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FIRST BAPTIST CHURCH, 5-25-08 PM
“THE PARABLES OF THE KINGDOM – PART 4”

MATTHEW 13:47-52
(#54 in Series, “Verse by Verse through Matthew”)

[Turn to text / Tonight we finish the parables of the Kingdom in Matthew 13. We have seen the parable of the soils, the wheat and the tares, the mustard seed, the leaven, the hidden treasure, and the pearl of great price. Tonight the last two – the parable of the dragnet and the householder / Read text]

With the exception of the first and last parables, the parables of Matthew 13 are given in pairs. That is, there are three sets of two parables that teach basically the same things. The repetition underlines the importance of what the parables teach. The parable of the mustard seed and the parable of the leaven teach basically the same thing; the parable of the hidden treasure and the pearl of great price teach basically the same thing, and the parable of the wheat and the tares and the parable of the dragnet teach basically the same thing. Some don’t consider verses 51-52 a parable, but we are treating it as one. The language of verse 52 certainly sounds like a parable. Let’s jump right into the text.
I.       The Parable of the Dragnet (V47-50)

In the parable of the wheat and the tares, the picture was good seed and bad seed sown together. In the parable of the dragnet, the picture is good and bad things caught in a fishing net. The repetition is to emphasize that in Christendom, there is the good and bad, the true and the false, the genuine and counterfeit. Let me remind you of the meaning of that word, Christendom. Christendom – All who profess to be under Christ’s rule (kingdom) during the time between His first and second coming. That would certainly include the church age. The visible church (not the true church) has wheat and tares. The professing church contains good fish and also the bad things that are in the net.

A.   The Christian’s Mission (V47)

In Jesus’ day in Palestine (especially on the Sea of Galilee) there were three kinds of fishing. You can still see these three methods being used today. First, there was fishing with a line and hook that allowed the catching of one fish at a time. Secondly, there was a method that involved the use of a small one man net that was cast out from the shore. The fisherman would put the net over his shoulder and wade out into the water and when he saw a school of fish he would throw out the net, holding on to a cord. The edges of the net were weighted and so it would sink around the fish and with the cord, the fisherman would pull the net to him like a sack with the fish inside. The third type of fishing is the one referred to in this parable. It involved a very large net (called here a dragnet) that required a whole team of fishermen to operate. Some of the nets were so large that they covered half a square mile. It was pulled to the shore by two boats, and sometimes there was help from a third boat on the shore. There was a float in the middle and weights on the edges of the net. It pulled in everything in its path – good fish, inedible fish, seaweed, and garbage thrown from other boats. In this parable, the sea is the world, the fishermen are Christian witnesses, the net is Christendom, the fish in the net are those who profess Christ as the result of Christian witness between Christ’s first and second coming. Jesus used this fishing analogy earlier in Matthew when He called Peter and Andrew to follow Him. Matthew 4:19 (NKJV) “Then He said to them, ‘Follow Me, and I will make you fishers of men.’" Even though it is not the main message, let’s pull some principles about fishing for men from this parable [most are taken from Arthur Pink, “The Prophetic Parables of Matthew 13” page 92 and following]. 
1.   The Inconspicuousness of the Fishermen – The emphasis is the work, not the workers. In verse 47, the fishermen aren’t even mentioned. In verse 48, Christ refers to them as “they”. However the gospel is shared (pulpit, one on one encounter, or a small group), the fisherman is just the messenger boy or the messenger girl. What a joy it is to lead someone to Christ, but we can never take the credit. 1 Corinthians 3:4-7 (NKJV) “4 For when one says, ‘I am of Paul,’ and another, ‘I am of Apollos,’ are you not carnal? 5 Who then is Paul, and who is Apollos, but ministers through whom you believed, as the Lord gave to each one? 6 I planted, Apollos watered, but God gave the increase. 7 So then neither he who plants is anything, nor he who waters, but God who gives the increase.” Even in the church, we have this tendency to glorify the messenger. It is God who saves! We speak of someone being “a great evangelist” or “a great soul winner”, but the truth is they are at best just faithful messengers and the one who continues to witness even when there is little or no fruit is on the same level in God’s eyes as the one with a great harvest. I’ve heard people boast about being led to Christ by some well known person or saved during a crusade preached by a well known evangelist. If it was a genuine conversion, it was all God and we simply thank the messenger for being faithful to share the powerful gospel. Listen to this plain word of warning from Arthur Pink. “O my brethren and sisters, it has impressed me deeply in studying this parable that the fishermen are hidden from sight. They are inconspicuous; they are nothings that God can dispense with as easily as He can use them. Do not imagine that the prosperity of any church depends upon the presence of some particular man in the pulpit. The Lord is not only able to continue and prosper His work, but to do so a hundredfold more without the most gifted preacher if he so pleases. The instrument is nothing. How that rebukes the preacher-worship of the day! May almighty God deliver His people from it. May God in His grace (for He is a jealous God, who will not share his glory with another), preserve His people from giving any of the honor and glory to the mere instrument, the whole of which is due and belongs alone to Him. Just as surely as you begin to honor and glorify the instrument, the blessing of God will depart” [Pink, page 93]. 
2.   The Task of the Fishermen – The task of the fishermen is simply to cast out the net and draw it in. We must accurately present the gospel and not proclaim a watered down, “just pray this little prayer”, man centered version of the gospel. However, we are not to limit our proclamation to only a certain group (ethnic group, economic level, or those living in only certain areas). Our marching orders are in Mark 16:15 (NKJV) “And He said to them, ‘Go into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature.’” These fishermen were not targeting only one kind of fish. 
3.   The Fishermen’s Responsibility – The fishermen were responsible only for being faithful to cast the net and draw it in; they were not responsible for what was in the net. Again I emphasize that we must be faithful to present the gospel Biblically and thus accurately, but if we do that, we are not responsible for the false professions. We will look at this more in the next point, but don’t be discouraged if someone you “led to Christ” fell by the wayside. That ought to grieve us, but it is not the fault of the fisherman.
Just as there are multiple methods of fishing, there are multiple ways of sharing the gospel. We are beginning to see some things happen here in our church that I have dreamed about, prayed about, and longed for. We are becoming an evangelistic church (though we have a long way to go). We have teams going out sharing with individuals, door to door, to people of many ethnic backgrounds, and people of all economic levels. Many are sharing not just as a part of a formal program, but as a way of life. It is not our responsibility as to how many of those we share with receive Christ and are then baptized. We are responsible for proclaiming a Biblical, God centered gospel without compromise and then trust God to do what only He can do, which is to bring life to dead sinners. He is doing that. A couple of weeks ago, we got a call from a lady in another county who came into possession of one of our TELL tracts and received Christ. We are seeing adults as well as children who are being saved in our mobile home park churches and at Western Heights. We are expecting God to do what He alone can do as we continue and vastly expand the work in Fountain City. That doesn’t make us special; that is the Christian mission!

B.   The Composition of Christendom (V48)

When the fishermen drew in that net, there could have been a little bit of everything in it. There were some clean fish with scales (clean in the sense of being allowed to be eaten under the Jewish dietary laws), some unclean fish (without scales), and some of every kind of animal that lived in the Sea of Galilee. The good fish picture those who have genuinely been converted and made a new creation in Christ. The bad are of course the false professors who are not genuine. What I am about to say is in large part a repetition from a few weeks ago when we looked at the parable of the wheat and the tares. I don’t apologize for repeating it since Jesus repeats the same truth is another parable. The visible organized church today is a “mixed bag”. We have probably all known people who were members of the church and openly professed Christ who fell away and some even became a great embarrassment to the cause of Christ. I can recall people who were seemingly on fire, went on mission trips, taught Sunday School, said all the right things and then turned away from the church and the Lord. My heart breaks even as I think about them. Learn this, the flesh without Christ can put on a show of spirituality for a long time that can deceive a lot of people. Using the analogy of the church being a body, these phony professors are cancer cells in the body. I have read that every human body has cancer cells but they are kept from deadly damage by the defenses of the body. When the body gets weak the cancer cells begin to grow and strangle out the life of a part of the body or the whole body. The same is true in the church. We strive to keep the body pure by examining those who join and having a new member process and practicing church discipline on those unrepentant sins that bring reproach on Christ even in the world, but there will always be some tares among the wheat and some bad fish among the good. We are unqualified to spot who the bad fish are. Over the years I have had the privilege of mentoring several other Pastors (mostly younger men). One of the things that I see over and over is that they tend to have this utopian view of the church that if the leader of the church leads the people in a direction that is obviously Biblical (though it is a great change from where the church is now) that the members will get behind the changes and in perfect unity support their leadership in doing whatever it takes to follow the Bible’s directives. Then reality hits. They are rebuked, threatened with firing, and pandemonium breaks out in the church. They usually have made some major leadership blunders relating to communication and timing, but they have to learn that you will always face opposition. Do you know why the overwhelming majority of churches in America are plateaued or declining? It is because so many Pastors have been through the turmoil that is associated with change and they become disillusioned and just leave things alone. They settle for a “marrying and burying” ministry and just try to keep the peace the best they can. Do you know what that means? The tares and the bad fish control that church! If you find a church with no dissention and no battles, it may be dead or dying. There are no battles or dissention in a graveyard. Don’t get me wrong: We are to love, pray for, and strive for unity. I thank God that this church has more unity even in the midst of massive changes than any church I have ever been associated with. But don’t have some utopian view of a church with total unity and no dissention whatsoever. It won’t happen in this age where there are tares and bad fish in the church. Ah, but that brings us to the next point.

C.   The Conclusion of the Age (V49-50)

Whereas in the parable the fishermen separate the good fish from the bad fish (V48), that pictures the angels of God who do the separating at the end of the age. In the present era, the church age, God permits unbelief and the unconverted to exist and dwell under the umbrella of Christendom, but there is coming a final reckoning and a separation as the form of the kingdom changes. There is a judgment coming. The judgment described here is the Great White Throne of Judgment (Revelation 20:11-15). The very word “judgment” means to separate. This truth is heavy. I fear that the reality of hell has never really sunk in on most people. Charles Spurgeon spoke of the consequences of Christians thinking lightly of hell, “Think lightly of hell and you will think lightly of the cross. Think little of the sufferings of lost souls, a you will soon think little of the Savior who delivers you from them” [Spurgeon “2200 Quotations”, page 98]. From this parable, there are several things we can know about the final judgment [most are from Boice’s commentary on Matthew, Page 250-251].

1.   It Is Thorough – The time for mixture of the good and bad, the wheat and the tares is over. This will be a thorough and complete separation. 

2.   It Is Permanent – The language in both this parable and the parable of the wheat and the tares speaks of action that is irreversible. The bad fish are thrown away and the tares are gathered into bundles and burned. The day of opportunity is over; the time of salvation is passed forever. 
3.   The Final State of the Unsaved Will Be Horrible – It is described as a furnace of fire (in Revelation 20 a “lake of fire”) where there will be wailing and gnashing of teeth. The final state of the unsaved will have fire that never goes out and will be inhabited by those who wail over their eternal separation from God and all that is good. There will be gnashing of teeth which pictures extreme anguish and hopelessness. One translation says, “They will grind their teeth in pain”. Oh, the agony and hopelessness of hell.
II.      The Parable of the Householder (V51-52)

Some do not consider this a parable, but look at the language in Verse 52, “is like a”. The next verse indicates that verses 51-52 in a parable (Read Verse 53).

A.   The Truth Must Be Discerned (V51)

The word “understood” means to gather or collect knowledge by thinking and pondering. Never downplay understanding the Word of god with your mind. The Puritans used to say that grace is mediated through the understanding. Today we tend to let the emotions lead in every area of our life. There must be a Spirit empowered understanding of the Word of God. Allow me to pull out my soap box here and talk about the importance of the Scriptures and our understanding of the Scriptures in all that we do as a church. Our worship services are to be “word centered” and “word saturated”. The Scriptures should be read as a part of the service; the songs should be filled with Scripture; the message should be expository (“ex” = out of; “posit” = the deposit of Scripture). That is the messages are geared to aiding us in understand the Scriptures. Today (all too often), Scripture is being replaced by movie clips, songs center on experience, and messages are “how to” lessons on how to live more successfully that sometimes tosses in a little Scripture on the side. While spiritual leaders have a responsibility to proclaim and explain the word, each believer has a responsibility to hear it rightly. In the Larger Catechism (question 160), we read, “What is required of those that hear the word preached? It is required of those that hear the word preached, that they attend upon it with diligence, preparation and prayer; examine what they hear by the Scriptures; receive the truth with faith, love, meekness, and readiness of mind, as the word of God; meditate, and confer on it; hide it in their hearts, and bring forth the fruit of it in their lives” [Quoted in Terry Johnson, “The Parables of Jesus”, page 205]. 
B.   The Truth Must Be Dispensed (V52)

The Scribes were started under Ezra with the purpose of preserving the Word of God, studying it, and applying its truths to everyday life. By Jesus time they had degenerated into preserving the traditions of man. Nevertheless, they had a wonderful beginning. The word of God is here pictured as a treasure and the Scribes are the disciples of Jesus. Listen to the NASB translation. Matthew 13:52 (NASB) “And Jesus said to them, ‘Therefore every scribe who has become a disciple of the kingdom of heaven is like a head of a household, who brings out of his treasure things new and old.’" As disciples of Christ we are to see that the word (especially the gospel) is dispensed to those we have opportunity to get it to. “Old” and “new” probably refers to the basics (also called “milk”) and also the deeper truths which would be new to a recent or undiscipled convert (also called “meat” in the Scripture). 
CONCLUSION

There you have the parables of the Kingdom. I would ask you the same question that Jesus asked His disciples in verse 51, “Have you understood all these things?” If so, you have a responsibility to share the treasure with your family and in ever widening circles those you have influence with.
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