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Jesus’ Enacted Parables

ETB: Matthew 21:1-11
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these teach something about Jesus and 
His identity and His purpose. Each 
has roots in the Old Testament. And 
each communicates truth about the 
kingdom. Our focus, though, will be 
on three particular enacted parables, 
each of which occurred in the last days 
of Jesus’ public ministry: His trium-
phal entry into Jerusalem, His cleans-
ing the temple of the merchandisers, 
and His withering of a fig tree. 

Entry into Jerusalem
Prior to Passover Jesus entered 
Jerusalem amid an excited crowd. He 
rode on a donkey, while sitting on gar-
ments that His friends had spread on 
the animal’s back. Others in the crowd 
had put palm branches and cloaks on 
the roadway (Matt. 21:7-8; John 12:13). 
The basic message embedded in the 
triumphal entry is about messiahship. 
The people were expecting a messiah 

who would be an earthly king, one 
that would rule as David had 

done. They expected Jesus 

Several pointers help identify events 
that carried non-verbal meanings. We 
might look at the surrounding context. 
Does a lead-in statement or follow-up 
statement indicate an intended mes-
sage? That is, did Jesus or the inspired 
Gospel writer point toward an embed-
ded message? Does an Old Testament 
prophetic message point toward the 
message lurking in the deed? Does 
what we perceive to be latent in an 
event align with clearly taught truth 
in other parts of the Bible? 

Using such guidelines, we can iden-
tify enacted parables throughout Jesus’ 
ministry. For instance, He washed the 
disciples’ feet. He healed the sick. He 
associated with sinners. He performed 
miracles. He raised the dead. Each of 

JESUS’ USE OF PARABLES 
is well known. He was an 
expert at making truth under-
standable and memorable 

through His use of stories and analo-
gies. We typically think of those 
pictures painted with words when we 
use the term “parable.” What Jesus’ 
words described enabled people to 
envision what He had in mind, since 
He used common analogies.

Jesus did not always convey His 
message by using words. On occa-
sion, His actions spoke to those who 
had eyes to see. We can think of such 
actions as enacted parables. People 
could perceive truth through what 
they saw Him do. A working defini-
tion of an enacted parable might be: 
an event or action with an embedded 
message that communicates truths 
about God’s kingdom.

Identifying Enacted Parables
How are we to distinguish enacted 
parables from Jesus’ ordinary actions? 

B Y  J E R RY  B AT S O N 

Below: Part of the 
wall mural inside 
the church at 
Bethphage shows 

a man gathering 
branches in prepa-
ration of Jesus’ 
triumphal entry.

Jesus fulfilled 
the prophecy of 
Zechariah 9:9, 
“Your King is com-
ing to you; he 
is righteous and 
victorious, humble 
and riding on a 
donkey, on a colt, 
the foal of a don-
key” (CSB).
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day. The Gospel of Matthew tele-
scopes the events of these two days 
without detailing the chronology. 
Moneychangers exchanged the coin-
age of the marketplace for the specially 
minted coin required for paying the 
annual temple tax. These moneychang-
ers likely inflated the exchange rate, 
thus increasing their profit, as did the 
sellers of animals in setting the price 
for sacrificial animals. Jesus looked 
upon this merchandising as defiling 
the temple. He combined wording 
from Isaiah 56:7 and Jeremiah 7:11 to 
explain His motivation for cleansing 
the temple of the clamor and cheating, 
declaring, “Is it not written, My house 
will be called a house of prayer for all 
nations? But you have made it a den of 
thieves!” (Mark 11:17). 

Jesus’ actions and words pointed 
to at least two embedded truths. The 
first message was one of judgment 
upon Israel’s priestly leadership. “He 
was, in a sense, rejecting the current 

and victorious, humble and riding on 
a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a don-
key.” The onlookers exclaimed loudly, 
“Blessed is the King who comes in the 
name of the Lord” (Luke 19:38). “This 
entry into the city may have fueled the 
charge brought against Jesus to Pilate 
that he was the king of the Jews”3 
Jesus’ demeanor, however, suggested 
He came in peace, not military might. 
His kingship did not include seizing 
an earthly throne and establishing 
political rule. His method would be 
to achieve kingly rule by way of the 
cross. He would establish His king-
dom through a greater way—one heart 
at a time. 

Cleansing the Temple
According to the detailed chronology 
in the Gospel of Mark, Jesus entered 
the temple following His triumphal 
entry and simply looked around. He 
returned the following day and drove 
out those He had seen the previous 

to overthrow the Romans and establish 
a throne in Jerusalem so the Jews could 
be ruled from there—rather than from 
Rome. That was not the kind of mes-
siah or king that Jesus ever had in 
mind. Soon after Simon Peter’s Great 
Confession at Caesarea Philippi, “You 
are the Messiah, the Son of the living 
God” (Matt. 16:16),1 Jesus began teach-
ing the disciples what kind of messiah 
He was to be. Jesus gave several passion 
announcements in which He used such 
terms as “suffer,” “killed,” and “raised” 
(16:21; 17:22-23; 20:17-19).  Jesus’ dramatic 
entry into Jerusalem became an occa-
sion of self-disclosure. He expressed 
parabolically the kind of King that He 
came to earth to be—a suffering, dying, 
rising Messiah.

The people using their garments as 
a makeshift saddle for Jesus and tossing 
their garments before Him affirmed 
their expectation of His being a king. 
Explained one scholar, “spreading gar-
ments under a person was a recogni-
tion of royal dignity.”2 People centuries 
earlier had responded similarly to Jehu 
after he was anointed king: “Each man 
quickly took his garment and put it 
under Jehu on the bare steps. They 
blew the ram’s horn and proclaimed, 
‘Jehu is king!’ ” (2 Kings 9:13). 

Jesus’ choice of which animal He 
rode calls for careful observance. He 
did not ride on a white horse but on a 
donkey’s colt. In so doing, He fulfilled 
the prophecy of Zechariah 9:9, “Your 
King is coming to you; he is righteous 

Right: Exterior 
of the 19th cent. 
Franciscan Church 
built at Bethphage 
to commemorate 
the place where 
Jesus began His 
donkey ride into 
Jerusalem.

Below: Close-up of 
a fig tree, grow-
ing in Bethphage, 
a Greek term 
meaning “house of 
unripe figs.”
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that effective prayer is “faith prayer,” 
according to Matthew 21:22. He added 
that effective prayer is also “forgiving 
prayer,” according to Mark 11:22-25. As 
in Mark 11:24, the verb tenses highlight 
the prayer promise: “Everything you 
pray and ask for—believe [present 
tense] that you have received it [past 
tense] and it will be yours” [future 
tense]. Prayers of faith envision 
answers before they materialize.   

How did Jesus teach? How did 
He communicate eternal truths to 
the crowds? “He taught them many 
things in parables” (Mark 4:2). Many 
people think of Jesus’ parables as 
being only those He spoke. Some of 
His parables, however, were enact-
ed. These actions, like the words 
Jesus spoke, communicated powerful 
truths about God’s kingdom.      I

1. All Scripture quotations are from the Christian 
Standard Bible (CSB). 

2. James A. Brooks, Mark, vol. 23 in The New American 
Commentary (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1991), 179.

3. David E. Garland, “Mark” in Zondervan Illustrated 
Bible Backgrounds Commentary, gen. ed. Clinton E. 
Arnold (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 1:266.

4. Kendell H. Easley, The Illustrated Guide to Biblical 
History (Nashville: Holman Reference, 2003), 200.

5. James R. Edwards, “Mark” in The Baker Illustrated 
Bible Commentary, ed. Gary M. Burge and Andrew E. Hill  
(Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2012), 1039.

Jerry Batson is the associate dean, 
retired, of Beeson Divinity School 
at Samford University, Birmingham, 
Alabama.

covenant nation, Israel, to produce 
the fruit He had desired. The tree 
had leaves, which were the precur-
sors of fruit. In Israel’s case, a nation 
full of promise proved fruitless and 
thus faced divine judgment. Later, 
Jesus gave direct expression to this 
theme in His parable of the vineyard 
owner. Concluding the parable, Jesus 
explicitly declared, “The kingdom of 
God will be taken away from you 
and given to a people producing its 
fruit” (Matt. 21:43). 

The other theme embedded in 
Jesus’ cursing the fig tree is that of 
faith and prayer. Jesus spoke directly 
to the tree, withering it with His 
words, “May no fruit ever come 
from you again!” (v. 19). Later, Jesus 
explained to His disciples that faith 
can produce powerful deeds, even 
move mountains. By speaking to the 
tree, Jesus’ demonstrated the prin-
ciple that powerful faith is confessed 
faith. As to prayer, He made the point 

worship system—led by the Sadducee 
chief priests—as unacceptable.”4 
Jesus’ action fulfilled the prophecy 
of Malachi 3:1,3: “I am going to send 
my messenger, and he will clear the 
way before me. Then the Lord you 
seek will suddenly come to his tem-
ple . . . . He will be like a refiner and 
purifier of silver; he will purify the 
sons of Levi and refine them like gold 
and silver.”

A second truth sets forth the proper 
function of God’s’ house. It finds 
expression in Jesus’ words about God’s 
intention that His house be a place of 
prayer for all nations. Before it could 
be such, however, it had to become 
a place of purity and peacefulness. 
Those selling animals and exchanging 
money robbed the temple of purity by 
taking advantage of sincere worshipers 
who sought to pay the temple tax and 
offer the required sacrifices. The foot 
traffic combined with the noise (and 
smells!) from animal stalls robbed 
the temple of the pleasant and serene 
setting in which prayer could flourish. 

Furthermore, the buying and sell-
ing took place in the outer court, the 
Court of the Gentiles. Obviously, this 
robbed non-Israelites of the only part 
of the temple in which they could 
approach God. The Jews had expected 
a messiah who would cleanse the tem-
ple of impurities, meaning he would 
expel the Gentiles. Jesus’ action, 
though, made room for Gentiles.5 

Withering a Fig Tree
Following the chronology of Mark’s 
Gospel, Jesus spoke withering words 
to the fig tree as He entered Jerusalem 
one morning. The next morning as 
they passed by, the disciples were 
struck by the speed and thoroughness 
with which the tree had dried up. 
Two non-verbal themes emerge from 
Jesus’ action.

The first theme was judgment 
upon Israel. Being barren of fruit, the 
tree symbolized the failure of God’s 

Right: Remains 
of Jerusalem’s 
main street, run-
ning the length of 
the Western Wall 
and from the late 
Second Temple 
period. The street 
was paved with 
flagstones; shops 
opened onto the 
street on both 
sides. The shops 
may have been 
used by money 
changers, those 
who sold small 
sacrificial animals, 
and souvenirs.

Right and below: 
Silver shekels from 
Tyre; 1st cent. 
A.D. This was the 
main silver coin in 
Judea and the one 
the Jews used to 
pay the temple 
tax at Jerusalem. 
One of Jesus’ 
enacted parables 
was to overturn 
the moneychang-
ers’ tables in the 
temple.
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