
Because, as we discuss in this session, this story reckons with the reality of ongoing immorality and
injustice and helps us learn how to respond to it with both realism and hope.

This week, read and discuss Matthew 13:24-30 and 36-43 as a group.

1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. The servants in the parable are surprised by the presence of weeds mixed in the field. Can
you think of occasions when you have been surprised by bad behavior or unjust or immoral
people within society? What about within the church? How do you respond when you en-
counter such “weeds”?

3. Theservants wanted to remove the weeds immediately and the master told them not to. How
would you relate this to attempts to create a “pure” church or society? What is the difference
between upholding moral standards and attempting to remove entirely the presence of im-
morality?

4. Discuss Martin Luther’s quote: “Those fanatics who don’t want to tolerate any weeds end up
with no wheat either.”

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge to you living out this teaching? What is one prac-
tical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer. Encourage your group
members to read and reflect on Matthew 20:1-16 in preparation for next week.
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Workers & Wages

Some of Jesus’ stories are comforting, while others unsettle us and seem designed to directly conflict
with our deepest instincts about what is just and fair. The story that Jesus tells in Matthew 20 about
day laborers and their wages is one of those. In this session, we reflect on this strange and difficult

story and what it has to teach us about the goodness of God and our own tendencies toward entitle-
ment and resentment.

This week, read and discuss Matthew 20:1-16 as a group.

1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. Why would Jesus tell a story that so directly conflicts with our feelings about fairness? If he
were to tell the story today, what example might he use that would be equally shocking?

3. Compare the master’s words in verse 15—“Am | not allowed to do what | choose with what
belongs to me?”—to St. Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 4:7—“What do you have that you did not
receive?” Name some things in your life that belong to God and you have received as a gift. Is
there anything that belongs to you that you have not received as a gift? What would it look
like to acknowledge all of these goods in your life as a gift?

4. Compare yourself to the early workers in the story. Can you sympathize with their resent-
ment and with their feeling of being cheated? Do you ever struggle with similar feeelings?
How can this story and its description of God’s kingdom help you in that struggle?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge to you living out this teaching? What is one prac-
tical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer. Encourage your group
members to read and reflect on Luke 12:13-34 in preparation for next week.
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The Greedy Fool

“Greed is good,” said Gordon Gekko, but Jesus disagrees and in Luke 12 tells a story toillustrate why
greed is not only bad, but foolish and irrational. In this session, we explore a parable designed to
reveal the error of the greedy fool and how that same foolishness can take root in our own hearts.

This week, read and discuss Luke 12:13-34 as a group.

1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. Whydoes Jesus talk so often about money and the problems of wealth? How has Jesus’ teach-
ing impacted (or failed to impact) your own relationship to your money and possessions?

3. Compare yourself to the rich farmer in Jesus’ story. Where do you see similarities between
his attitude toward his wealth and your own attitude? How do your savings or financial plan-
ning give you comfort or a sense of security? How often are finances a source of anxiety for
you? What might Jesus say to you in response to your anxiety?

4. Read Matthew 6:19-34. How would you compare what Jesus says in this portion of the Ser-
mon on the Mount to what he is teaching through the story of the greedy fool? Why does
Jesus suggest that people sometimes relate to money as a rival god (Matthew. 6:24)?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge to you living out this teaching? What is one prac-
tical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer. Encourage your group
members to read and reflect on Matthew 25:1-13 in preparation for next week.
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Ten Girls & A Wedding

“He will come again to judge the living and the dead.” Every week when we recite the words of the
Nicene Creed, we confess our belief that Jesus will return. But do we really live as if we believe that?
And are we prepared for his return? That’s a question Jesus wants us to ask of ourselves, which is
why, in Matthew 25, he tells a story about ten girls waiting for a wedding party to arrive...

This week, read and discuss Matthew 25:1-13 as a group.

1. What was one point from this week’s teaching that stood out to you?

2. Despite the fact that we regularly confess our belief in Jesus’ return, most of us go about our
daily lives with little thought to that reality. Why is that? What are some obstacles that keep
us from preparing for Jesus’ return and living in anticipation of it? What would it look like to
do as Jesus says and to “be ready” (Matthew 24:44) and “watch” (25:13) for the coming of his
kingdom?

3. Read Matthew 24:36-51. Jesus uses a variety of illustrations to describe people failing to
prepare for his return (people in Noah's day, workers in the field, wicked servants, etc.). What
can we learn from these examples? How might we avoid their lack of preparation?

4. Discuss the following quote by David Bailey Harned: “What keeping busy means is quite sim-
ply the refusal, sometimes very brave and sometimes very thoughtless, to look reality in the
face.” How have you experienced this in your own life? What realities does your busyness
keep you from having to face?

5. What do you think is the greatest challenge to you living out this teaching? What is one prac-
tical step that you can take in the coming week to overcome this challenge?

Spend some time sharing prayer requests with one another and end in prayer.
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