27th July 2008
The Kingdom of God – Understood?
Reading:  Matthew 13:31-52
Mat 13:31  He told them another parable: "The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed, which a man took and planted in his field.
Mat 13:32  Though it is the smallest of all your seeds, yet when it grows, it is the largest of garden plants and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and perch in its branches."
Mat 13:33  He told them still another parable: "The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and mixed into a large amount of flour until it worked all through the dough."
Mat 13:44  "The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field.
Mat 13:45  "Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls.
Mat 13:46  When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had and bought it.
Mat 13:47  "Once again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was let down into the lake and caught all kinds of fish.
Mat 13:48  When it was full, the fishermen pulled it up on the shore. Then they sat down and collected the good fish in baskets, but threw the bad away.
Mat 13:49  This is how it will be at the end of the age. The angels will come and separate the wicked from the righteous
Mat 13:50  and throw them into the fiery furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.
Mat 13:51  "Have you understood all these things?" Jesus asked. "Yes," they replied. 

Mat 13:52  He said to them, "Therefore every teacher of the law who has been instructed about the kingdom of heaven is like the owner of a house who brings out of his storeroom new treasures as well as old."

It’s very easy to say yes when someone asks us whether we’ve understood something.  But, misunderstandings arise so very easily and we often end up hearing something quite different to what someone intended.

Let me give you an example. A very zealous soul-winning young curate once spotted a man at work in his allotment. 
Being concerned about the man’s soul the curate stopped and introduced himself and asked him: "Are you labouring in the vineyard of the Lord?"

Not even looking at the curate and continuing his work the man replied, "Nope, these are potatoes."

"You don't understand," said the curate. 
"Are you a Christian?"

With the same amount of interest as his previous answer the man said,  "Nope my name is Jones. You must be looking for Jim Christian. He’s got the allotment three down from here."

The determined young curate tried again and asked the man, "Are you lost?"

"Nope. I've lived ‘round here all my life," answered the man.

"Well, are you prepared for Jesus’ return and the fulfillment of God’s kingdom?" the now frustrated curate asked.

This seemed to catch the man's attention and he asked, "When's that going to be, then?"

Thinking that he had at last accomplished something the young curate replied, "It could be today, tomorrow, or the next day." 

Taking a handkerchief from his back pocket and wiping his brow, the man remarked,  "Well, don't mention it to my wife. 
I’ve got too much to do here and she's bound to want me to take her to all three days.” 
It’s all too easy to misunderstand.

Jesus asked the disciples (at Mat 13:51) "Have you understood all these things?" and they said ‘Yes’.   
Now, given that the disciples were not always that good at understanding things I found that quite a surprising answer.    

And it got me thinking about what you or I might say if we were asked the same question about the kingdom of God. 

"Have you understood all these things?"
Many of you may be pretty familiar with the five parables we’ve heard today, so I’m going to look at them briefly then move on to talking about the power of our faith and of the Holy Spirit.  
If we start by reminding ourselves about the second pair of parables. 

They’re about the treasure found hidden in the field and about the extraordinary pearl discovered by a pearl merchant.   In both cases, the individual sells everything in order to gain what has been discovered. In both cases they recognise that they’ve found something incalculably more precious than anything that they’ve ever known.  Their joy at finding it prompts them to immediate action to ensure that they don’t lose it.  Joy and immediate action – two hallmarks of those who have just discovered the kingdom of God. Recognition of a treasure greater than anything imaginable, creating joy like none we have known and inspiring us to immediate action to gain our place in the kingdom.  Joy and immediate action.  The kingdom of God is like that.

Now let’s look at the first pair of parables. Those of the mustard seed and of the yeast. 
A mustard seed is only about 1mm across. But, it can grow into a plant ten to fifteen feet high, competing with the trees.  
Yeast is a microscopic fungi yet a small amount mixed into dough will rapidly reproduce and spread throughout, reacting with sugars and producing the carbon dioxide that causes the dough to rise.

They produce great things from small beginnings. And the kingdom of God is like that too.
Now couple that with the joy and immediate action of those who stumble across the kingdom of God and think what happens.
Think what happens when someone discovers the amazing truth of the Christian Gospel. Perhaps you can remember doing that yourself. Think of the joy and the immediate action to commit to Christ for the first time, to take a place in the kingdom of God. The kingdom of God growing by the day.  

The kingdom of God which includes about a third of today’s world population, around 2.1 billion people. 

The kingdom of God that has been grown from the mustard seed or yeast of the earliest church, the 120 or so believers that we can read of in Acts Chapter 1 (v15).

Such a growth, 120 to 2.1 billion, seems remarkable to us now. But it would have been unimaginable for those who listened to Jesus in Galilee.  The working of the kingdom of God is like that.  It far exceeds our expectations.
So we shouldn’t get too disheartened by the occasional setback. The kingdom of God continues to grow despite disagreements over denomination, biblical interpretation, tradition, or leadership. It continues to grow despite repressive regimes, poverty or the distractions of wealth. 

It continues to grow despite either the indifference or the hostility of those who don’t believe in it.  It continues to grow despite the gloom-mongering of sceptical newspapers and television. In short, its growth continues to far exceed all expectations!

So what’s Jesus telling us in these two pairs of parables, today?

He is telling us, today, that the Gospel, the Good News, is such good news that, every time someone new truly cottons on to what it means for them,  they are like the finder of the treasure in that field or the discoverer of that outstanding pearl:  they realise with joy that they must have this and they immediately commit to Christ and become part of the kingdom of God.   

And that kingdom of God grows, and will grow, far beyond human expectations.  That’s what Jesus is telling us in these two pairs of parables.

Now let’s turn to the fifth of these parables.
The parables about the joy of discovery and the immediate action it prompts are about the here and now.  They remind us that the kingdom of God is open to all who will respond to its invitation today.

The parables about mustard and about yeast are about the growth of the kingdom of God. They remind us that God continues to be at work in his people, expanding that kingdom into the future.  

The fifth of these parables is about the kingdom of God being like a net that catches the good fish and the bad fish. It’s the one that talks about the bad fish being separated out amidst much wailing and gnashing of teeth.  This parable reminds us that God is going to draw a line.  

We know that not all the seed falls on fertile ground (Matthew 13 v 8).    We know that God is going to reap the harvest and the weeds (tares) are going to be cast aside. (Matthew 13 v 30).   And we see that God is going to pull in the nets and take stock. The good fish will be gathered in and the bad fish are going to be discarded.  However difficult or uncomfortable it sounds,  however much the non-believer might wish to think otherwise, there will be a final reckoning.
Now in case that seems a gloomy point to come to, I haven’t finished yet.  I said we’d look at what these parables say about the kingdom of God.  But I also said we’d look at faith and at the Holy Spirit. These parables are just a launch point really!
The really good news is that, through God’s grace, it is faith which allows us to glimpse that unimaginable and unexpected treasure. It is faith which allows us to recognise our weaknesses. It is faith which brings us to seek the forgiveness which is ours for the asking and secures us our place in the kingdom for all time and beyond.    It is faith which assures us of being taken in among the good fish.

Now, we can all feel that our faith is a bit weak now and then. But this is where mustard seeds come in again.

Jesus talks of faith the size of a mustard seed being able to move mountains (Matthew 17 v 20).  Even the smallest amount of faith has a power beyond our imagining. 

The point is that we don’t need to measure our faith. It’s a bit like a racing pigeon. Either its flying or its not.  A racing pigeon is not in the race at all if it’s sat thinking about whether to have a go or not. Those with no faith have to sit thinking about whether they believe.  Those who believe are flying already, and can actually fly much further and much higher and much faster than they could ever imagine. 
But I know that our joy at discovering the treasure that is the kingdom of God can sometimes get forgotten. Our lives can get rather cluttered up with the here and now.  Our faith can get pushed into the background. We don’t fly very well.

The kingdom of God is here and now, in part.  It’s just that there is much, much more to come!  We’ve only begun to glimpse it.  
We have entered the kingdom through faith, but we still live in this world.  Through faith we have the power of the Holy Spirit at work within us and are being transformed, yet we are still very human.

But here’s the encouraging thing, we are capable not only of flying over the mountains that can seem to surround us, we can move them out of the way!! 
Let me explain a little of how I see those mountains being moved.  One of the many things that attracted me to serve in this benefice is the fact that you have an active healing ministry.  One day we will all be restored in eternal bodies.

Until then, some will be healed in response to our prayers, the power of the kingdom breaking through. There are those in this benefice who have the faith and confidence to ask God to restore the physical and mental wholeness of others.  I’ve had previous experience of praying for healing for others and of seeing the changes that God has brought about.   So I am delighted that there are those here who will pray for that too. 
And I’d be even more delighted if someone hearing me today starts to pray for the healing of the sick and really lets their faith fly.  Just think of the difference that will make to the lives of those who are sick.

I have also had experience of asking God for help in understanding what he is saying to us in scripture, in the present day, in our present situation.  That’s an essential part of writing a sermon and I learned that from the outset when I trained as a lay reader.  But did you know that is called prophecy?  Don’t go looking it up in your dictionary, because you’ll find that it talks about predicting the future.  That’s the common usage.  But that’s not what the Bible usually means when it talks about prophets. The Greek prophetes actually means ‘one who speaks forth’. I found a definition of Christian prophets which is a bit wordy, yet worth hearing. 

Christian prophets are ‘those who have grasped the meaning of scripture, perceived its powerful relevance to the life of the individual, the Church and society and declare that message fearlessly’.  
And I am pleased to report that I have found such prophets in this benefice, people who have grasped the meaning of scripture for today and declared it fearlessly.   And I’d be even more pleased if others were added to their number. 
If the gift of prophecy were to be poured out into this church.

This is a place where we are capable not only of flying over mountains, but can move them.

All this is possible because the Holy Spirit has been sent to us.  We know that the Spirit is working in and around us. 
We can find a whole list of gifts of the Spirit in 1 Corinthians 9.  And we can read about the fruits of the Spirit in Galatians 5.  
And we can be at risk of taking it all for granted….  
We can sometimes forget just how awe inspiring it is to be a part of the kingdom of God.  We can slip into turning up in church and taking part in an act of worship which probably touches the furthest reaches of heaven,  yet think of it as little more than a ‘nice service’. 

We are here today as much more than mere mortals.  We are humans equipped by the Holy Spirit.  We have all our human resources, yes, but we also have immense spiritual power we might have scarcely acknowledged, yet alone exercised, the power that is given to us to use for the glory and growth of the kingdom of God….. 
We’ve all got some idea of what the kingdom of God might be like.  We’ve thought about the meaning of the parables in today’s reading.  About the joy of discovery and the immediate action it promotes.  About mustard and yeast and small beginnings leading to unimaginable growth. We’ve thought about the power of faith and about the work of the Holy Spirit.   And I’ve talked about praying for healing and about the gift of prophecy.

And I’ve covered all this because it’s too easy to say ‘yes’ when we are asked ‘do you understand what it is to be part of the kingdom of God’.
Unless we get to grips with what it means to be filled with the Holy Spirit,  unless we earnestly seek the gifts and fruits of the Holy Spirit,  how are we to experience fully what the kingdom of God is like and so take up our roles within it while here on earth?
Perhaps there’s a question we might take home with us.
Can we answer yes when asked "Have you understood all these things?"
Or should we be spending some more time with the Holy Spirit first?

Amen
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